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Foreword
Everyone has the right to live free from violence or the threat of violence – especially in their own homes.
Yet domestic violence continues to shatter the lives and well-being of thousands of Australian families. This is
something that, as a society, we must no longer tolerate.
The Commonwealth Government is strongly committed to stopping this violence.
We have recognised the need for strong national leadership.
We have committed $50 million to Partnerships Against Domestic Violence, working with State and Territory
governments and with the community to explore new methods of prevention and early intervention.
But governments and services can only do so much. Stopping domestic violence needs the commitment of the whole
Australian community. It is only when individuals and leaders throughout our diverse community take a stand that
domestic violence will cease being tolerated.
Raising community awareness of domestic violence is therefore a key prevention strategy.
To date community awareness campaigns and research have focused upon the general community. The research
presented in this report provides valuable insights into attitudes to domestic violence across the diverse Australian
community. It will inform the development of future community awareness activities under Partnerships and more
broadly, particularly in Indigenous and culturally and linguistically diverse communities.
We are grateful to the community members who volunteered to take part in this research. Their willingness to discuss
such sensitive issues has provided important insights into how communities can work to promote the prevention of
domestic and family violence and its damaging effects.
I welcome this further contribution to the important work we are undertaking in reducing the levels of violence in
our community.

JOCELYN NEWMAN
Minister for Family and Community Services and
Minister Assisting the Prime Minister for the Status of Women
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Executive Summary
This research was commissioned by the Commonwealth
Office of the Status of Women on behalf of Partnerships
Against Domestic Violence.
Partnerships is a Commonwealth Government initiative,
working with state and territory governments and with
the community to find better ways of preventing and
responding to domestic violence. It is funded by the
Commonwealth Government for a total of $50 million to
June 2003.
Prevention of domestic violence is a priority issue for
Partnerships. Domestic violence is a serious social issue
which has enormous social and emotional consequences
for individuals and families and which results in
significant economic costs to governments and the
community. Raising community awareness of domestic
violence is a key prevention strategy.
Community education campaigns over the last decade
have done much to raise awareness about domestic
violence in general. While there is evidence of an
increasing understanding over time by the community of
the issues of domestic violence, at the same time research
indicates that there is a high level of incidence of
domestic violence in Australia. The Australian Bureau of
Statistics undertook a national survey of the nature and
effects of violence against women in 1996.1 One of the
key findings on domestic violence was that of all women
who had ever been married or in a de facto relationship,
23% had experienced an incident of physical or sexual
violence by a partner.

A research study undertaken by Keys Young for the Office
of the Status of Women has some findings with some
significant implications for community awareness
strategies. The researchers conclude:
It is apparent from this study that broad community
education campaigns have started to have an impact in
raising people’s awareness of domestic violence issues
and services. There is a need to further influence
community attitudes on domestic violence, to assist
more women to more easily identify domestic violence
situations, to encourage them to take action at an
earlier stage in the abusive relationship and to improve
the response of the general community to the issue.3
In recent years there has been a considerable amount of
research and community education undertaken with the
general community on the subject of domestic violence.
This current project supplements that research and also
specifically explores attitudes to domestic violence in
Indigenous and culturally and linguistically diverse
background communities.

The research project
The project involved both a comprehensive literature
review and primary market research. Consultations were
held with more than 280 people from various cultural and
linguistic backgrounds through a mix of focus group
discussions, in-depth interviews and community meetings.
Participants were drawn from

There is an increasing understanding of domestic violence
broadly in the community. Yet some population groups
are better informed than others. For example, research on
community attitudes conducted in 19952 shows that:

• the general community (participants were not required
to meet any selection criteria in terms of cultural or
linguistic background and consultations conducted in
English);

• Those born in non English speaking countries are
generally a less well informed population group.

• Indigenous Australians; and

• Older women and those with less education are less
well informed.

• people from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds.4 Participants were selected from six
language groups: Vietnamese, Cantonese, Bosnian,
Tagalog (Filipino), Turkish and Arabic and the
consultations were conducted in these languages.

• Among men, those with higher education levels and
those in white collar occupations are better informed
than their less educated and blue collar counterparts.

This summary identifies the major themes and attitudes
found in the qualitative research. The research
methodology is set out in detail in Chapter 2.

• Women exhibit a higher level of awareness and
understanding than men.

1
2
3
4

Commonwealth of Australia (1996) Women’s Safety Australia, Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra.
Office of the Status of Women (1995) Community Attitudes to Violence Against Women, (conducted by ANOP Research) AGPS, Canberra.
Commonwealth of Australia (1997) The Needs of Women Experiencing Domestic Violence Who Do Not Use Domestic Violence and Related Crisis Services,
Prepared by Keys Young.
The term ‘culturally and linguistically diverse communities’ is a broad term that is normally used to cover the diversity of the Australian community. However, in
this publication, the term is used to represent those who participated in research conducted in languages other than English.
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Understanding of domestic violence

Prevalence of domestic violence

Participants across the research appeared to have a
sound level of understanding of domestic violence.

Most participants acknowledged the existence of
domestic violence in the community.

Domestic violence was seen to be not simply physical
abuse, but to include psychological and emotional abuse.

Discussion on the prevalence of domestic violence
generated mixed responses.

Sexual abuse was not spontaneously recognised as
domestic violence. However, once prompted, most
participants thought that sexual abuse was a form of
domestic violence.

• Most Indigenous participants felt that family
violence is very prevalent and ‘found all over’.
Indeed, domestic violence was seen by many to
have been ‘institutionalised’ in communities across
generations.

Sexual abuse was raised by Indigenous Australians,
especially in the context of sexual abuse of children, and
was seen as a matter of grave concern.

When is domestic violence considered
serious?
Participants across all the research clearly stated that
domestic violence is ‘always serious’. This did not differ
in relation to cultural background or gender. However,
there was some discussion on what aspects of domestic
violence are ‘more serious’.
• Respondents of culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds tended to state that physical violence is
more serious.

• Responses from culturally and linguistically diverse
groups tended to be polarised both across and
within language groups.
• A significant number of participants thought
domestic violence is very prevalent (‘70% or more
women are victims of domestic violence’), while a
similar number of participants felt that domestic
violence is not very prevalent (‘less than 10–20%
of women are victims of domestic violence’).
• There was similar variety in views of respondents
from the general community with the perceived
prevalence of domestic violence ranging from
30–80% of households.

• Views varied amongst Indigenous participants. Some
considered verbal and emotional abuse to be more
serious because of their hidden nature and the
difficulty of healing ‘mental scars’.

• Men were more likely than women to believe that
domestic violence was very prevalent.

• In the general community, women were more likely
than men to believe that emotional and verbal abuse
was more serious because of its long-term
psychological impact.

Perceived causes of domestic violence

Discussion on the seriousness of domestic violence
varied across the groups.
• Participants from the general community tended to
focus on the various forms of violent behaviour when
discussing seriousness.
• In contrast, for participants from culturally and
linguistically diverse communities, the seriousness
was often seen to be linked to the consequences of
the domestic violence, rather than the nature of the
violence itself. (For example, violence was seen to be
serious when it has a significant effect on the victim,
or leads to separation or divorce.)
• For some Indigenous participants, the seriousness of
the violence was perceived to be linked to a person
or community’s prior experience of violence. That is,
participants felt that it would be seen as less serious if
violence were prevalent in the community and
people had ‘grown up with it’.

2

A variety of factors were reported by respondents as
causing domestic violence. The more common
included:
• financial pressure and economic difficulties;
• drug and alcohol abuse (especially for Indigenous
participants);
• gambling (identified by many participants from the
general community and from culturally and
linguistically diverse communities);
• several participants from the general community
and from culturally and linguistically diverse
communities perceived male behaviour to be the
cause of domestic violence because of men’s
‘aggressive nature’ or ‘images of violence in
masculinity’.
• learned behaviour, that is previous experience of
domestic violence. (Many Indigenous participants
and a number of respondents from the general
community perceived this to be a major cause.)

Executive Summary
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Acceptability of domestic violence

Consequences of domestic violence

The acceptability of domestic violence was considered
a complex issue.

Across all of the research, participants were aware of the
negative consequences of domestic violence for all
family members and the broad community.

People across all groups considered that domestic
violence was personally unacceptable and was also
viewed as such by their community. However, some
participants thought their community would consider
domestic violence understandable (but not acceptable)
in certain circumstances.

Indigenous participants
A significant number of Indigenous participants
perceived that cultural values or practices were
wrongly used to justify domestic violence; and that
high rates of domestic violence meant that it was
accepted as ‘normal’ in many communities.
When considering whether domestic violence was ever
understandable, there was considerable discussion
about the perpetrator being a victim too. That is, the
community commonly perceived perpetrators’
actions/violence to result from a sense of
powerlessness, stemming from the ongoing effects of
colonisation.
It was also felt that the community might understand
the occurrence of domestic violence in situations
where the woman’s behaviour is perceived to
‘encourage’ the violence.

Participants of culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds

The negative impact of domestic violence on children
was clearly of most concern across all groups.

Barriers to disclosure
Shame and fear were seen to be the two major obstacles
to the disclosure of domestic violence by victims,
regardless of the cultural background or gender of
respondents.
Others include:
• a lack of appropriate services and concern about
using police services (Indigenous respondents) and
• a lack of financial support and services (participants
from the general community).
Participants felt that disclosure would be encouraged by
open discussion of the issue in the community and
community support for people affected by it.

Targeted communication strategies
The research supported the targeted communication
strategies to address the specific needs of the diverse
Australian community. However in the development of
these strategies, care needed to be taken to ensure that
no particular group was stigmatised as ‘having a
problem’.

The majority felt that domestic violence was seen as
unacceptable in the community.
However, when considering whether it is ever
understandable, people felt that it is sometimes
understood if the woman is seen to ‘encourage’ domestic
violence.

Participants from the general community
The majority felt that the community at large viewed
domestic violence as unacceptable. There was an
acknowledgement that these attitudes have changed
over time.
However, when asked whether domestic violence was
ever understandable, a small number of participants felt
that if a man was ‘pushed long enough’, domestic
violence was understandable.

Executive Summary
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Introduction

This report presents the findings of market research
undertaken in 1999 for Partnerships Against Domestic
Violence.
Partnerships Against Domestic Violence is a
Commonwealth government initiative, working with
the States and Territories and the community towards
the common goal of preventing domestic violence across
Australia. The programme is resourced by $50 million
from the Commonwealth (June 1997 to June 2003).
One of the major priorities of Partnerships is community
education, as changing community attitudes which
silently tolerate or collude with domestic violence is a
key prevention strategy. As a primary prevention
strategy, community education underpins and
complements the messages sent to the community by the
provision of services for those affected by domestic
violence and the provisions of the criminal justice
system to deal with perpetrators.
The aim of the research was to develop a clearer
understanding of attitudes towards domestic violence
across the culturally and linguistically diverse Australian
community.

Domestic and family violence —
definition
For the purposes of this project, domestic violence is
defined as
an abuse of power perpetrated mainly (but not only)
by men against women in a relationship or after
separation. It occurs when one partner attempts by
physical or psychological means to dominate the
other.
Domestic violence takes a number of forms. The
most commonly acknowledged forms of domestic
violence are physical and sexual violence, threats and
intimidation, emotional and social abuse and
economic deprivation. Domestic violence has a
profound effect on children who are witnesses. Many
forms of domestic violence are against the law.
The general term domestic violence is used in relation
to non English speaking background communities.
The term ‘family violence’ is generally preferred by
Indigenous communities. It includes all forms of
violence in intimate relationships and also covers a
broad range of family relationships. Perpetrators and
victims of family violence can include, for example,

aunts, uncles, cousins and children of previous
relationships. ‘Family’ covers a diverse range of
reciprocal ties of obligation and mutual support.

The research team
The research was conducted by a consortium
comprising:
• Pino Migliorino, Alison Palmer and Anne Redman,
Cultural Perspectives.
• Jackie Huggins and Michael Williams, Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit, University of
Queensland.
• Maria Dimopoulos, Phoenix Projects.

Using this report
This report provides:
• a summary of the research findings (Executive
Summary);
• details on the research methodology used (Chapter
2);
• an overview which includes a brief synopsis of
previous research as well as the theoretical framework
used in this research (Chapter 3); and
• the key findings from the research for:
-

the general community (Chapter 4);

-

Indigenous communities (Chapter 5); and

culturally and linguistically diverse background
communities (Chapter 6).
When reading this report, it is important to keep in
mind that the primary research is qualitative in nature.
It represents the views of the groups involved, not of the
community as a whole.
To reflect the qualitative nature of the research, some
quotations from research participants are provided.
These are shown in quotation marks.
With regard to terminology, when the phrase ‘general
community’ is used in this report, it refers to the broad
Australian community.
In the research findings for Indigenous communities and
culturally and linguistically diverse communities, where
the term ‘community’ is used, this refers to the particular
Indigenous communities or ethnic communities included
in the research.

Introduction
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Those using these research findings should bear in mind
that, although there may be differences in understanding
of and attitudes to domestic violence between different
communities, domestic violence occurs across all
communities.
It should also be remembered that Indigenous
Australians or people of culturally and linguistically
diverse backgrounds do not constitute one homogeneous
group — just as people of Anglo-Saxon/Anglo-Celtic
origin cannot be defined as a coherent, homogeneous
group. It is vital that any attempt to assess the needs of
Indigenous people and people of culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds takes into account this
diversity.

6
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Research Objectives and Methodology

Research objectives

A summary of the research methodology is at Figure 1.

The purpose of the research project was to inform the
development of a range of community awareness
strategies on domestic violence. The specific objectives
were to:

Participants for the consultations conducted amongst
the general community and the culturally and
linguistically diverse background communities were not
aware prior to the discussion that the focus was to be on
domestic violence.

• explore community attitudes towards/ perceptions of
domestic or family violence.
• assess the level of understanding of domestic or
family violence amongst Indigenous communities,
people of culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds, and the broader community.
• explore the barriers to disclosure of domestic or
family violence across all groups;
• assess motivations for changing behaviour; and
• provide suggestions on how a community awareness
strategy might be conducted, including:
-

information needs

-

target audience and

-

media.

Methodology
The issue of domestic or family violence is a complex
and sensitive one. To reflect this, the project involved a
number of qualitative research techniques, including:
• a literature review;

This approach was used to encourage participation, and
also to allow for domestic violence to be positioned
within the broader context of issues affecting the health
and wellbeing of the family.
For cultural reasons, in consultations with Indigenous
communities, the invitation to participants identified
that the focus of the topic was family violence.
Qualitative techniques were used in this project to
investigate attitudes to domestic violence. This method
allows for a deeper understanding of the key issues, and
also provides an overview of the range of attitudes and
responses held by the community members. It cannot
provide data on the representativeness of the results.
Accordingly, the findings in this report provide details
on the range of attitudes, and the extent to which these
were held among participants in the research.
Terms like ‘minority’, ‘majority’, ‘few’ and ‘several’ have
been used to indicate the extent to which attitudes were
held by respondents. It is not possible to quantify these.

Literature review

• in-depth interviews;
• focus group discussions; and
• interviews with intermediaries and key influencers.
Fieldwork was conducted from January to April 1999.
The targets for this research were:
• members of the general community;
• Indigenous Australians (although the research did
not include consultations in the Torres Strait
Islands);5

Existing research on domestic violence was reviewed,
particularly in regard to Indigenous Australians and
people of culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds. The findings of the literature review:
• identified key issues for subsequent stages of the
research;
• identified information gaps; and
• informed the analysis of the research results.

• people of culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds;
• service providers (this included a range of domestic
violence service providers as well as more generalist
service providers for Indigenous and ethnic
communities); and
• key influencers or key informants.
5

A project being undertaken in Queensland under Partnerships Against Domestic Violence involves the development of an educative/training strategy on domestic
violence aimed specifically at Torres Strait Islanders, using culturally appropriate processes, educational methods and materials.
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Research Design

Broad Community

Males & Females
* 3 focus groups (urban & rural;
range of socio-economic status)

Literature
Review
* Identify Key
Issues for
Research
* Identify
Information
gaps
* Inform
Analisys of
Reserach
Results

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders

Urban

* 2 full
community
meetings
(female &
male)

Rural

* 6 women's
community
meetings

Victims of
Domestic
Violence

Perpetrators
of Domestic
Violence

Analysis
&
Reporting

* 8 in-depth
interviews

* 2 men's
health
groups

* 10 paired
interviews
with women

Service
Providers /
Intermediaries

People of culturally & linguistically diverse
backgrounds
(six language/cultural groups selected)

Figure 1

General
Community

Victims of
Domestic
Violence

Service
Providers /
Intermediaries

* 6 focus groups
* 36 - 42 in-depth
interviews
(female & male;
urban & rural)

* 6 -12 in-depth
interviews
(urban & rural)

* 20 in-depth
interviews

Summary of research methodology

Research amongst the general
community
As there had already been considerable research into
attitudes to domestic violence in the general
community,6 this group received less weight in the
primary research than Indigenous Australians and people
of culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.
6

8

Three focus group discussions were held in:
• Melbourne (female);
• Brisbane (male); and
• Goulburn (rural female)
with 24 participants. Separate male and female groups
were held to encourage open discussion.

See Chapter 3.
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A research recruitment agency was used to recruit
participants for this aspect of the research.
Participants did not need to meet any selection criteria
in terms of cultural or language background. Nor were
they selected on the basis of their knowledge or
experience of domestic violence. Therefore, the term
‘general community’ refers to participants selected from
the diverse Australian population, and did not exclude
people of Indigenous or non English speaking
background. Consultations were conducted in English.

Research amongst Indigenous
Australians
Consultations were conducted with 12 communities
across Australia. Fieldwork was conducted by the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit of the
University of Queensland with the assistance of nine
Indigenous researchers.

This approach provided feedback from a wide range of
participants, including community members, service
providers, key influencers and elders.

Geographic coverage
The consultations covered urban and rural communities
across Australia, with greater emphasis placed on rural
than urban communities.
Members of communities in rural and regional New
South Wales, Queensland, Victoria, the Northern
Territory and Western Australia were interviewed, as
were communities in urban Melbourne and Perth. Men’s
groups were included in the research in Queensland and
Victoria.
Table 1 shows the locations of the communities
involved.

State

Urban

Rural/ Regional

NSW

—

Tweed Heads (15 participants; mixed group)
Lightning Ridge (15 participants; mixed group)

Vic

Melbourne women’s group
(15 participants)
Melbourne men’s group
(9 participants)

Mildura (10 participants; mixed group)

Qld

—

Cherbourg women’s group (32 participants)
Cherbourg men’s group (18 participants)
Mt Isa (23 participants; mixed group)

NT

—

Pitjantjatjara Women’s Council
(Alice Springs – 8 participants)

WA

Perth (5 participants; mixed group)

Bunbury (14 participants; mixed group)
Broome (32 participants; mixed group)

Table 1

Locations of communities involved in the research

Research Objectives and Methodology
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A number of factors were taken into account in
selecting these locations, including:
• the need for broad coverage across Australia (within
budget limitations);
• the preference to include communities which had
demonstrated a willingness to discuss the issue of
family violence;
• the need to avoid ‘over-researched’ communities; and
• the need to utilise existing contacts of researchers in
particular communities.

Research process
The consultants followed appropriate community
protocols when setting up these meetings:
• seeking permission from the Community Council to
hold the meeting, to identify key players and the
context of the research;
• acknowledging the traditional country at the
beginning of the meeting, in rural and urban
community meetings; and
• giving as much notice as possible for the meetings,
depending on time frames and researcher availability,
to ensure maximum participation.
Meetings were run by experienced facilitators who were
members of the community and who had expertise in
family violence or community health. In conducting the
meetings, there was acknowledgement of the following
environmental factors and attitudes:
• understanding of community environment and
history;
• acknowledgment of and respect for men’s and
women’s business when facilitating the discussion;
• recognition of customary practices such as funerals,
‘sorry business’, and ceremonies;
• sensitivity and flexibility toward operational matters,
such as time of meetings; and
• understanding of Aboriginal English, which is widely
used in communities, and knowledge of low literacy
rates.

In urban communities, invitations were initiated
through various Indigenous organisations and
community networks.
Meetings with members of men’s health groups in
Cherbourg and Melbourne were run during one of the
regular meetings.
• Intermediaries and key informants
‘Key influencer’ was defined as a representative of an
organisation involved in domestic violence or general
health and welfare service provision to Indigenous
communities.
Key influencers were identified through contacts in the
specific communities. They were interviewed either as
part of the community consultation, or through
individual in-depth sessions.
Table 2 lists by jurisdiction organisations included in the
research.

People of culturally and linguistically
diverse backgrounds
Selection of language and cultural groups
Six language groups were chosen for the research:
• Vietnamese;
• Cantonese;
• Bosnian;
• Tagalog (Filipino);
• Turkish; and
• Arabic.
These six language groups were chosen to reflect a range
of experiences in terms of:
• settlement issues (length of time in Australia and
migration status, e.g. refugee, sponsored partner);
• English language proficiency;
• religious background; and
• community size.

Sample selection
Sample selection
• Community members
In rural/regional areas, members of the Community
Council invited men and women from that community
and from surrounding areas with links to the community
to attend the meetings. In Cherbourg, elders also
attended the meeting.

10

For most groups, a cultural name analysis of the
electronic White Pages was conducted and participants
were recruited randomly from these lists.
For Filipino residents, where marriages to Australians are
more common, community networks were used to
identify participants. This method was also used for
Bosnian participants because of the smaller size of this
language group.
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Geographic coverage
Research was conducted in both urban and rural areas as
shown in Table 3. Focus group discussions were
conducted for all language groups in urban areas. Indepth phone interviews were undertaken with

Cantonese, Filipino, Turkish and Vietnamese language
participants in rural areas.
Regions covered were based on the geographic spread of
the six languages selected (using ABS Census data).

Organisation

City/State

Domestic Violence Prevention Unit

Perth, WA

Midland Men’s Health Aboriginal Medical Services

Perth, WA

Crime Research Centre, University of WA

Perth, WA

Domestic Violence Regional Committee (Central Regional)

Perth, WA

South West Aboriginal Medical Services

Bunbury, WA

Bunbury Regional Domestic Violence Centre

Bunbury, WA

Marnja Jarndu Women’s Refuge

Broome, WA

Kullari Patrol

Broome, WA

Broome Police, Broome Community Family Violence Action Group

Broome, WA

Milliya Rumarra Alcohol and Drug Rehabilitation Centre

Broome, WA

Broome Regional Domestic Violence Committee

Broome, WA

Pinakarra Aboriginal Counselling Group (men’s and women’s counselling service)

Broome, WA

Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Women’s Council

Alice Springs, NT

Atunypa Wiru Minyma Uwankaraku — Good Protection For All Women:
Cross-border Domestic Violence Service

Alice Springs, NT

Central Australian Women’s Legal Service

Alice Springs, NT

Alice Springs Women’s Shelter

Alice Springs, NT

Domestic Violence Service

Alice Springs, NT

Kalkadoon Aboriginal Sobriety House (KASH)

Mt Isa, Qld

Homeless Female Shelter

Mt Isa, Qld

The Bugalwena Service

Tweed Heads, NSW

Barriekneal CDEP

Lightning Ridge, NSW

Aboriginal Community Liaison Officer, Walgett Police

Lightning Ridge, NSW

Lightning Ridge Health Service

Lightning Ridge, NSW

Aboriginal Home Care Service

Dareton, Vic

Aboriginal Community Health Workers

Dareton, Vic

Mallee Domestic Violence Service

Mildura, Vic

Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service

Melbourne, Vic

Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation

Melbourne, Vic

Victorian Aboriginal Youth, Sport and Recreation Co-op

Melbourne, Vic

Victorian Department of Human Services

Melbourne, Vic

Victorian Aboriginal Health Service

Melbourne, Vic

Table 2

Organisations by jurisdiction included in the research

Research Objectives and Methodology

11

Awareness of Domestic and Family Violence in the Diverse Australian Community

Language/ Cultural Focus group
Group
discussions

In-depth interviews

Arabic

Sydney

Melbourne and Sydney (no rural interviews conducted because of
small Arabic-speaking populations living outside metropolitan areas)

Bosnian

Melbourne

Melbourne and Sydney (no rural interviews conducted because of
small Bosnian populations living outside metropolitan areas)

Cantonese

Sydney

Rural New South Wales and Brisbane

Filipino

Sydney

Rural New South Wales and Brisbane

Turkish

Melbourne

Rural Victoria and Brisbane

Vietnamese

Melbourne

Rural Victoria and Brisbane

Table 3

Language/cultural groups and location of focus groups and interviews

The research process
• Focus groups
For each language group, focus group discussions were
conducted with both women (8–10 participants) and
men (4–5 participants). This was followed by five indepth interviews per language group with men and
women (3 female and 2 male interviews). Separate male
and female groups were held because of the sensitivity of
the topic.
Bilingual interviewers who had been thoroughly briefed
conducted the interviews and group discussions.
Question guides were developed for the interviews.
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In total 108 community members (73 females and 35
males) were included in the consultations.
• Key influencers
Key influencers were selected because of their
experience in either the domestic violence sector or in a
multicultural or ethno-specific organisation. Most key
influencers participating in the research met both
criteria.
In-depth telephone interviews were conducted with 26
key influencers across Australia. These are listed in
Table 4.

Research Objectives and Methodology
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Organisation

State

Multicultural domestic violence services
Immigrant Women’s Speakout
Immigrant Women’s Domestic Violence Service of Victoria
Migrant Women’s Support and Accommodation Service
Immigrant Women’s Support Service
ACT Domestic Violence Council and the ACT Migrant Resource Centre

NSW
Vic
SA
Qld
ACT

Domestic violence services
NSW Police
Victorian Community Council Against Violence
Southern Domestic Violence Action Group
Women’s Health Statewide
Darwin Domestic Violence Unit
Domestic Violence Counselling Service
WA Domestic Violence Prevention Unit

NSW
Vic
SA
SA
NT
NT
WA

Multicultural organisations
STARTTS (Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Trauma and Torture Survivors)
Phoenix Centre — Support Service for Survivors of Torture and War Trauma
ANESBWA Representative in NT

NSW
Tas
NT

Ethno-specific community organisations
Centre for Philippine Concerns, Victoria
Australian Chinese Community Association
Bosnian Information and Welfare Centre
Broadmeadows Community Health (Turkish worker)
Vietnamese Welfare Association
Australian Arabic Communities Council, NSW

Vic
NSW
NSW
Vic
Vic
NSW

Men’s services
Victorian Network for the Prevention of Male Family Violence (VNET)
Lifecare, Campbelltown

Vic
NSW

Rural
Centre for Population Health, Macquarie Health Service (Dubbo)

Rural NSW

Mental health
Transcultural Mental Health

NSW

Legal
Legal Aid Commission

Table 4

NSW

Key Influencers

Research Objectives and Methodology
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Literature Review

Incidence of domestic violence
A 1996 Australian Bureau of Statistics survey, Women’s
Safety Australia,7 established the first national data on
the extent and nature of all forms of violence against
women in Australia. (The report defined violence as
‘any incident involving the occurrence, attempt or
threat of either physical or sexual assault’.)
The survey found that about one in four women (23%)
who had ever been married or in a de facto relationship
experienced violence by a male partner at some time
during the relationship.
• Half the women who experienced violence by their
partner reported that more than one incident had
occurred.
• For 7.4% the violence occurred often, while for 26%
the violence was said to occur only rarely.
• Women were more at risk of physical than sexual
violence by their partner.
This research also examined emotional abuse which was
defined as ‘manipulation, isolation or intimidation’. The
survey found that women who experienced violence
during the relationship with their male partner were
more likely to experience emotional abuse than were
women who had not experienced violence (59%
compared to 4%).
The survey also found that younger women are more at
risk of violence by their partner than older women.
Seven per cent of women aged 18–24 years who were in
a current relationship experienced violence by their
partner, compared to 2% of women aged 45–54 years
and 1% of women aged 55 and over.
Due to the size and scope of the sample, it was not
possible to analyse experiences of Indigenous women or
of women born in particular countries.
However, there is considerable evidence that Indigenous
women are much more likely to be victims of domestic
violence than non-Indigenous women and to sustain
more serious injuries; in some areas the rate of domestic
violence involving Aboriginal women is 45 times higher

7
8
9
10
11

than non-Aboriginal women and Aboriginal women are
ten times more likely to be killed as a result of domestic
violence.8 Domestic violence may not just involve the
spouse but a larger group of relatives — ‘brothers,
cousins, fathers and other Aboriginal men in the
vicinity’.9

Community awareness of domestic
violence
A study into community attitudes to violence against
women, conducted by ANOP Research Services in
1995,10 found that crime, violence and personal safety
were ‘top-of-mind’ issues. Domestic violence was also a
significant concern.
In a qualitative research study conducted amongst men
by Donovan Research in 1996,11 domestic violence was
raised spontaneously in relation to violence more
generally. However, it tended to rank below other issues
such as juvenile violence and access to/ availability of
weapons. This suggests that although domestic violence
is seen as an important issue, to many it is of less
immediate concern than other issues of violence which
in practice affect far fewer people.

Level of understanding of domestic
violence
ANOP’s 1995 study found that while physical violence
was a ‘top of mind’ issue, there was also high awareness
of psychological abuse. When asked about the main
forms of domestic violence, 81% mentioned physical
violence and 58% also mentioned psychological abuse.
(Women more likely to be aware of non-physical forms
of violence than men.)
The ANOP study also found that while there are
perceived degrees of domestic violence, all forms are
considered serious. Women attached a greater degree of
seriousness to all forms of domestic violence except
examples of extreme physical violence (which both men
and women perceived as equally serious).

Australian Bureau of Statistics (1996) Women’s Safety Australia, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.
Ferrante A, Morgan F, Indermaur D and Harding R (1996) Measuring the extent of domestic violence, Hawkins Press, Annandale.
Lucashenko, M. (1990) ‘Violence Against Indigenous Women. Public and Private Dimensions’. In S. Cook & J. Bessant (eds) Women’s Encounters With Violence.
Australian Experiences, Sage Publications: California, p. 153.
Office of the Status of Women, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (1995) Community Attitudes to Violence Against Women (conducted by ANOP
Research Services), AGPS, Canberra.
Donovan Research (1996) Development of Strategies for a Mass Media Campaign to Facilitate the Reduction and Prevention of Domestic Violence, Report to the Family and
Children’s Services and Domestic Violence Prevention Unit, WA, unpub.

Literature Review

15

Awareness of Domestic and Family Violence in the Diverse Australian Community

The research shows that the general community’s
understanding of the broad issues surrounding domestic
violence is reasonably high and that it has improved
since 1987 when the Commonwealth Office of the
Status of Women commissioned the first survey of
community attitudes to domestic violence.12 The ANOP
survey13 found that there was far greater understanding
of domestic violence in 1995 with the vast majority of
respondents agreeing that:
• alcohol is not an excuse for violence (94%
agreement);
• domestic violence is a criminal offence (93%
agreement); and
• domestic violence is not a private matter (80%
agreement).
A particular difference between the 1987 and the 1995
surveys was the number who saw provocation as an
excuse for domestic violence. This number had almost
halved since 1987 (8% in 1995 compared to 14% in
1987). The respondents to the 1995 research felt
themselves that community attitudes had changed over
the last five to ten years. They considered that there was
greater community awareness generally and domestic
violence issues were ‘out in the open’, more so than in
the past.

who were physically assaulted contacted a crisis
organisation. One fifth of women who had ever
experienced an incident of physical assault by a man
reported the last incident to the police. Twelve per cent
had sought help from a doctor and the same proportion
sought help from a counsellor.
Women were more likely to report incidents that were
perpetrated by a stranger than by somebody they knew.
Women who experienced violence by a current partner
were least likely to have reported the incident to the
police (41%). Eighteen per cent of women who reported
in the survey that they had experienced an incident of
physical assault by a man had never told anybody else
about the incident.

Importance of community education
The literature suggests that understanding of domestic
violence has improved since 1987. This improvement is
likely to be attributable, at least in part, to community
education on domestic violence.
The 1995 ANOP research found that, after
consideration, respondents felt that community
education and counselling for those committing violence
should be given a higher priority than legal measures as
ways to reduce violence against women.14

Causes of domestic violence
The ANOP study found a wide variety of factors were
perceived to cause domestic violence, including
financial pressure, alcohol and relationship problems.
This research suggests that these perceived causes were
not seen as excuses for the violence but as ‘triggers’.
A significant proportion of participants could not
perceive circumstances in which physical force is
acceptable. However, 18% could perceive situations in
which physical violence is acceptable, notably in cases
of self-defence. However 8% believed physical force is
justified when the man is ‘provoked’ by his wife.

Responses to domestic violence
Women’s Safety Australia found that most common
action taken by women in response to violence was to
talk to a friend/neighbour or family member (58% and
53% respectively). Four and a half per cent of women

12
13
14

Office of the Status of Women (1988) Community Attitudes Towards Domestic Violence in Australia (conducted by the Public Research Centre), AGPS, Canberra.
Office of the Status of Women, Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (1995) op. cit.
ibid.
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Research Findings for the General Community

As there had already been considerable research into
attitudes to domestic violence in the general
community,15 this group received less weight in the
primary research than Indigenous Australians and people
of culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.
However, it was considered important to hold some
groups with the general community to ensure
comparability with results obtained in the culturally
specific groups. The views expressed by participants from
the general community in this research were generally
consistent with those expressed in earlier surveys (see
previous chapter).

Social issues affecting families
Prior to the discussion, participants in the focus groups
were not aware that the topic was to be domestic
violence. This allowed the beginning of the discussion
to explore issues seen to be having an effect on the
health and wellbeing of families, and to position
domestic violence within this broader context.
All participants were quite vocal on the question of
social and political factors affecting the health and
wellbeing of the family. The factors mentioned in the
focus group discussions were similar across locations and
gender. They reflected in many ways the findings of the
research amongst culturally and linguistically diverse
groups.
The most commonly mentioned factors affecting the
health and wellbeing of the family were:
• economic factors, including retrenchment and high
levels of unemployment, the costs of raising children
and the economic environment. Several participants
mentioned that financial pressure often resulted in
both parents having to work, with children receiving
less supervision and attention;
• difficulties with raising children;
• alcohol, drug abuse and gambling; and
• inequality between partners.

15

Threats to a safe harmonious
environment
When asked about factors that can make the home
environment unsafe, responses centred on a lack of
communication between family members and the impact
of financial pressure.
Female participants also mentioned that a lack of
commitment and communication could make the home
environment unsafe. Male participants focused on family
breakdown due to economic and social changes. Two
themes emerged in this discussion. Firstly, there was seen
to be an increased focus on ‘materialism’ in families
where attention was given to ‘providing things rather
than care’. Secondly, several male participants also
mentioned the impact of women working and the effect
this has on their caring role in the family. This was seen
to lead to ‘latchkey kids’.
When thinking about social issues affecting families,
domestic violence was not an issue raised spontaneously
by participants. Once prompted, however, it was agreed
that domestic violence was an important issue, with a
few women especially concerned with the impact of
emotional abuse.

Understanding of domestic violence
Once the issue of domestic violence was introduced,
participants in all of the focus groups were aware that
domestic violence included non-physical forms of abuse.
Mental and emotional abuse were identified (without
prompting) as a form of domestic violence. In many
cases emotional abuse was perceived to be more serious
than physical abuse ‘subtle but just as fierce’ (female
participants). Several participants (male and female)
also felt that emotional abuse happened over a longer
time frame, and that it was hidden and therefore more
difficult to deal with.
Most participants had a broad definition of domestic
violence beyond specific behaviours. These broad
definitions tended to centre on a ‘power play’ (woman),
a belief that ‘men have the right to be boss’ (woman), or
‘not giving the person the respect they deserve’ (man).

See Chapter 3.
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When prompted about other forms of abuse such as
economic deprivation, social isolation and sexual abuse,
most participants agreed that these also constituted
domestic violence. However, clearly these forms of abuse
are not automatically associated with domestic violence.
Women in one focus group also mentioned emotional
abuse of men by women as a form of domestic violence.
There was some discussion in the male focus group about
economic deprivation as a form of domestic violence.
Several men mentioned that women mismanaging
money (e.g. by gambling on poker machines) had an
influence on violence. However, this was not seen as
justifying violence.
Several women mentioned that the general community’s
understanding of domestic violence has increased over
recent times, with people now starting to define
domestic violence more broadly. Several also mentioned
the changing role of women over time, and the impact
this has had in increasing the level of understanding of
domestic violence in the general community.
While almost all participants defined domestic violence
quite broadly to include non physical forms, in
subsequent discussions they tended to refer to physical
violence only rather than other forms of abuse.

Key findings
• Most participants had a broad definition of
domestic violence, centred on power imbalance
and control.
• Physical and emotional abuse were clearly seen to
constitute domestic violence. There was
acknowledgment of but not a ‘top-of-mind’
awareness of other forms of domestic violence such
as sexual abuse, economic deprivation and social
isolation.

However, men thought that physical abuse was more
serious because of its immediate effect on the victim, but
that emotional abuse was a slower process over a longer
period of time with more subtle long-term effects.
It is interesting to note that the same reason was given
by both men and women to support their differing views.

Prevalence of domestic violence
Although domestic violence was not raised
unprompted, most respondents felt that domestic
violence was prevalent in the community. However,
views varied considerably as to how prevalent it actually
was.
Men were more likely than women to believe that
domestic violence was very prevalent, and that 70–80%
of women experience domestic violence: ‘just about
every household at some time has some type of
domestic violence’.
Several women stated that around 40% of women are
victims of domestic violence. However, in a further
discussion in one focus group it was revealed that
almost half of the participants had personal experiences
of domestic violence, and most others knew of a person
close to them who had experienced domestic violence.
It is important to note that these perceptions of the
prevalence were based on the broad definition of
domestic violence. A few men perceived that, if only
physical abuse were considered, the proportion would
reduce to four to five women out of ten being victims.

Perceived causes of domestic violence
Discussion on the causes of domestic violence varied.
However, several themes were raised consistently:
• financial pressure;
• drug and alcohol abuse;
• gambling;

When is domestic violence seen as
serious?

• abusive background: ‘If men come from an abusive
family it seems to repeat itself’ (woman); and

Most respondents, both men and women, felt that
domestic violence is always serious.

• male behaviour.

Discussion on the seriousness of domestic violence
centred on the type of violence rather than on its
consequences (such as its effect on the marriage
relationship).
Women were more likely to believe that emotional
abuse was the most damaging because of its long term
psychological impact.
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Both male and female participants mentioned male
behaviour as the cause of domestic violence. Male
participants commented violence was caused by an
inappropriate response to financial and other pressures,
and that this response is traditionally part of male
behaviour: ‘males solve problems by being violent, it’s
inbred in us as men, and it’s something we have to
unlearn’.
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Several of the female participants also mentioned this
issue. Some felt that domestic violence occurred
because of the ‘school yard bully syndrome’ or ‘images of
violence in masculinity’ and that ‘men need to be taught
the skills to cope with pressure’.

Is domestic violence ever
understandable?

Other less frequently mentioned causes of domestic
violence included:

Several men commented that experiencing problems was
not a justification for violence: ‘We all have
problems…It is the way we go about dealing with them
and violence should not be the answer’.

• lack of communication between partners;
• personality/strength of character of the woman which
has an impact on whether this person could be a
victim;
• pressure in raising children; and

All participants stated that domestic violence is never
understandable, that there is ‘no excuse’.

In one of the female groups, a few agreed that ‘everyone
is going to explode if pushed long enough’; but others
felt that men should ask for help before this happens.

• lack of parenting skills.

Consequences of domestic violence
Key findings

The most serious consequence of domestic violence was
seen to be the impact this has on children.

• Most participants were more likely to perceive
external factors, such as financial pressure, alcohol
and drug abuse and gambling, as the cause of
domestic violence.

Although respondents were asked about the
consequences on the family and the community, most of
the discussion centred on the impact on the children.

• Several male and female respondents said it was ‘in
the nature of men’ to be violent.
• Several women also mentioned that exposure to
domestic violence as a child may cause domestic
violence.

Domestic violence was seen to be ‘shattering’ for
children, reducing self-esteem, encouraging violent
behaviour in children and driving children out of home
at an early age. It was agreed that ‘children suffer the
most, they don’t know why they are doing it’ (male).

Key finding

Acceptability of domestic violence
The research asked participants whether family violence
was acceptable or unacceptable in their community.
All of the participants believed that domestic violence is
unacceptable, and most thought that this view was
shared by the general community. In all of the groups it
was perceived that the attitudes of the general
community had changed over time. Respondents
believed that in the past domestic violence had been
more acceptable: ‘there is now greater awareness of the
issue — which leads to less tolerance and a willingness
of outside people to get involved’ (man).
The consultations identified a strong belief that this
change was a generational change — comparisons were
made between the attitudes of daughters and mothers. A
few women also mentioned the recognition of rape in
marriage as evidence of change in community attitudes.

• The discussion on the consequences of domestic
violence focused on the negative impacts on
children. While other consequences for the family
and community at large were acknowledged, the
negative impact on children was seen to be far
more serious.

Community dialogue on domestic
violence
Perceptions of the extent of community discussion about
domestic violence were mixed.
Many of the women felt that domestic violence is
openly discussed in the general community, and that it is
covered in the media.
However, the male participants felt that it is not
generally an issue that is openly discussed. These
participants said that domestic violence was only
discussed in response to a tragedy ‘when it is splattered
all over the newspaper’. The effect of this is that
domestic violence is discussed as an external and

Research findings for the general community
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sensational issue, rather than one close to home. This
was an interesting perception given that most male
respondents felt that domestic violence is very
prevalent.

Values seen as deterring or justifying
domestic violence
Respondents found it difficult to answer questions on
attitudes or values in the general community that deter
or justify domestic violence. In many cases respondents
spoke of values that needed to be fostered, rather than
values which currently exist. This is no doubt a factor of
the diversity of attitudes and values in the general
community. Several values that could deter domestic
violence were mentioned:
• respect for others, although a few mentioned that
this is not a strongly held value in the general
community;

of their actions.
Other key influencers mentioned were respected people in
the community, such as prominent sporting personalities
and rock singers, doctors, the clergy and institutions such
as schools. Responses to the clergy were mixed, as one
respondent mentioned that they could not recall ever
hearing a sermon where domestic violence was spoken
about.
Conducting education programmes in schools was seen as
important. Several women mentioned that boys need to be
taught from a very early age that ‘muscles are for
protection, not bullying’.
Other community responses mentioned less frequently by
women included:
• providing anger management courses;
• having stiffer penalties for domestic violence;
• anonymous groups for women; and
• couples counselling in a controlled environment.

• valuing the ‘basic things’ rather than material
possessions;

The discussion also raised the role of individuals in
reducing domestic violence. Several issues were identified:

• commitment of women to caring for their children,
and always putting children first (this point
generated some debate, as several respondents
mentioned that women should not devote all their
energy and attention to the children, as this can
have negative effects on the relationship); and

• men and women need to learn the skills to cope with
day-to-day pressures;

• making an effort to understand how the other partner
thinks.

• men should admit that they are the abusers;
• women should be empowered so that they do not
become victims; and
• individuals have a role to play by opening the dialogue
about domestic violence and ‘expressing the belief that
it is wrong’.

Key influencers in the general
community

Key findings

Several responses were given to the question of who in the
general community could have the most influence on
reducing domestic violence.

• The community at large was seen to have a role in
reducing the prevalence of domestic violence.

A large number of respondents, especially women, felt that
the media could play a role in reducing the prevalence of
domestic violence by increasing education and awareness.

• The most popular suggestions to reduce the
prevalence of domestic violence were education
via the media and the use of high-profile
personalities.

Participants suggested that the media could be used to give
violent behaviour a ‘stigma’, and ‘make people aware of
how bad it is’, that it ‘is wrong, not acceptable, and should
no longer be tolerated’ and to make ‘men feel embarrassed
that they are doing it’.

• Individuals were also seen to have a role in
reducing domestic violence by taking action not to
be personally be involved in domestic violence
situations.

It was felt that this would reduce the hidden nature of
domestic violence, ‘encourage people to talk about it’, and
make perpetrators mindful that other people in the
community may be aware of and disapprove of their
behaviour. The Road Traffic Authority commercials for
driver fatigue and speeding were raised as good examples of
how to encourage people to think about the consequences
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Options for women affected by domestic
violence
When participants were asked about the options for women
experiencing domestic violence, the most common
responses included telling friends and family.
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However, the notion of confiding in friends generated
considerable discussion amongst the female participants.
Several mentioned that people would only tell their friends
if they were ready to leave, otherwise there is shame in
staying in a violent relationship. Others also mentioned
that friends would tell them to ‘get out’, but they may not
want to hear this advice. It was thought that these factors
would discourage women from telling their friends.
Several respondents also mentioned approaching the
doctor.
The police were mentioned by both men and women, but
were seen as the last resort.
Crisis services were mentioned very rarely.
In one group, while a few mentioned that the service
providers must maintain professional confidence, several
felt that this confidence might still be breached. An
example given was that of a woman confiding in her doctor
and the receptionist being given (for filing) the card on
which the doctor had written the details. Several women
also felt that even if the service provider did not tell
anyone, just ‘knowing that they know’ is enough —
especially as you may see them around the town.
Anonymity was preferred but not seen as possible in smaller
towns.

Barriers to disclosure by women
Barriers identified as preventing victims from disclosing
domestic violence included:

Barriers to disclosure by men
There was a strong perception among participants in all
of the consultations that men involved in domestic
violence would be unlikely to talk to someone or seek
help, mainly because of feelings of pride and shame.

Options for perpetrators
Participants were asked who a perpetrator would talk to or
go to for help.
All of the women felt that men would be unlikely to talk
to anyone or to seek help: ‘do men actually talk to other
men?’; ‘men would only call on a third party after she has
left him’.
The women in the focus groups felt that men would be
reluctant to talk to anyone because of shame and pride.
This attitude was also expressed in the male focus group,
where it was felt that men would ‘not show their
weakness.’
Several of the male and female participants also felt that
there were very limited services or options available for
men, with none of the participants aware of any services
available.
The barriers to men disclosing domestic violence involved
both feelings of shame and pride, and the lack of available
services or options. However, while the lack of services was
mentioned frequently, the responses in the consultations
from both males and females suggested that utilisation of
these services by men is likely to be limited.

• lack of self-esteem or confidence: ‘there is a lack of
confidence, they have been made to feel less of a
person therefore they start to believe they don’t
deserve help’ (man);

What would encourage disclosure?

• feeling shame and that they are to blame for the
violence, or that they would be blamed for the break
up of the family;

A common theme mentioned by female participants was
that disclosure would be encouraged if the situation
became serious to the extent of:

• lack of financial support and resources;
• desire to keep the family together (mentioned by
both men and women);
• fear of escalating violence;
• isolation;
• hoping that it will go away;
• lack of services or lack of awareness of services. (A
lack of services was more likely to be mentioned by
men than by women. A few women queried the
effectiveness of legal provisions — for example,
domestic violence protection orders — in dealing
with domestic violence; and
• feeling trapped because of responsibilities for children
and financial commitments of the family (such as
mortgages).

• a feeling of desperation in the woman;
• such severe violence that the woman was
hospitalised; and
• the violence to children.
Other factors mentioned less frequently that were
perceived to encourage disclosure included:
• publicity in the media, especially television;
• increased awareness of the services available; and
• an awareness amongst women that ‘they are not on
their own’.
Women from one group thought increased awareness of
services was particularly relevant for non-metropolitan
areas.
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The male participants felt that in comparison to the past,
the current environment encourages more women to seek
help. Factors contributing to this more positive
environment included:

• the belief that getting involved may make the situation
worse; and
• the frequency of the violence.

• greater awareness of services for victims (such as the
Salvation Army, local priests, 24-hour emergency
telephone lines); and

In one group discussion, several women mentioned their
reluctance to get involved in domestic violence situations,
and contrasted this with their belief that if children were
involved there would be ‘no hesitation, regardless of the
peril to myself’. This was justified by the perception that
children cannot defend themselves whereas adults can, and
it is up to adults to make the decision.

• a growing perception in the general community that
domestic violence is wrong.

However, there was some acknowledgement that women
who are victims may be unable to defend themselves.

However, the male participants felt that despite the
change in attitudes and awareness, the barriers to
disclosing domestic violence were still considerable.

Despite the reluctance of most people to get involved,
several mentioned appropriate responses to the victim that
they would consider, including:

• increased media attention on domestic violence;
• educational campaigns that have resulted in women
being more likely to know their rights;

Handling domestic violence within the
family

• offering help and support to the victim — women were
more likely to mention offering support including
assisting the woman to find help, and in a few cases
provide refuge;

All participants agreed that domestic violence needed to
be handled outside the family.

• calling the police — a few women had called the police
in the past because of disputes with neighbours; and

Several female respondents felt that it was ‘rubbish’ that it
should be handled within the family.

• assisting the woman to leave — men spoke about how
they would tell the woman to leave, and get her away
from the situation so that ‘the perpetrator starts to think
he will lose her because of his behaviour, and then he
would be more likely to reconsider his action’.

Male respondents also agreed, believing that the issue was
far too ‘emotional’ to be dealt with inside the family, and
hence needed to be dealt with outside the family network.
This attitude was reinforced in discussions about whom a
victim or perpetrator would disclose to, where family was
not mentioned once.

Men’s and women’s responses to disclosure by a perpetrator
differed.

Individual responses to disclosure

Several women felt that they would ‘have to say something,
tell them they can’t do it, it’s not right’. However, if the
violence was physical rather than emotional, there was more
reluctance to become involved due to a fear of retaliation.

When asked about their individual response to a victim or
perpetrator disclosing domestic violence, everyone
acknowledged that this was a very complex issue and that it
was hard to hypothesise.

Men, on the other hand, said that they would refer
perpetrators to a third party, someone neutral with more
experience in these matters (such as a counsellor or the
local church).

Men especially felt uneasy in answering this question.
However, there was clearly considerable reluctance by both
male and female participants to get involved.
Factors that influenced individual responses included:
• the amount of evidence available, as it was felt
inappropriate to act on assumptions;
• the closeness of the relationship with the victim or
perpetrator — the closer the relationship, the more
likely people were to say they would become involved;
• fear of the perpetrator retaliating;
• the belief that intervention would not lead to a
resolution of the situation — men felt that ‘intervention
would be wasted if the woman were to go back to the
man’;
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Key findings
• All respondents found the question of responding to
disclosure difficult to answer, and felt uneasy about
discussing their personal responses.
• There was considerable reluctance to become
involved. After further discussion several responses
were given, although the consultations suggest that
these are unlikely to be reflected in actual
behaviour.
• While respondents generally felt uneasy about
becoming involved, many stated that if children
were involved they would intervene without
hesitation.
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Communication strategies

When groups were asked about preferred information
sources, the most frequent responses were:

Information needs

• the media, especially television and radio;

All of the group discussions identified the need for
information, stating that domestic violence is
unacceptable.
Several participants commented that the strategy
needs to be ‘shocking and harsh’. The Roads & Traffic
Authority of NSW advertisements were given as
examples of ‘shock’ commercials that show the
negative implications of certain behaviours, and
‘make people think’.
Several respondents, both male and female, also
mentioned that community education needs to
encourage people to talk about domestic violence,
making it an issue for the community rather than a
family issue. Many female respondents also suggested
that a strategy should provide information on services
available and how to access these services.
Other needs related to community education that
were raised less frequently included:
• informing the public that ‘they do not have to put
up with domestic violence’;
• addressing feelings of guilt and shame; and
• providing information on the values of raising
children, and parenting skills.

Key findings
• The consultations identified the need for
information that domestic violence is unacceptable
and that it is an issue for the whole community,
not only for individual families.
• Women especially also felt that the education
should provide information on services available.

• schools (information on healthy relationships) —
this was mentioned consistently across the research;
• women’s health areas;
• Centrelink;
• churches/mosques; and
• posters in hotels and on billboards.
Other specific mediums mentioned less frequently
included supermarkets, men’s toilets, the TAB, cigarette
packets, and milk and cereal packets.

Feedback on specific messages
Although the research was not intended to market test
possible campaign messages, participants were shown a
variety of messages and asked to comment on the
general effectiveness of the approach. While responses
varied, two messages tended to be preferred by both men
and women:
• domestic violence harms the children, not just the
wife; and
• violent men can lose more than their control … they
can lose their children, family, home and community
respect.
These were preferred because they focused on the
consequences of domestic violence. Some women also
felt that community respect or peer pressure would be a
strong influence on male behaviour.
Female participants also supported messages which
stated that help was available (‘You’re not alone, help is
available’). This generated considerable discussion about
participants lack of knowledge of service options, with
all of the women in one group stating that they did not
know what services were available in their area. Several
women also supported the inclusion of a variety of
messages in any campaign to address a range of different
issues (e.g. services, community attitudes, impact on
children).

Current and preferred information sources
Participants stated that they had received limited
information on domestic violence, especially in regard
to services. The most commonly mentioned sources of
information were:
• The media, including advertising, news items,
soapie storylines and talk back radio;
• Workplace campaigns; and
• Family members or personal experience.

Benefits and disadvantages of targeted
communication strategies
All participants felt it was important to target ethnic
communities in community education campaigns on
domestic violence. While most acknowledged that
domestic violence occurs across all cultures, there was a
belief amongst many participants that women are treated
poorly in some ethnic communities and that because of
this, domestic violence is likely to be more prevalent.

Research findings for the general community
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Clearly care would need to be taken in developing
targeted communication strategies so that they do not
reinforce these beliefs in the wider community.
Participants also felt that the information needs of and
methods for communication strategies are different in
diverse communities and that they therefore need
specific attention.
All participants felt that communications targeting
diverse communities should be conducted as part of or in
addition to strategies targeting the mainstream
community.

Key findings
• There was an acknowledgement that community
education on domestic violence needs to target
diverse communities. However, care must be taken
not to reinforce cultural stereotypes.
• Most felt that communication targeted at diverse
communities should be done concurrently with
education targeting the broader community, due to
the need for information across the Australian
population.
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5

Research Findings for Indigenous Australians

Throughout our consultations it was evident that
Indigenous participants preferred the term ‘family
violence’ to ‘domestic violence’. The concept of family
violence includes all forms of violence in intimate
relationships (such as spousal abuse, child abuse and
elder abuse) and covers a diverse range of reciprocal
kinship ties of obligation and support. Perpetrators and
victims of family violence can include, for example,
aunts, uncles, cousins and children of previous
relationships.
Indigenous Australians consistently said that responses
to family violence have to be holistic in approach. In
discussing the issue of family violence, it was clear that
the most participants viewed it within the context of the
history of white settlement.
It should be noted that the research was well received by
community members, and a momentum seems to be
building in many communities for Indigenous
communities to work together to address problems of
family violence. In two of the communities, the
participants requested that the researchers come back on
a regular basis to facilitate similar discussions, indicating
that appropriate community education strategies would
be well received and considered timely.

Social issues affecting families
As previously noted, for cultural reasons Indigenous
participants were made aware from the outset that the
subject of the focus groups was family violence. This
should be taken into account when comparing responses
of the different community groupings.
To set the context for the discussion of family violence,
these groups, like those drawn from the general
community and from culturally and linguistically diverse
communities, were asked about their perceptions of
major social issues affecting families today.
The impact of colonisation was central to discussions
across all the Indigenous focus groups, rural and urban.
Current social issues identified most frequently were:
• Loss of status and change of roles of men within
Indigenous communities. A common statement
echoed in the consultations was ‘we must help our
men’.
• Racism. The majority of participants felt that many
Indigenous Australians experienced racism and
disadvantage in virtually all aspects of their lives.

• Family violence.
• Poverty. The poor health experienced by many
people was seen to be a result of institutionalised
poverty, caused by a lack of affordable housing, high
unemployment rates amongst Indigenous peoples,
low incomes, and a lack of educational opportunities.
It was felt that the cycle of poverty and lack of
opportunity perpetuates itself across generations.
• It was also perceived that Aboriginal children seem
to be trying to emulate the images that they receive
from television and films of violence and reaction to
‘black oppression’ in the USA. This was seen to have
a significant impact on children’s chances of selfdetermination and ability to break free of the ‘cycle
of violence and poverty’.
• Lack of support services and resources.

Key findings
• For Indigenous participants the impact of
colonisation was central to the discussion about
social issues affecting families.
• Other issues raised included family violence,
alcohol and drug abuse, poverty, unemployment
and erosion of traditional community and family
value systems.

Understanding of family violence
The consultations found communities had a very broad
understanding of what constitutes family violence.
Family violence was generally seen to be more than
physical and to include psychological, emotional and
spiritual abuse, social isolation, financial deprivation and
sexual abuse. Threats and intimidation were commonly
mentioned. There was a level of understanding that
family violence was about power relations and
interpersonal dynamics within relationships. This was
mentioned in about half of the consultations.
Family violence is when people are using force,
fighting, verbal and physical abuse, frightening
women and children, not allowing spouse to mix
with family, not allowing spouse to have money
(man).
It’s a big power trip (woman).
It’s about insecurity and jealousy (woman).

Research findings for Indigenous Australians
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The impact of sexual abuse experienced as a child on
that person’s ability to parent as an adult was raised in
many of the meetings as a matter of grave concern.
Participants often referred in particular to the impact of
child sexual abuse on Indigenous men.
Participants had some understanding of the criminality
of family violence.
Family violence was perceived to be an issue with farreaching and negative implications for Indigenous
communities, not just the victim. Its impact was seen to
cross generations and it was described as a ‘generational
curse’.
Participants in one community considered that ‘women
have a more clear understanding of domestic violence
than men do in this area’. It became apparent through
the research that women, more so than men, are
wanting to address violence in their communities and
tend to be driving change in this area.

Key findings
• Family violence was understood to be more than
physical, and to include psychological and
emotional abuse, social isolation, financial
deprivation, and sexual abuse.
• It was also perceived to be an issue with far
reaching implications for the community as a
whole, not just for the individual experiencing
abuse.

When is family violence seen as serious?
Most respondents expressed strongly that family
violence was always serious and unacceptable.
Some participants felt that verbal and mental abuse
was more serious than physical abuse because of the
long term and hidden damage it could inflict: ‘there
are no tell tale signs, therefore [the victim is] not seen
to be suffering; physical scars will heal, mental scars
won’t’ (woman). Others felt that physical and sexual
abuse were seen to be more serious than emotional
abuse: ‘physical and sexual abuse are taken more
seriously than emotional and verbal abuse because of
evidence’ (woman).
Participants in one (regional) focus group felt that, in
communities where family violence has become
endemic, people may have a higher level of tolerance
towards it and regard it as being less serious as an
issue.
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Perceptions of the seriousness of family violence were
then based more on the consequences of the violence
(for example, property damage, personal injury or family
breakdown) rather than the nature or degree of the
violent behaviour itself. (Similar attitudes were
expressed in some of the culturally and linguistically
diverse groups.)

Key findings
• Most participants considered all forms of family
violence serious; however, there were different
perceptions as to whether emotional or physical forms
of violence were more serious.
• A few participants linked the perception of the
seriousness of family violence to the extent of a
person’s or a community’s prior experience of
violence. Where violence had become endemic, there
was a far greater tolerance of it as being normal.
• Perceptions of the seriousness of family violence were
based more on the consequences of the violence than
on the nature or degree of the violent behaviour itself.

Prevalence of family violence
There was a strong perception in most communities that
family violence is seen as the ‘norm’, very prevalent and
‘found all over’: ‘nowadays violence is everywhere, you
see it more than you don’t’ (woman). Most also felt that
the extent of under-reporting is greater in Indigenous
communities than in non-Indigenous communities.
Some of the female participants believed that the
general community was more violent than Indigenous
communities, but that they tend to conceal it and ‘keep
it in the family’. Family violence was seen to be more
openly expressed and more ‘socially acceptable’ in
Indigenous communities.
There was also a strong awareness of the impact of
family violence on children and of the concept of
creating an intergenerational ‘cycle of violence’.

Key findings
• There was an acknowledgement by participants
from all groups that family violence exists in
Indigenous communities.
• Most believed that it was very prevalent and had
been ‘institutionalised’ in Indigenous communities
across generations.
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Perceived causes of family violence
Erosion of traditional roles
There was a lot of discussion about changed gender roles
and their impact on relationships between men and
women and on family violence. Central to this was the
perceived lack of definition of men’s role in society and
the consequences of this for men’s identity and self
esteem. This was seen as a major factor contributing to
men’s need to reassert their power — often through
violence — and was often discussed in the context of
‘jealousy’.
In considering changed gender roles, there was a
perception that women have had to take too much
responsibility for everything, and that this had
contributed to feelings of powerlessness in men. There
was a perception in a few groups that women seem to be
more educated, more employable, healthier and
generally more ‘together’:
Men might be fathers in several households and they
do nothing. Women need to give responsibility back
to the men and not allow them to be dependent
(women).
There was a lot of concern throughout the consultations
that traditional roles within society had eroded, affecting
people’s sense of identity and self-esteem. This was seen
to be a major factor contributing to tension and
disharmony within family relationships.
It was felt across all the consultations that there was a
lack of positive role models in Indigenous communities.
This was highlighted by some participants who stated
that some community leaders used violence themselves.
A perception commonly held by participants throughout
the consultations was that until cultural and traditional
family values were reclaimed, re-taught and respected, it
was unlikely that family violence issues could be
effectively addressed: ‘What is needed is trust and
balance of respect back in our communities to make our
homes safe and happy’ (key influencer).
Many participants felt that people are now brought up
viewing violence as the way to solve problems. It was
perceived that elders are not talking to children and that
children do not respect their elders. Lack of
communication was an issue that came up in many of
the meetings:
Some of the causes of family violence are lack of
education, lack of communication, lack of
understanding, it’s a two way street — both people
must be prepared to talk to each other and listen
(man).

Women’s roles traditionally were seen to be to provide
and care for, nurture and protect children. The
participants felt that, in Indigenous Australian
communities, women are relied upon for strength and
support. Several women also felt that it was the woman’s
role to teach girls and boys how to manage households,
how to live in an ‘organised fashion’ and how to respect
one another.
Throughout the consultations, focus group participants
and key influencers (both male and female) felt that
Indigenous Australian men needed to re-learn what it
means to be a man or a father. It was commonly cited
that men should open up and talk about these
experiences to other men so that they could start
‘healing themselves’: ‘Men need to talk more, share
experiences and show good positive emotions’ (key
influencer).
Other factors raised in discussion included:
• Alcohol. This was viewed as a major factor in family
violence. Many participants believed it to be a
significant trigger in violent outbursts for both men
and women: ‘men might be jealous to begin with but
alcohol adds fuel to the flames’, ‘women who drink
can be the cause of a lot of conflict’. There was a
perception that if alcohol abuse could be controlled,
there would be a corresponding effect on levels of
family violence.
• Power and control. When this issue was discussed by
Indigenous communities, it appeared to refer to a
collective desire by Indigenous men to regain a sense
of control over their lives and to search for their
collective identity, rather than an individual desire to
exert power and control over another individual.
• Intergenerational violence. Learned behaviour was
considered to be a major cause of family violence: ‘if
you grow up with love and attention you don’t
experience violence’ (woman).
• Environment. Boredom and lack of hope was raised
consistently in the consultations as a problem facing
Indigenous Australian men. It was felt that issues of
high unemployment, low income and a lack of
affordable housing cause significant stress and
pressure on family members.

Key finding
• Family violence was situated within the social
context of the alienation of Indigenous people,
poverty and lack of opportunity, and also in terms
of loss of traditional roles and values.
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Acceptability of family violence

Perpetrators as victims

Most participants felt that family violence is always seen
as unacceptable by Indigenous communities.

The men in the research — some of whom identified
as perpetrators themselves — mentioned feelings of
grief in response to the presence of family violence in
their communities. In all the communities involved in
the consultations, participants felt that the community
viewed many perpetrators as victims too. It was
perceived that perpetrators commit acts of abuse as a
result of a sense of powerlessness, stemming from
institutionalised disadvantage, as well as a loss of
traditional roles and values. Intergenerational abuse was
also seen as a factor here. Indeed, many victims
expressed sympathy toward the perpetrator, minimising
or excusing the violence: [We have the] ‘dilemma of
protecting our men because of historical stuff and
dilemma of doing something about it’ (woman).

However, some felt that violence may be seen as
acceptable in some communities, as some individual
men might consider they had the right to ‘beat their
woman’, although this type of violence was not part of
traditional Aboriginal culture.
A few participants also considered that the community
perceived violence to be acceptable if it prevented
women from hurting others, or was used in the context
of ‘pay back’.
A few participants also felt that the very high levels of
violence in their communities, and the fact that it has
been normalised in some communities through high
levels of intergenerational violence, meant that many
people had come to expect a level of violence in the
community and their relationships.

There is a clear tension between the perception of
perpetrators as victims and the acknowledgement that
they are responsible for their violent behaviour.

Key findings

Key findings

• While the majority of participants believed that
there was never an excuse for family violence,
there was some acknowledgement that in certain
circumstances some members of communities may
see it as understandable.

• There are mixed perceptions of and reactions to
perpetrators taking responsibility for their violence.
While the majority of participants believed that
there is never an excuse for family violence, there
was some acknowledgement that in certain
circumstances the community may see it as
understandable. These circumstances related either
to the victim’s behaviour ‘encouraging’ the abuse
or a perception that the perpetrator is a victim too.

• Nevertheless, there was a strong perception
amongst the participants that perpetrators are
responsible for their violence.

Is domestic violence ever
understandable?
While most respondents felt that there was never an
excuse for violence, there was a perception that in
certain circumstances the community may see violence
as justifiable:

• In terms of community education, family violence
should be framed as a problem that needs to be
solved as a community, with the wounds that are
indirectly causing the violence to be healed by the
community collectively.

Consequences of family violence
• Provocation. There was a perception that women’s
behaviour can at times justify the abuse, for example,
if the woman drinks or gambles too much or neglects
her responsibilities at home. A few also felt that
women can deliberately provoke their partners to
prevent a more violent outburst should the
perpetrator’s anger be left pent up.

The consultations found that there are high levels of
awareness of the negative consequences of family
violence, especially for children.

• Self defence or retaliation. In all communities the
comment was made that ‘women can be perpetrators
too’: ‘men get bashed too. It’s no longer acceptable to
just keep targeting the male as the perpetrator’.
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Children
This was the most strongly featured consequence of
family violence: ‘the children get frozen from shock and
fearful and they hide’. A range of effects on children
were identified, including:
• loss of self-esteem;
• embarrassment and shame;
• loss of concentration at school;
• feelings of helplessness;
• ‘pushing their shame down and becoming good
actors’;

Key findings
• There was a very high level of awareness of and
concern about the effects of abuse on children.
• The participants felt strongly that the
consequences of family violence were highly
negative for family members and the community as
a whole, and that there was a need for services to
support men.

Community dialogue on family violence

• youth suicide; and
• repeating the cycle of violence.

Women and men
There was limited discussion about the consequences for
women and men specifically; however it was implicit in
discussions about how family violence was affecting
communities.
The consequences of family violence for women were seen
to be that they felt personally hurt — emotionally,
physically and mentally — by the abuse. Homelessness
was also identified as a possible outcome for victims who
were no longer able to tolerate the abuse.
For men, the consequences were discussed in terms of going
to prison, becoming ‘stressed out’ and ‘getting emotional’.

Community
Family violence was seen to have a significant impact on
community relationships, dynamics and harmony. This
was an underlying theme throughout the consultations:
When family violence occurs in the community, for
example, kids do something wrong, someone tells the
parents, they get angry, they don’t like being told, so
they go with sticks, fights get big, and people fight about
little things. People go ‘telling lies’, carrying grudges,
they get sickness, they might go stealing, men will start
fighting with women and it becomes an every day thing.
There was also a level of concern raised for the rise in
rates of family breakdown and an increase in the
prevalence of single-parent families.
There was some discussion about how family violence
splits the community because ‘only one side gets help’.
There were many descriptions about animosity from
men, about a perception of women receiving all the
outside support and access to ‘whitefella law’, and that
there were no services for men. It was felt that it was a
problem that affected the entire community and not just
women and children.

Participants in many Indigenous communities felt that
family violence is seen as a private issue and not one
that can be publicly and easily discussed.
It was suggested that service providers, trained
counsellors or victims who are undergoing the healing
process, should instigate community discussion.
Many participants felt that there was shame, fear and
embarrassment surrounding the issue for both
perpetrators and victims. Some felt family violence
tended to be a hidden issue because it was not taken
seriously by the whole community. But this did not
prevent people at the meetings from discussing the issue
or acknowledging the extent and seriousness of the issue
for their communities.
At the same time, there was a strong feeling that
attitudes were changing, and that compared to ten years
ago, there is a greater readiness on the part of many
communities to confront the issue.
The research suggests that this changing attitude is a
result of family violence having been in the public arena
for several years now, the availability of services for
victims, and the influence of information on domestic
violence available in the general community which has
filtered through to Indigenous communities.
There was a strong sense in the consultations that
younger women are taking control, have a greater
understanding of family violence issues and awareness of
their rights, and are more likely to talk about the issue.
There was also a strong feeling that ‘men are part of the
solution as well as the problem’, and there is a need for
education and strategies to take a family-oriented
approach — considering the needs of men as well as of
women.
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Key finding
• While there was an acknowledgement that family
violence was a hidden issue in some communities,
there was also a perception that this was changing
rapidly. There was considerable feeling that family
violence is a community problem rather than a
private concern.

In all the discussions, counsellors, support groups and
men’s and women’s health groups were seen as having an
enormous impact in changing community attitudes,
empowering individuals and encouraging maintenance
and the re-kindling of traditional values.
It was felt that, unless communication and ownership
were encouraged at all levels of the community,
responses to family violence would not have much
influence.

Values seen as deterring or justifying
domestic violence

Options for women affected by family
violence

The participants believed that a re-affirmation of the
traditional cultural values and practices of respect and
communication at all levels within the community
would counter family violence.

Police and legal responses were the most commonly
mentioned options identified by women. Participants also
mentioned:

All participants rejected the notion that family violence
was part of traditional Aboriginal culture:
Perpetrators cannot hide behind cultural excuses. It
is not cultural.
It was felt across the research that there was a lack of
positive role models for community members.

• refuges — although there were criticisms of refuges or
‘safe houses’ because often they were not accessible at
night, when it was perceived that most crises happened;
• local health clinics;
• community leaders;
• family and friends;
• Aboriginal community liaison officers; and
• Aboriginal legal services.

Key influencers in the community
Several participants mentioned a lack of positive role
models within Indigenous communities. This in itself
was seen as a contributing factor to the prevalence of
family violence.
At the same time, most participants were able to identify
people within their communities who had the ability to
influence community attitudes with respect to family
violence.
There was some doubt, however, about the extent to
which these key people were perceived to be carrying
out their role effectively.
When participants were asked who in the community
could have an influence in reducing the prevalence of
family violence, the most common responses were:
• elders — particularly in communicating to children
and encouraging pride in Indigenous culture;
• community counsellors;
• chairmen of communities; and
• community police.
Governments, too, were seen to have a responsibility to
try to prevent violence.
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Some participants felt that women did not receive help
until the situation had reached crisis point and they were
admitted to the Emergency unit of the local hospital.

Options for perpetrators
There was a strong perception on the part of both male
and female participants that there was a lack of support
and options for perpetrators of violence. This was seen
as a significant problem requiring attention: ‘there needs
to be men’s issues groups formed so the men themselves
can talk about domestic violence and what its effects are
on the family unit and the whole community’. One key
influencer thought that breakthroughs were being made
in the development of men’s health groups in some
Indigenous communities:
Men are listening and talking with each other about
their lives, their issues, sometimes reminiscing about the
‘good ole days’, and they are gaining information about
the services that are there for them if they want help.
It was suggested across almost all communities that men
needed refuges and ‘cooling-off’ areas where counselling
might be provided.
There was also a belief that counselling should be
provided in gaol where it was perceived perpetrators
would be more open to the possibility of change.
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Key finding
• There was a clear desire by both men and women
to have services available for perpetrators to help
them confront, discuss, take responsibility for their
violence and change their behaviour.

• Lack of housing options. It was suggested that the
house is often in the man’s name, and owing to a
chronic lack of affordable rental properties, women
often have nowhere else to go. A few participants
thought when women disclosed and then left a
violent situation they often had to move away from
the community altogether.

Barriers to disclosure of family violence
for men and women

Key findings

The main barriers identified by participants were:

• The major barriers to disclosure mentioned in the
consultations included feelings of shame and fear,
and also the lack of culturally appropriate services.
Issues of shame and fear were based on the
perceived repercussions from family and
community members.

• Fear of reprisal by the perpetrator or their family,
or fear of being ostracised for ‘causing trouble’ in
the community by speaking out against the
violence or for leaving the relationship.
• Shame on the part of both victim and perpetrator.

• A reluctance to access the police and the criminal
justice system were also identified as barriers.

• Wish to maintain family relationship. A few
participants spoke of feelings of disloyalty in
disclosing violence and of the stigma surrounding
single parent families. There was also a strong
sense of women wanting the violence to end but
not wanting to be separated from their partners:
‘don’t hate the men — we love our men — hate
the behaviour’ (woman).

What would encourage disclosure?

• Concerns about using the police or justice
system. Calling the police was a commonly
mentioned option for victims of family violence.
However, there was considerable criticism of police
and wardens and reluctance to use police services.

Throughout the consultations, it was acknowledged that
men need to be able to speak freely about their own
experiences of family violence — as perpetrators,
victims, or both.

– It was suggested many women do not want their
partner jailed, because of the issue of deaths in
custody.
– There are often too few police to service an area
and few female police officers.
– It was also perceived that many community
members were not aware of the legal provisions
around domestic violence, which made
enforcement of orders difficult. Participants were
clear, however, that they wanted a larger and
more accountable police presence in their
community.
– Community police were perceived to be
overworked and to experience ‘burn out’ quickly,
due to the emotional strain of their work.
Community police face particular difficulties
when a ‘domestic’ involves members of their
own family.
• Lack of access to services or to culturally
appropriate services such as confidential
counselling or crisis services.

In many communities the existence of women’s and
men’s support groups was seen to have a positive effect
in terms of disclosure and attitudes toward violence.

The provision of more and appropriate services was also
a significant factor, particularly at a community level in
remote areas. It was also felt that greater knowledge and
awareness of rights and services would encourage
disclosure.
It was noted that women often have to leave their
community to access a shelter or the legal system. One
key influencer considered the priority should be to keep
people on their lands wherever possible, and that courts
should deal with family violence issues by sitting in the
communities.
These discussions suggest that most participants are open
to an environment where family violence is less hidden
and talked about more overtly in the community,
particularly amongst men. This indicates that there is
scope for community education to enhance
communication about family violence within the
community. But addressing barriers to disclosure, such as
shame and fear, was seen to require long-term strategies.
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Key findings
• Open community dialogue about family violence,
and thus community support for disclosure, was
considered one of the most important factors in
encouraging disclosure.
• Willingness to disclose family violence was also
linked to the availability and accessibility of
culturally appropriate services.

Consultations also identified strong support for
communities having information about and discussing
the legacy of colonisation and the loss of traditional
cultural values.
However it also was felt that it is the responsibility of
community members now to ‘take control’ and learn
about the old ways of respect and family values, to
develop pride in Indigenous culture, and build up
community and individual self-esteem.
Participants generally believed that unless community
education was framed by this holistic approach,
strategies were unlikely to have a lasting impact.

Handling family violence within the
family and community
As was the case in consultations with the general
community, participants stated that domestic violence
needed to be handled outside the family.
It was also stated that Indigenous communities needed
more support services, including men’s groups.
Mediators outside the family or community were seen
to be useful because of their ability to find a ‘middle
ground’, where help could be given without blaming
either party for the violence.
There was also a perception that women are becoming
more vocal about the violence and are less willing to
attempt to handle it within the family, preferring to get
outside support and to speak out against the violence:
‘Women are now saying bugger it, I’m not going to be
quiet no more — am going to speak up and ask for
help’.
However, there was a very strong sense that
communities had to work together in order to prevent
family violence. It was viewed very much as a
community problem, with a need for collective healing
to take place within communities before family
violence could be effectively addressed. In particular
there was a feeling that elders and community councils
should take a more active role.

Dealing with instances of family violence
In two groups, participants considered that perpetrators
should be confronted with their behaviour and be
videotaped while committing the violence and then
made to watch it when they were sober. In this way, it
was thought that perpetrators might see the extent to
which they lose control when they are being violent.
While this might not be a viable option, it illustrates the
extent to which participants felt that family violence
issues need to be confronted.
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Key findings
• Community dialogue about the issues and
encouraging the development of strong, proud
communities was seen to be the most effective way
of addressing family violence.
• It was also felt that perpetrators should begin to
confront their behaviour.

Individual responses to disclosure
Participants, both male and female, were clearly
divided on the question of responses by individuals to
the disclosure of domestic violence.
Some felt that they would help the victim in any way
they could, though there were limits to what they
could do in the absence of appropriate services: ‘I’d
report them to the police — if you can find any
police’ (woman).
Other responses mentioned included: listening and
not taking sides; helping the victim to leave or to get
a restraining order; trying to calm the perpetrator
down; making him get help (e.g. anger management
courses), and ‘trying to make everybody safe’.
While all the participants in the groups stated that
the perpetrator’s behaviour was wrong, many people
expressed concern about any intervention leading to
retaliation from the perpetrator or indignation from
the community:
It will be difficult because he will get his family
after you. You will be beat up. Sisters will want to
belt you because you stood up to their brother.
This will start big family fighting (woman).
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A few felt that there was very little they could do: ‘it
would be very difficult to get involved if you don’t know
how to go about it’. This was linked to a perception that
family violence was so entrenched in some communities
that attempts to intervene were unlikely to have much
impact:
Until society changes where male bravado is
changed, mostly people won’t like to get involved —
the attitude is that it’s their personal problem and
they’ll work it out.
Other participants disagreed, stating that family violence
‘is everyone’s business now’.

Communication strategies
Most participants considered that to be effective
community education programmes should be developed
in consultation with Indigenous communities to meet
their individual needs. There needed to be a focus on
long–term strategies.

Information needs

• Festivals and social events for families, especially
ones with no alcohol, are considered to be effective
occasions for distributing information and ideas.
• Theatre/film activities are considered a good way
to access a wide range of community members.
Psychodrama organisations, for example Heatworks
(Kimberley Medical Services) were suggested.
Storytelling, music and songs were also considered
to be effective methods of creating awareness and
encouraging participation.
• Workshops and seminars — there is a clear
willingness by community members to discuss and
confront the issue of family violence within their
communities, and a clear call for opportunities to
be able to communicate with each other about the
issues.
• Displays — at schools, shopping centres, festivals,
outside courtrooms and at police stations.
• Support groups — so that the community members
can start talking to one another.
• Open days at schools for cultural learning —
engaging elders in this process was seen as very
important.

These consultations have found a need for information
on family violence generally and the range of options
available for victims and perpetrators.

• Youth camps and health awareness programs.

This should include information on people’s rights,
services and support available, as well as information on
the legal aspects of domestic violence (such as legal
services, court orders, consequences of breaking a family
violence order). This is especially important for remote
communities.

Key influencers mentioned a few existing strategies
that had been well received by communities,
including:

• The provision of messages in comic books, for
example ‘Streetwize’ comics.

Current and preferred information sources

• joint police and community meetings to develop
protocols and provide forums for discussion and
workshopping of relevant issues; and

Indigenous communities are themselves diverse, and
appropriate information sources must be identified
within a framework of adequate and appropriate local
community consultation.

• the ‘Let’s not blame’ video and training kit (made
by the South West Aboriginal Medical Service in
Bunbury, WA) that looks at the issues behind
family violence.

Some of the most popular information sources suggested
by Indigenous communities in this research are:

Feedback on specific messages

• Media — television, radio, newspapers. Television,
including community and local channels, is a good
medium because of its mass appeal: ‘most people
watch television out this way’. Use of local
Indigenous radio stations was also recommended.
• ‘Koorie grapevine’ — passing information on
through word-of-mouth and friendship networks.
Using Aboriginal organisations is an effective way
of initiating this, for example Broadcasting to
Remote Aboriginal Communities Services
(BRACS)

A strong finding of the research is that, while there is
acknowledgement that the perpetrator is responsible for
the violence, community education messages should be
framed in terms of a problem that needs to be solved by
the community, and should not take a blaming stance.
The research also clearly indicates that community
education campaigns should be developed in
consultation with community members to ensure that
the messages are relevant and to encourage participation
in and ownership of the campaign.
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Key findings
• Messages should also be framed in terms of
prevention and building strong healthy
communities rather than being negative or
confrontational
• Messages should:
- involve everyone in the community, including
schools and children;
- be focused on family relationships and family
values;
- be grounded in concepts of ‘community spirit’
and ‘healing’;

time a few participants considered that over recent years
a lot of research has been conducted with Indigenous
communities with few noticeable outcomes. They
expressed the view that any further consultation should
lead to a direct and immediate response.

Key findings
• Most communities expressed the feeling that a
community education campaign was overdue and
that they were ready to confront family violence.
• However, this campaign must be designed in such
a way that individual communities are not seen as
being singled out as ‘having a problem’.

- include information on support and legal services
and the operation of apprehended violence
orders; and
- point to the impact of violence on families,
children, family harmony and the community.

Participants also identified some factors that might assist
in targeting people from Indigenous communities:
• Community elders should be engaged to work to
prevent violence, encourage intergenerational
communication, and create an understanding of and
pride in being Indigenous.
• Government bodies and local councils are
responsible for providing information but Indigenous
people should be trained in order to get the message
directly to their communities.
• Local communities should be empowered to deal
with local issues in a culturally appropriate way.
• Community police should be trained to deal with
family violence situations in an appropriate way and
family violence should be on the agenda of other
Indigenous organisations (for example, Indigenous
councils).

Benefits and disadvantages of targeted
communication strategies
Some concern was expressed that a targeted campaign
aimed specifically at Indigenous Australians had the
potential to stigmatise the community, and that this
should be carefully managed.
The research found overwhelming support for a targeted
community education campaign developed in
consultation with individual communities. At the same
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6

Research Findings for People from Culturally and
Linguistically Diverse Backgrounds

Six language groups were chosen for this research:
Vietnamese, Cantonese, Arabic, Turkish, Tagalog
(Filipino) and Bosnian. The following discussion
presents a composite of the community responses.

Social issues affecting families
Prior to the discussion, participants in the focus groups were
not aware that the topic was to be domestic violence. This
allowed discussion of issues which were seen to be having an
effect on the health and wellbeing of families, and to
position domestic violence within this broader context.
Participants did not immediately mention domestic
violence when they were asked this question, indicating it
was not a ‘top of mind’ issue — even though it was clear
during subsequent discussion that it was regarded as
important. Several key issues were identified consistently
across all the language and cultural groups and also across
urban and rural locations, including:
• Financial pressure/financial insecurity.
• Unemployment — the effects were seen to be more
than economic and to include low self-esteem,
depression, boredom and negative behaviours which
resulted from this — examples mentioned included
gambling, infidelity and neglect of wives and children.
• Family relationships — a number of respondents
mentioned in particular a ‘culture clash’ between
parents and children.
•

Cultural differences and the migration experience - the
refugee experience, difficulties in ‘adjusting to new way
of life’, including language barriers, isolation, and
separation from family and friends, especially for more
recently arrived groups.

• Alcohol and gambling.
• Equity and gender issues — these were mostly raised by
female participants who perceived inequality to have a
negative effect on families: ‘In families where men have
the most power there is limited scope for good
communication and freedom of thought’.

Threats to a safe harmonious
environment
When thinking about social issues affecting families, the
issue of domestic violence was raised spontaneously only by
a few female participants across the range of language
groups.

The issues most frequently mentioned were those listed
above. Other factors were:
• Differences in attitudes or gender roles in Australia
and the country of origin – seen as an important issue
by many male participants. Women in Australia are
perceived to have different rights, opportunities and
freedoms from those enjoyed in the country of origin.
This is seen by some (mostly male) participants as
having a negative impact on families.
• Racism and a lack of understanding in the general
community of cultural differences.
• ‘Mixed marriages’ — there was a feeling that
language and cultural differences lead to problems in
communication and disharmony and tension in the
relationship.

Key findings
• In the discussion on factors that can make the
home environment unsafe, the most commonly
mentioned issues were alcohol, gambling, financial
insecurity, and relationships between family
members.
• Domestic violence was mentioned by a few female
participants.

Understanding of domestic violence
Once the issue of domestic violence was introduced into
the discussion, participants across all language groups
displayed a reasonably good level of understanding of
domestic violence.
All participants recognised physical abuse as domestic
violence.
Several key influencers had suggested that an
understanding of domestic violence among culturally
and linguistically diverse communities would be limited
to physical abuse. However, without prompting, most
respondents also identified verbal abuse as a form of
domestic violence. Several participants also referred to
emotional and psychological abuse. A husband’s
intimidation could be interpreted as ‘a form of
psychological abuse (female)’.
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Some participants saw domestic violence to encompass
not only spousal abuse but also other forms of violence
between family relationships, such as child abuse and
abuse of parents by adolescent children.
When prompted about other forms of abuse such as
economic deprivation, social isolation and sexual abuse,
most participants agreed that these also constituted
domestic violence. However, these forms of abuse were
not automatically associated with domestic violence. In
particular, the level of understanding of sexual abuse as a
form of domestic violence was not as high as that of
other forms of violence.
Women in one focus group also mentioned emotional
abuse of men by women as a form of domestic violence.
Several participants (mostly women) had a broad
definition of domestic violence which included issues of
power and control: ‘if one wants to control and put
pressure on others at home, this leads to violence against
the woman’ (male).
Key influencers identified a number of factors as
affecting the level of understanding of domestic
violence, especially its criminal aspects. These included:
length of time in Australia; education levels; English
language proficiency; religious background; community
support infrastructure; and personal experience.
Most key influencers thought that the level of awareness
and understanding of domestic violence in culturally and
linguistically diverse communities had increased in
recent years. A significant number felt that domestic
violence prevention strategies directed at the general
community (that is, the wider Australian community)
have reached parts of many ethnic communities.

When is domestic violence seen as
serious?
Several women felt that domestic violence is always
serious. However, most participants felt that certain
forms of violence were more serious than others.
Almost all respondents considered that physical violence
was serious; several also mentioned, by way of
comparison, that verbal abuse was less serious.
But in most cases discussion on the seriousness of
domestic violence focused on the consequences of
violence rather than on the type or degree of the violent
behaviour. Thus domestic violence was seen as serious
when it:
• Seriously affects the victim — the most common
effects cited were in terms of the emotional and
psychological health of the victim: ‘domestic
violence could result in the woman having long-term
emotional problems’ (woman).
• Leads to separation and divorce — this tended to
be mentioned more by men than women. There was
a strong perception across the focus groups that if a
marriage breaks up as a result of the violence, the
domestic violence would be considered to be more
serious than if the victim stayed in the relationship
and tolerates the same level of violence.

Prevalence of domestic violence
Respondents were asked whether domestic violence was
prevalent in their particular community, and to give an
estimate of the number of women out of ten who
experience domestic violence.
The responses were polarised within and across language
and cultural groups.

Key findings
• Domestic violence was understood to be more than
physical and to be inclusive of psychological and
emotional abuse. However, sexual abuse was
seldom identified as a type of domestic violence.
• The key influencers perceived an increase in the
level of understanding in recent years. This was
seen to be a result of both community education
and generational changes.
• It was also felt that there is a correlation between
length of time in Australia and knowledge of
domestic violence, especially regarding the
criminality of domestic violence.
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Around half of the participants believed that domestic
violence was not very prevalent and that it affects less
than about 10–20% of women. The other half felt that
domestic violence was very prevalent and that around
70% or more women experience domestic violence.
Across the groups, women were more likely than men to
perceive domestic violence as prevalent.
It is important to keep in mind that these estimates of
prevalence were based on a broad definition of domestic
violence which included both physical and non–physical
forms of abuse.
Many of those who felt that domestic violence was not
prevalent in their community based their perception on
personal experience. However, a few also acknowledged
that domestic violence ‘happens behind closed doors’.
One community group felt that the prevalence of
domestic violence was higher in mixed marriages.
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Acceptability of domestic violence
Key finding
• There was an acknowledgement by all participants
of the existence of domestic violence in their
language or cultural group. However, there were
significant differences in respondents’ perceptions
of the prevalence of domestic violence in their
communities.

Perceived causes of domestic violence
Participants identified a wide range of perceived causes of
domestic violence. Perceptions of external or
environmental factors did not appear to vary by cultural or
language group, gender or geographical location:
• financial pressure — in particular, the financial
pressure of supporting relatives in the home country,
and the pressure of unemployment;
• gambling;
• abuse of alcohol and/or drugs; and
• stress — especially pressure from work.
Several participants also perceived broader social factors to
affect the prevalence of domestic violence, including:
• Abuse of power/power imbalance, an issue
predominantly identified by women.

Almost all respondents stated that they personally found
domestic violence unacceptable.
There were mixed responses across all groups as to
whether domestic violence is acceptable in their
communities. Many believed that the prevailing attitude
was that domestic violence was unacceptable. But
several respondents acknowledged that attitudes varied
within the community and they were not confident
about generalising about an overall attitude.
There was some debate amongst key influencers as to
whether domestic violence is considered to be
acceptable in various communities, though most agreed
that it was not. Several perceived that there were
different degrees of tolerance in culturally and
linguistically diverse background communities toward
perceived gender power imbalances and stress-related
causes of violence.
Importantly, several participants (mostly women)
perceived that attitudes towards the level of acceptance
of domestic violence are changing, and that ‘now
domestic violence is generally unacceptable’: ‘modern
women do not accept domestic violence’.

Why domestic violence is unacceptable

• Relationship difficulties, including issues relating to
children, which were seen to put pressure on
relationships that may lead to domestic violence.

The most commonly cited reasons were community or
religious values. Community values were attitudes
people associated with their particular ethnic
community and with ‘traditional’ beliefs: ‘violence is not
part of this [culture]’; ‘religion and faith stops him
behaving in such a way’.

• Cultural differences, in the context of mixed
marriages.

Other reasons mentioned less frequently were that
domestic violence:

• Provocation from women. A few men (and one
woman) perceived that women could cause domestic
violence through their behaviour:

• is against the law;

• Male behaviour and attitudes.
• Changes in women’s attitudes, expectations and roles.

Most key influencers felt that generally people from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds tended to
externalise the causes of domestic violence, blaming it on
problems such as gambling or alcohol or drug abuse. Most
agreed that this level of understanding reflected that of the
general community.

Key finding
• While the most commonly perceived causes of
domestic violence were external factors, several
other broader social issues were seen to influence
its prevalence.

• is a violation of human rights;
• is ineffective;
• has negative effects on children; and
• causes divorce.

Key findings
• Views on this issue vary considerably across and
within language groups, which has significant
implications for the development of community
education campaigns.
• Key community and religious values exist within
all language groups that discourage domestic
violence and community education should aim to
build upon these.

Research findings for people from culturally and
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Is domestic violence ever
understandable?
Most participants said they felt there is no excuse for
domestic violence and that it was, never acceptable or
understandable: ‘a man has no right to use force over his
partner’ (woman).
However, some felt that their community would feel
domestic violence was understandable in specific cases.
These generally centred on behaviour by women that
‘encouraged’ domestic violence, including: adultery —
frequently mentioned by men; drinking or gambling;
neglecting responsibilities at home; and nagging.
It is important to note that a few people were careful to
distinguish between understandable and justifiable: these
participants felt they could perhaps understand a man
using violence, but that this was not justified. Other
examples mentioned less frequently included when men
were under exceptional stress and when they used force
to maintain order and enforce important rules.
Discussions with key influencers tended to focus on the
victims and situations in which they may excuse the
abuse, namely:
• if the perpetrator is suffering from post traumatic
stress syndrome and the victim feels that he has
‘suffered enough’; and

victim’s rights. Many felt that it is also discussed in terms
of the impact that it has on children. A few felt that
many communities had not yet made the connection
between domestic violence and the long-term
behavioural and psychological impacts on children.

Key findings
• The participants strongly believed that the
consequences of domestic violence were highly
negative for family members and for the
community as a whole.
• There was a very high level of awareness of and
concern about the effects of domestic violence on
children. There was also awareness and concern
about the effect of domestic violence on the family
unit, which was viewed by all language groups as
one of the most important structures of the
community.
• The consequences of domestic violence for the
victim were discussed as a secondary issue, and
raised mainly by women.

• unemployment or financial stress.

Community dialogue on domestic
violence

Consequences of domestic violence

Several attitudes towards domestic violence were
identified during the consultations which would have an
impact on community education.

When asked about the consequences of domestic
violence on the individual, the family and the
community overall, participants demonstrated an
awareness of a number of negative consequences.
• The effects on children were mentioned most often,
and in most cases were seen to be the most serious
consequence: ‘We have a saying … ‘The fathers eat
sour grapes and the children taste the bitterness’ ‘.
• The breakdown of the family, the other most
commonly mentioned consequence, identified by
participants from all language groups. This
breakdown was considered very serious, due to the
strongly held belief in the importance of the family
unit.
• The effects on the victim. Women (predominantly)
also spoke of the impact on the victim including
emotional damage, fear, physical harm, decrease in
self-esteem, and feelings of guilt.
The key influencers felt that domestic violence is
generally talked about in terms of the impact that it has
on family harmony, rather than the violation of the
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One of the key attitudes identified was that domestic
violence is a private matter, a hidden issue not readily
discussed in the community: ‘if it is discussed at all, it is
only in close circles and information on this matter is
mainly based on rumours’. In some communities there
was a perceived to be a certain level of denial about the
existence of domestic violence.
However, most respondents perceived that there has
been an increase in community dialogue about domestic
violence over recent years. Several key influencers also
believed that community denial around domestic
violence had decreased in comparison to the past. These
findings suggest that the environment for conducting
community education and opening community
discussion is improving.
Some felt that where domestic violence was discussed in
the community, it was seen mainly as a woman’s issue
and that the responsibility for preventing and
responding to it rests with women.
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The belief that marriage is for life was seen by several to
discourage discussion of domestic violence — leaving
the violent relationship was seen as a last resort. This
belief was also seen to encourage women to ‘keep their
problems at home’, to discourage disclosure and
community dialogue about domestic violence.

Values and attitudes seen as justifying
or encouraging domestic violence

Women also commented that their community expected
a woman to be ‘patient’ and that there was a community
perception that a woman’s duty in a relationship is to
endure, tolerate and control her partner’s ‘shortcomings’.
There was limited discussion on the role of men in this
context. Many of the female participants themselves felt
that ‘time would heal the problem’. A number of women
from all groups said they would advise a woman to ‘be
patient’ if she approached them about violence in her
relationship.

Two very strong and linked themes were identified in
the consultations:

Values and attitudes seen as deterrents
to domestic violence
Participants cited many community values, particularly
religious values, seen to counter the presence of
domestic violence within their community. The most
frequently cited were:
• Religious values - the most commonly mentioned. A
large number of respondents, from a variety of
religious backgrounds, acknowledged that the values
of respect, equality and fair treatment were central to
their religion, and that these values were inconsistent
with domestic violence.
• The attitude that violent behaviour is ‘unmanly’.
• Acceptance of changing gender roles. A few people
perceived that the social status of women in
Australia served as a deterrent to domestic violence.
Generational shifts in gender roles and status were
also identified.
• Role modelling.
• Family harmony.
• Respect for women. Several respondents felt that
having respect for women and their role as
homemaker and carer discouraged domestic violence.
Others spoke about the need to respect women, to
treat ‘men and women as equals’, rather than to view
women’s ‘first duty’ as one of ‘serving men’.
• The value of smooth interpersonal relationships was
seen to discourage domestic violence, as it fostered
communication and a strong sense of community.
• Wealth. Several participants felt that domestic
violence could often be avoided if the family was in a
good financial situation and therefore not prone to
fighting over money.

Many of the male participants felt that there were no
existing values that encouraged domestic violence.
However, very few of the women agreed with this.

• The dominant position of men in society gave them
the right to ‘maintain order in the family’.
• A double standard of morality which allowed men
to ‘play around’ because they are ‘by nature that
way’, whereas if a woman does the same thing, the
man has a right to ‘protect his honour’. Violence is
seen to be within the man’s rights in this situation.
Other community values and attitudes that were
perceived to encourage domestic violence were:
• The belief that ‘good wives are expected to stay
with their husbands no matter what happens in the
home’.
• The attitude that domestic violence is, at least in
part, the woman’s fault, particularly if the woman is
unable to control the husband’s anger: ‘in our
community the woman only exists with her
husband. It is believed that she is doing something
wrong to deserve the violence’.
• The importance of staying in marriage for the sake
of the children, despite the contradictory view that
domestic violence harms the children.
• Misinterpretation of religious tenets.
• Community denial.

Key finding
• While most people may consider domestic
violence to be unacceptable, there are values held
within communities that impact on people’s
willingness to judge or intervene.

The role of key influencers in reducing
domestic violence
Respondents were asked to identify key people in the
community who might have an influence in reducing
the prevalence of domestic violence. The most
commonly mentioned were:
• religious leaders;
• family; and
• counsellors and social workers.
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Others mentioned the use of role models to support
campaigns, e.g. sporting icons to appeal to men. Several
women felt that doctors, welfare workers and teachers
had much influence in the community.

community disapproval of a ‘failed marriage’. Many
women felt that women in many cases were likely to feel
a sense of shame that ‘life in Australia had not turned
out as they hoped’.

A few participants across a range of focus groups felt that
the community was very fragmented and that there were
very few people in their community with much
influence.

There was also a perception in many groups (mostly
female) that the community thought that women should
tolerate violence and saw women who left violent
relationships as ‘wanting too much from the
relationship.’ This was seen as a significant barrier to
disclosure. Some people also mentioned a belief that
‘crying in silence’ would change the perpetrator’s
behaviour.

Participants in the focus groups did not spontaneously
mention ‘community leaders’ as likely to have an
influence on reducing the prevalence of domestic
violence. However, the idea of using community leaders
generated considerable discussion amongst the key
influencers. A few mentioned the impact these leaders
could potentially have, especially as many are males who
are well respected in the community. However, it was
felt that education should also be directed to these
intermediaries to ensure that they are ‘on-side’ and that
their participation is appropriate and the right people
are delivering the right messages.

Barriers to disclosure of domestic
violence
Female participants from every community group
identified shame and fear as the main barriers to women
disclosing violence. None of the male groups cited
shame as a barrier to disclosure.
The idea of shame was related both to family honour
and to women’s responsibility to keep the family
together. (This role was a prominent issue in all of the
consultations.) Many focus group participants and key
influencers thought that disclosing violence would
disgrace both the victims and their families. It was
thought that some community members would view
such a disclosure as evidence of the woman’s failure to
maintain the family’s unity and integrity, and to
successfully carry out her role as wife.
Many considered that often these attitudes were shared
by the victims themselves who feel responsible for the
violence, or for controlling the husband’s violent
behaviour, and that this deters them from seeking
support. The issue of blame was raised across all of the
consultations, regardless of the cultural background of
participants.

Fear was another frequently identified barrier to
disclosure of domestic violence, including the fear of:
• escalating violence;
• being deported (in the context of mixed marriages);
• being alone without support, especially if children are
involved;
• lack of financial support, especially if children are
involved; and
• loneliness and isolation.
Other secondary barriers indentified in the research
included fear of the police and other authorities, love for
the perpetrator, language difficulties and a lack of
culturally specific services. The latter two were
mentioned much more frequently by the key influencers
than by other participants.
While culturally specific support was considered
important by about half of the participants in focus
groups, the limited availability of these services was not
readily acknowledged as a barrier to disclosure. This may
be linked to the fact that some participants believed that
domestic violence should be dealt with within the family
unit — it might not occur to people that women would
access a service.
However, the consultations did identify issues in relation
to the community views of mainstream services that
would act as a barrier for women seeking assistance.
These include assumptions that they would encourage
women to leave the relationship, which was viewed as
inappropriate in many cases.

Some considered that women would hesitate to disclose
violence through fear that confidentiality would not be
respected and that their ‘shameful’ situation would be
known outside the family: ‘You don’t want others to
know the mishaps of a family.’
However, shame was not always associated only with
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Key findings
• While there were many barriers cited, the primary
barriers mentioned were related to the victim’s
feeling of shame associated with disclosure, a sense
of responsibility for the perpetrator’s abuse, and
fear.
• Other barriers to disclosure that were raised
included victims’ self-blaming, a sense of obligation
and love for the perpetrator, and fear of police and
other authorities, and community expectations of
tolerance. Issues around language barriers and lack
of culturally specific services were also raised.

What would encourage disclosure?
When participants were asked about the factors that
would encourage disclosure, responses were mixed.
However, issues mentioned more frequently included:
• the violent situation becoming intolerable (e.g.
when physical violence has escalated and woman is
unable to tolerate it any more; when she becomes
desperate; when children are threatened — the most
commonly cited factor that would encourage
disclosure);
• having family support to back up disclosure;
• an increase in community dialogue and community
education which would address the shame and stigma
attached to domestic violence (mentioned most
strongly in the Chinese and Bosnian groups);
• the existence of own-language or culturally specific
support;
• a feeling of trust in the victim toward the person
that they are disclosing to, as well as an assurance
that they will be believed; and
• confidence that confidentiality will be maintained.
The discussion on this issue revealed that most
respondents are open to an environment where domestic
violence is less hidden, and talked about more openly in
the community. This suggests that there is scope for
community education to promote community dialogue
on domestic violence.

Many participants thought that leaving the relationship
was a last resort, although where situations had become
‘intolerable’ it was seen as the only option. Several
respondents perceived that this attitude differed from
that of the general Australian community, which was
seen to be more likely to encourage a victim of domestic
violence to leave the relationship rather than to aim
first at reconciliation. Ideally, interventions should aim
to stop the violence and to maintain the family
relationship.

The role of the extended family
The consultations aimed to assess the extent to which
people from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds prefer to deal with domestic violence within
the family.
Responses on this issue were mixed and generated
considerable discussion.
Throughout the consultations, family and friends were
recognised as an important source of support. Participants
from all language groups mentioned that ideally a
person’s first point of contact if seeking assistance for
domestic violence should be ‘trusted friends and family’.
It was commonly felt, particularly by male participants,
that domestic violence would usually be resolved in this
way: ‘it starts and ends with the family’. However,
participants across all groups acknowledged that while
this may be preferable, if the violence was serious (usually
defined as on-going physical violence) then outside
assistance may be both necessary and appropriate.
Some participants believed that the family was unlikely
to provide appropriate assistance. Women in particular
identified several problems in relying on the extended
family network:
• Limited family networks. There was discussion in
some groups about the difficulty of dealing with
domestic violence when the victim has no family in
Australia. Often the only support a woman may feel
she has is from her own abusive partner. It was
considered that in the absence of family in Australia,
many women were unlikely to disclose to anybody.

Dealing with incidents of domestic
violence

• Feelings of shame. Participants across language
groups believed that some women might be reluctant
to seek help or support from close friends and family
because of the shame associated with domestic
violence.

Much of the consultation was dedicated to discussing
how domestic violence should be dealt with in the
community.

• Family tolerance or approval of violence. There was
discussion and debate as to whether in reality
approaching one’s family was likely to result in
appropriate assistance.

Research findings for people from culturally and
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• Family loyalty. Several participants believed that
some women might feel the need to deny the
existence of domestic violence in order to show
loyalty to their family and to remain committed to
their role of ‘maintaining the family unit’. This might
be a particular issue if women perceived the violence
to be their own fault.

Key findings
• The preferred first point of contact for dealing with
domestic violence was seen to be family and
friends.
• There was however acknowledgement of
limitations to this approach, including a perceived
inability and unwillingness of some families to
provide appropriate support, limited family
networks, feelings of shame associated with
disclosing to family or friends, and family loyalty.

• mainstream services encouraging separation and
family breakdown rather than reconciliation: ‘people
working at mainstream services are single mums who
hate violent men’; and
• an uncaring and selfish attitude in the general
Australia community.
Many of the participants who expressed these concerns
feared ‘condemnation’ by the general community:
‘outside communities and the media only want sensation
and scapegoats’. A few participants suggested that their
particular community should be given better resources to
allow domestic violence to be dealt with within the
community.

Key findings
• There were mixed responses from participants
about whether domestic violence should be
handled through the ethnic community structures.

Handling domestic violence within the
community

• There was a perception that ethnic community
structures are limited in their ability to handle
domestic violence.

If assistance outside the family were necessary,
participants from the different language groups were
divided on the issue of whether domestic violence
should be dealt with within their ethnic community.

• Services in the general community were seen to
provide expertise and confidentiality, but to
encourage separation and family breakdown rather
than reconciliation

Generally more people felt that it should be dealt with
outside their ethnic community rather than within for
the following reasons:

Options for a women affected by
domestic violence

• confidentiality;
• objectivity — a fear that community service
providers may collude with the perpetrator;

The most frequently identified options were:
• family and friends;

• lack of resources — a feeling that the mainstream
structures were better resourced to deal with domestic
violence than their ethnic community structures;

• counselling (mentioned for both victim and
perpetrator); and

• lack of services;

Less commonly mentioned options were refuges, police,
religious leaders, and leaving the violent relationship.
Legal responses were mentioned by only a couple of
participants.

• unsupportive community; and
• inappropriate advice — a few of the female
participants felt that the assistance a victim was
likely to receive from their ethnic community might
be inappropriate.
There was a significant minority of participants who felt
strongly that domestic violence should be dealt with
inside their ethnic community. The reasons given for
preferring to deal with domestic violence within the
community included perceptions of:
• racism and a lack of cultural understanding in the
general Australian community;
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• community / welfare organisations.

Key finding
• While family and friends were the preferred
contact for support for women experiencing
domestic violence, the participants would consider
seeking assistance outside the family.
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Options for perpetrators
The research also asked who a perpetrator would talk to
or go to for help.
It was broadly acknowledged that counselling was an
option for perpetrators, and in fact that it was something
the perpetrator should do.
However, most respondents felt that it was unlikely that
perpetrators would seek counselling unless forced to.
Men were perceived to be unlikely to seek help because
generally ‘men do not talk at that level’, because they
are unlikely to see themselves at fault, and are not in
need of counselling. A few participants mentioned that
men would talk to either their friends or family or
religious leaders. There was a view that men would only
talk to family and friends to justify their actions.
It was clear from the consultations that many people
simply did not know who a perpetrator would talk to or
where the perpetrator would go for help.

Key findings
• There was a large variation in the perceptions of
what people felt that a perpetrator should do, and
what in reality they felt they would do.
• Participants generally considered that perpetrators
would take no action as they would not consider
themselves at fault.

The most common responses mentioned if a family
member were to disclose being a victim of domestic
violence were:
• ‘Be patient’ — a very common response. It was clear
that leaving was seen as the last resort for many
participants, although where situations had become
‘intolerable’ this was seen to be the only option.
• Most male participants suggested facilitating a family
mediation to try to ‘negotiate a reconciliation’.
Many male participants were reluctant to provide
advice until they had heard ‘both sides of the story’.
• The female participants were much more likely than
the males to provide emotional support, encourage
the woman to leave, and to help the woman explore
options.
• Referring the victim to a religious leader was
mentioned in some groups.
• Referring the victim to community/welfare
organisations was mentioned less often, although a
few participants from almost all of the language
groups provided this recommendation.
• Very few suggested calling the police or encouraging
legal action. This was mentioned only for ‘very
serious’ situations where reconciliation was not
possible. (This highlights the participants’ limited
understanding of the flexibility of protection orders,
including the option of continuing to live with the
respondent.)
A few people expressed reluctance to get involved
because of a fear of either retaliation by the perpetrator
or of being seen by the family as a ‘home wrecker’.

Individual responses to disclosure
The researchers asked about how respondents would
react if a family member disclosed to them that they
were a victim or a perpetrator of domestic violence. The
discussion was based on a broad definition of domestic
violence which includes a wide range of behaviours in
addition to physical violence.
A wide range of responses were given.
Male participants were much more reluctant to ‘get
involved’ than were female participants. The
hypothetical advice offered by males had a greater
emphasis on maintaining the status quo within the
family.
Female participants were more likely to provide support
and encourage self-determination for the victim.
Women also seemed less averse to the idea of separation.

Key findings
• The types of support mentioned were
predominantly centred around reconciliation and
maintenance of the relationship.
• Female participants were more likely than males to
talk about becoming involved. Women were also
more likely to mention providing support,
encouraging self-determination for the victim, and
encouraging separation.

Again, responses to a hypothetical disclosure by a family
member who was a perpetrator were also varied,
although most participants said that they would confront
the perpetrator. It appears, however, that there were
perceived to be fewer options for responding to the
perpetrator’s behaviour.

Research findings for people from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds

43

Awareness of Domestic and Family Violence in the Diverse Australian Community

The most common response by far was to confront the
perpetrator’s behaviour and then to encourage
counselling.
Female participants were more likely to tell the
perpetrator that his actions were unacceptable and a
violation of the victim’s human rights. Male participants
were much more likely to admonish the perpetrator in a
‘respectful way’.
‘Being patient’ was again mentioned - for the sake of the
children (rather than the victim). However, this was
mentioned less often than referring the perpetrator to
counselling. Once again family breakdown was considered
to be the last resort. Only one group (female) mentioned
that they would tell the perpetrator to leave.

Key influencers suggested there was a role for
community education therefore in closing ‘the abyss of
what is out there’, and in encouraging the community to
perceive violence as more intolerable that a broken
marriage.

Key finding
• Leaving a relationship in response to violence or
abuse was not perceived to be an option readily
considered or accepted in the various communities.
This suggests a hierarchy of values where marriage
breakdown is tolerated less than domestic violence.

Key finding

Communication strategies

• Most participants claimed that they would
encourage the perpetrator to obtain counselling
(despite a perception that the perpetrator would be
unlikely to do so).

A considerable amount of time was spent discussing
domestic violence community education options with
participants from the community and also key
influencers.

Leaving the relationship in response to violence or abuse
was not perceived to be an option readily considered or
accepted in the various communities. Key influencers felt:
• Leaving the relationship often means going out ‘into
the wild in a foreign environment’. This may make a
woman who is experiencing violence feel even more
isolated and alienated than she already does, and can
result in an unwillingness to leave the relationship —
i.e. ‘better the devil you know’. This often means that
support is not sought until the situation is at crisis
stage.
• In some cases women are ostracised for leaving the
relationship. Therefore if a woman wants to make a
stand against domestic violence in the relationship,
she may have to do this without support from her
community and family.
• Consequences of marital breakdown are intensified in
ethnic communities. The investment and sacrifices
made especially for the children when migrating to a
new country are great. Women may feel that all their
hard work will be for nothing if the family breaks up.
• Not having a father as a role model can be a big issue
in some communities, so the impact on children of
leaving the relationship is viewed seriously. The victim
may experience a feeling of ‘my children are happy’
here, and stay in the relationship for their sake.
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Messages based on the concepts of ‘respect’ rather than
‘women’s rights’ or ‘empowerment’ were seen to be more
effective.

Key findings
• Community education should be framed in terms
of the impact of domestic violence on family
relationships rather than taking a confrontational
approach.
• Positive messages reinforcing community values,
such as family harmony and healthy relationships,
may be much more effective than confronting and
aggressive messages, especially those which may
ostracise men.

Information needs
The research showed that both men and women should
be reached in community awareness campaigns. Women
should be reached with information about their rights
and available support. Men should be reached to ensure
responsibility in addressing domestic violence in the
community is not perceived to be a ‘women’s issue’. It is
important that any campaign include effectively targeted
messages about the effect of domestic violence on
children.

Research findings for people from culturally and
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Current and preferred information sources
There was no one preferred medium identified as the
most appropriate way to deliver community education
messages, suggesting the need to adopt a multi-faceted
approach. The main information sources mentioned
were media, particularly ethnic specific newspapers and
radio and mainstream television; friends and family;
material printed in community languages; social welfare
agencies and community organisations.

Feedback on specific messages
During the consultations, the researchers showed people
a range of possible messages which could be used in a
community education campaign. The most preferred
messages were:
• Violent men lose more than their control, they can lose
their wife, children, family harmony and community
respect. — favoured because communities were seen
to value families highly and because participants
thought it important to increase awareness about the
consequences of domestic violence. There was some
concern in one group that messages should not imply
that all perpetrators are men.
• Domestic violence harms the children, not just the wife.
• Build family respect and harmony … speak out against
domestic violence — strongly favoured because it was
positive in tone and message and is directed towards
the whole family.
• There is no excuse for domestic violence. Views were
mixed on this message; some felt that it was good
because it was short, to the point and not too
confronting; others considered it unsuitable because
‘in actuality there’s always an excuse’.
The consultations with key influencers explored the
perceived keys to success in conducting effective
community education that targets people of culturally
and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Several suggested
that a multi-layered approach is necessary. For example,
community events could be run concurrently with
press/radio articles and stories. Many also considered
that a familiar voice on the radio (i.e. a high profile
person) would have more impact than that of a stranger.
Key influencers considered that the aim should be to
engage rather than lecture. This could be done through
community involvement in message development, and
by taking care not to produce messages based on
misconceptions. For example, if community members
are involved in message development, and a commonly
held view in the ethnic community is that alcohol and
gambling cause violence, it is important that the
education does not reinforce this misconception, but

rather takes it into account in developing the messages.
Setting up working parties, with trained bilingual
educators as facilitators, was mentioned as an effective
way of achieving this.
Social groups were mentioned by many key influencers
as a very good way to engage women. It was felt that in
many communities people would be unlikely to attend a
domestic violence workshop. However, if discussion
around domestic violence is introduced slowly, through
other forums, this could be successful. It was also
mentioned that the discussion should talk in terms of
‘are you having problems in your family’ rather than
domestic violence. A few key influencers disagreed with
this strategy.
There is a need to consider the issues of shame
surrounding domestic violence that were identified by
community members, in light of the suggestions by
participants for increased community dialogue on
domestic violence.
There was a view that education should be directed at
all levels of ethnic communities (including service
providers and so on), so that the community is
supportive of victims of domestic violence. This was
based on the view that a societal shift must occur, so
that women have access to appropriate support. A few
mentioned that it is a burden for a victim to have
information that she cannot do anything with.
A clear recommendation from the key influencers was
that there should be adequate repetition of the
education messages, and that ‘one off’ messages are
likely to be ineffectual.

Key findings
• The consultations clearly indicate that community
education activities designed specifically for
particular communities, developed in consultation
with community members, are likely to be the
most effective and have the greatest reach.
• This suggests that straight translations from
mainstream campaign messages as a sole campaign
activity are insufficient to achieve attitudinal
shifts, with associated behavioural responses, at a
community level.

Research findings for people from culturally and
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Benefits and disadvantages of targeted
communication strategies
There was general support from participants across all of
the culturally and linguistically diverse communities for
a targeted community education strategy. This approach
was perceived to have the capacity to address the
specific issues and values of individual communities.
Several participants felt this would encourage greater
community participation in campaign activities.
It was noted that any such campaign should be designed
in such a way that individual communities are not seen
as being singled out as ‘having a problem’.

Key findings
• Most communities expressed the feeling that a
targeted community education campaign would be
valuable.
• However, this campaign must be designed in such
a way that individual communities are not seen as
being singled out as ‘having a problem’.
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Appendix A: A Few Hints on Running a Cross Cultural
Community Education Campaign Against Domestic Violence
Cultural Perspectives and Chalkley
Consulting

to present the campaign and provide links within the
community. It was felt that these working groups gave
credibility to the process and the campaign as well as
ensuring that the message was relevant.

Introduction
This section of the report provides some suggestions for
conducting community education to reach Indigenous
Australians and people from culturally and linguistically
diverse backgrounds. It is based on the research
undertaken by Cultural Perspectives presented in the body
of this report.
Although there are some common themes running
through any community education campaign, just because
these two groups are put together into this one guide does
not mean they should be treated in the same way. The
issues for Indigenous communities are distinctly different
to those of migrants to this country.
It is also important when embarking on community
education that aims to reach different ‘cultural groups’,
that you keep in mind that there are considerable
variations in the views and attitudes of people within any
community.
In developing cross-cultural community education on
domestic violence, it is important to ensure your efforts are
not based on stereotypes, and importantly, to ensure that
your efforts do not perpetuate or encourage stereotypes.
It is also important that the community in which the
campaign will be implemented is closely involved in both
its development and implementation phase. In particular,
it is crucial that services that provide assistance are
contacted when the campaign is at a very early stage.
It is also important to think carefully about how this
involvement will work. Collaboration and cooperation are
critical, and matching skills with those that are required is
an important process. You should also consider the range
of ‘interested parties’ to whom the community education
will have relevance, in an attempt to broaden the scope of
the community consultation.

Guiding principles
Domestic violence is a universal problem. Deciding to
work with a particular community may well make them
feel they are the only people with this problem, or it
could make other people feel this particular community
is being singled out because it is in some way ‘worse’
than the rest of society. For these reasons great care must
be taken in the conduct of the campaign, and in the
communication that is involved.
It is useful to have some guiding principles for your
campaign, which you can refer back to at every point of
the campaign. Stick them up on the wall, and when you
decide on an event, a message, or an action of some kind
ask yourself ‘how does this fit in with our guiding
principles?’

Response mechanisms
Any good campaign must have a ‘call to action’. For
example, a common ‘call to action’ in a campaign
encouraging people to give up smoking is to ring the
Quit line.
It is vital to inform organisations to whom you are likely
to refer people that you are conducting this campaign.
Your referral mechanisms should be well established
before the campaign, so that if someone phones and
wants help straightaway they can be appropriately
assisted. Obviously if a line is constantly engaged it will
give a negative message to someone who has plucked up
the courage to call — they may not have enough
courage to call again. Similarly if they do get through,
but there is no one who can talk to them at the moment
— that is equally discouraging.

For example, a campaign conducted by Fairfield Immigrant
and Refugee Women’s Network, NSW called ‘Women say
no to violence’ used ethno-specific working groups to
stimulate community involvement in the campaign. This
group was made up of individuals in the community who
recognised the importance of reducing violence against
women. The ethno-specific working groups were used to
identify like-minded spokespeople, develop effective angles

Appendix — A few hints on running a cross cultural
community education campaign against domestic violence.
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Aide de memoire

Read research, note key points

Steps to remember
in developing and
running a campaign.

Make a list of all your stakeholders and interested
parties. Ensure that the community to be reached is
included.

STAGE 3

Plan an outline of your campaign.

STAGE 4

Hold a meeting of all key stakeholders to discuss
plan, and discuss information needs of groups you
plan to reach.

STAGE 5

Refine plan. Decide on kinds of information needed.

STAGE 6

Identify messages and media to meet information
needs.

STAGE 7

Test messages, either formally or informally.
Amend.

STAGE 8

Work out plan of action with supporting agencies and
support staff.

STAGE 9

Take messages with focus group test results,
suggested media and plan of action back to
stakeholders to discuss.

STAGE 10

Carry out campaign.

STAGE 11

STAGE 3 — Plan should include:

Evaluate.

Figure 2
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•

•

who you want to reach and how,
identified through:
— geographic scope of agency/ies
— data analysis of area
— review of available research
— consultation plan
how campaign will be evaluated.

Steps to remember in developing and running a campaign
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Materials development
When developing written material, there are a number
of things you should think about. A powerful image will
draw people towards a message, will help them
remember a message, and will link campaign materials
together. A poster should not have lots of text on it. It
should have a powerful picture, a message and a call to
action — in other words, it should tell the person
reading it where to go to get further help and
information.

Make sure you distribute whatever materials you develop
to community organisations conducting education at a
local level, if you are working one step removed from
them. Develop partnerships with such organisations.
And don’t reinvent the wheel! Remember there are
already existing materials on family and domestic
violence for Indigenous communities and people from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, that
you may be able to get permission to access and
reproduce or amend slightly.

Pamphlets and other supporting material can go into
more detail than a poster, but always be mindful of the
literacy level of your audience. They may prefer to see a
video or listen to a radio interview. If you want to design
a pamphlet, don’t make it too wordy and be very
mindful that people may not want to pick one up that is
obviously about family or domestic violence.

Research findings for people from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds
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Appendix B: Working with Indigenous Communities
Family violence - what do we mean?
Many Indigenous communities prefer to use the term
‘family violence’ rather than domestic violence,
although there is still some debate over this terminology.
Family violence refers to physical, mental, economic,
spiritual and sexual abuse by a partner in an intimate
relationship, child abuse and child sexual assault, and
violence by other family members. In other words, it is
abuse that can affect the whole family.

Guiding principles
The following five suggested guiding principles have
considerable support in Indigenous communities. When
developing your community education campaign, always
ask, ‘Does this follow the principles outlined below?’
• domestic violence affects everyone, regardless of
cultural background;
• self-determination;

subjected to family violence, but increasingly people are
asking ‘Why aren’t we trying to reach the perpetrators,
as well as the men who are not perpetrators?’

Reaching men
If you do decide to try and get a message to men, you
may want to consider whether there are any existing
workshops, men’s groups, or other services which look at
issues such as behaviour and attitude change, spiritual
health, and self-esteem. Many communities acknowledge
that men should take responsibility and start ‘healing’
themselves. Others may have strongly resisted raising
family violence as a community issue. The community
education should reach men so that family violence is
not positioned as an issue that women in the community
must address alone. It is important that messages do not
ostracise men, but encourage them to play a role in
addressing the issue, so that those men who may be
perpetrators are encouraged to take responsibility for
violent behaviour.

• a holistic approach;
• working in partnerships with Indigenous community
organisations; and
• taking history into account.

Communication strategies for working
with Indigenous communities
‘Targeting’ your campaign is a two edged sword. On the
one hand, many Indigenous communities say they are
ready and waiting for a targeted community education
campaign against family violence. They are keen to
participate. But on the other hand, if the campaign is
not conducted with care, they fear that it could end up
by stereotyping their community. Even the word
‘targeting’, widely used in community education, is
problematic. In this booklet we have decided to use the
word ‘reach’ instead. So the question is, who do you
want to reach, and why?

Identifying who you want to reach
It may seem obvious to some, but by no means to all,
that when you talk about reaching different groups on
the subject of family violence, you need to consider
reaching men, as well as women and children. For many
years, groups across the country have focused their
efforts on assisting women and children who have been

Reaching women
A feature of family violence is that women sometimes feel
as if they are to blame. It is important to focus education
for Indigenous women on increasing their understanding
of the issues, and informing them also of their rights and
the legal options available to them. It has been found that
women in many cases may lead the community movement
to address family violence, and therefore reaching women
is crucial in encouraging this trend.

Children and youth
Finding out how to reach young people is best done by
asking young people themselves. The research suggests
that children and youth should be reached through longterm community education. Family violence can have
very negative consequences on children, and many
communities are fearful about the ‘generational curse’
where violent behaviour is observed to be transmitted
through families over generations.
Options for reaching youth and children can include
activities in schools, community based events, comics
such as Streetwize, and other youth-oriented
publications, and open dialogue between children and
community elders. Some parents would like to see the
teaching of cultural and ‘traditional’ family values to
encourage self-esteem in Indigenous children and youth.

Working with Indigenous Communities
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Place is important
Reaching specific groups will also differ depending on
where you are. Obviously if you are working with a
remote community, the presentation of the issues will be
different from the way you would do it in the middle of
an urban centre.
If this is the first time a campaign on domestic violence
has been done in the area, then the kinds of
communication will also be very different from a
campaign that can build on earlier work. The kinds of
support available, and the way services are structured,
will also be vital issues to consider when designing your
campaign.
When looking at the services available, you will also
need to consider whom you are trying to reach, and
whether you can put them in touch with an appropriate
service.

Key issues to consider in reaching
particular groups:
• Location (urban, rural, remote)
• Previous activities on family violence
• Service structure
• Men — encourage responsibility for behaviour,
and do not ostracise
• Women — enhance level of understanding of
family violence, rights and legal options
• Children and youth — long-term education on
family violence and cultural and ‘traditional’
family values

Issues to consider in developing
community education
Below are some important issues raised by Indigenous
communities around Australia that you might like to
work through in planning a community education
campaign on family.
• The involvement of the community is paramount.
• The focus should be on prevention and building
strong, healthy communities, rather than being
confrontational. ‘Empowerment’ should be in the
context of community empowerment rather than
women’s rights, using concepts like ‘community
spirit’ and ‘healing’.
• There is a need to focus on family relationships and
family values.
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• The ‘three r’s’ — respect, responsibility and resources
— are necessary for behavioural change, and
therefore should be considered in developing
community education strategies.
• Family violence is an important issue affecting the
health and wellbeing of the family.
• Abuse of alcohol and drugs is a significant factor in
some communities.
• The impacts of unemployment and poverty are
consistently spoken of as having a significant effect
on self-esteem and cultural identity.
• Lack of support services and resources for women and
men, as well as basic services, in many communities
has a significant impact on the health and wellbeing
of families.

Keys to success in campaigns for people
from Indigenous Australian communities
We have talked a lot about working with communities
in developing a campaign. This is because it is vital to
success. Activities designed specifically for particular
communities, developed in consultation with
community members, are likely to be the most effective.
You might like to think about these ‘keys to success’
suggested by Indigenous communities, some of which
may be relevant to you:
• Engage community elders to work to prevent
violence and encourage communication across the
generations, and an understanding and pride in being
Indigenous.
• Empower local communities to deal with local issues
in a culturally appropriate way.
• Provide training for community police to deal with
domestic violence situations in an appropriate way.
• Family violence should be on the agenda of
Indigenous organisations.

Information needs
By this stage you should have met with representatives
of the community you plan to work with on this
campaign, to discuss their issues and information needs
around family violence, and to add to the list below.
Indigenous communities have identified the following
information needs for their communities:
• There is a need for information on family violence
generally and the options available for victims and
perpetrators of family violence. This should include
information on rights, the services and support
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available, as well as information on the legal aspects
of domestic violence (such as legal services, court
orders, and the consequences of breaking a family
violence order). This is especially important for
remote communities.
• A significant number of people in Indigenous
communities perceive that there are high levels of
violence in their communities, and they believe that
some people have come to expect a level of violence
in the community and their relationships. The
community education should consider addressing this
issue.
• Open community dialogue about family violence is
seen by some to have an impact on reducing
domestic violence in the community, as people regard
it as easier to deal with domestic violence once it is
in the public arena. Education strategies should
encourage open community dialogue.

Mediums for community education
Obviously the medium to be used depends on the budget
you have for your campaign. Not all media is going to be
available on a tight budget. But take heart — no one
medium for community education is identified as the
most appropriate way to deliver messages, so the

adoption of a multi-faceted campaign approach is a good
way to go. It is possible to conduct an excellent
campaign with ‘below the line’ activities, that is
activities for which you don’t need to take out paid
advertising, but rely on public relations exercises such as
interviews on radio and in newspapers, community
activities, pamphlets and workshops.

Messages
When you develop messages for your campaign, the
community itself must be involved to ensure that the
messages are relevant and to encourage participation and
community ownership of the campaign. You can do this
by involving community organisations or key individuals
who are involved in addressing family violence issues in
the community. Translators in more remote communities
are useful as facilitators as are community working
parties that can ensure that message development is
based on correct information, is sensitive of the
environment, and is meaningful and relevant within the
broad cultural context.

Working with Indigenous Communities
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Appendix C: Communication Strategies for People from
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Backgrounds
Benefits and disadvantages of a targeted
communication strategy

Men and women need to be reached in
community awareness campaigns

‘Targeting’ your campaign is a two edged sword.
If the campaign is not conducted with care, it could end
up by stereotyping their community.
However, the benefits clearly outweigh the concerns.
People of culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds included in the research acknowledge that
the main benefit of a targeted communication strategy is
that it would be culturally and linguistically framed, and
so able to address the specific issues and values of the
particular community. Several people also felt that this
would encourage greater participation in campaign
activities.
There is also a perception across the general community
that education that reaches particular groups is
necessary.
Clearly, in developing community education to reach
people of culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds, care should be taken to ensure that
stereotypes are not reinforced and that the specific
community does not feel like it is being singled out as
having a problem with regard to domestic violence. The
more visible the targeted community education strategy
is, the more it may be appropriate to conduct the
strategy in conjunction with a mainstream campaign.

Target group identification
A few factors that it is useful to take into account when
trying to make a decision about who to reach with a
limited budget:
• length of time in Australia;
• English language proficiency;
• level of isolation (geographic and social);
• the extent to which abuse of power in gender
relationships is perceived (by individuals in the
community) to be present in the community’s value
systems.

• Women should be reached with
information about their rights and
available support.
• Men should be reached to ensure that
responsibility for addressing domestic
violence in the community is not
perceived to be a ‘women’s issue’.
• Long-term prevention strategies should be
targeted at children

Guiding principles
In the introduction we mentioned the importance of
guiding principles for your campaign. You may like to
consider the following five suggested guiding principles.
Your particular community may want to add to them or
change them in some way. When developing your
community education campaign, always ask, ‘ Does this
follow the principles outlined below?’
• Domestic violence affects everyone, regardless of
cultural background.
• Respect for women.
• Acknowledge the migration experience
• Acknowledge the importance of family and
traditional values.
• Working in partnerships with community
organisations.

Issues to consider in developing
community education
However strongly you may feel about the consequences
of domestic violence, a confrontational approach to
community education is likely to have a negative
impact. An approach that focuses on the impact of
domestic violence on positive family relationships is
likely to be more effective.
For example, positive messages reinforcing community
values, such as family harmony and healthy
relationships, may be much more effective than
confronting and aggressive messages, especially those
that ostracise men.

Communication strategies for people from culturally
and linguistically diverse backgrounds
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Information needs
• Terms like ‘respect’ rather than ‘women’s rights’
were preferred.
• Community education on domestic violence
should target both men and women, and include
messages on the effect on children.

Some of the other issues that should be taken into
account in developing community education on
domestic violence are detailed below.
• Some people feel that messages based on the
concepts of ‘respect’ rather than ‘women’s rights’ or
‘empowerment’ would be more effective.
• Material directed at women should include
information about services.
• The campaign should include messages about the
effect of domestic violence on children.
• Use culturally relevant frameworks and references.
Migration and settlement issues for this group are
highly relevant, and education on domestic violence
should be framed within this context.
• Long-term prevention strategies aimed at children
are regarded as very important. Teaching notions of
respect and equality from a very young age is seen to
be important.

Tools to support you in targeting people
of culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds
We have talked a lot about working with communities
in developing a campaign. This is because it is vital to
success. Activities designed specifically for particular
communities, developed in consultation with
community members, are likely to be the most effective.
This suggests that straight translation from mainstream
campaign messages as a sole campaign activity would be
insufficient to achieve attitudinal shifts, with associated
behavioural responses, at a community level.

Successful community education is:
• multi-layered
• engages rather than lectures
• uses group discussions
• uses role models
• is not a ‘one off’.
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As well as taking account of the information needs in this
section, you should be consulting with your stakeholders
about the specific information needs of the communities
you wish to reach. Never take anything for granted, and
never assume anything – some of the least successful
community education campaigns have been because
people made assumptions based on stereotypes about what
communities wanted and needed, instead of asking them.
Listening well and acting on what you are hearing is a
vital skill in developing a campaign.
The following section highlights the key information
needs identified in the research. Nevertheless, it is
important when developing community education
strategies that a multi-faceted approach be used to take
into account the diversity of information needs within the
community, and that you take into account the particular
needs of the communities you are trying to reach.
Some of the information needs identified include:
• Enhancing the level of understanding of domestic
violence, including non-physical forms.
• While there is clear recognition in many communities
of the negative impacts of domestic violence,
especially on children, information on the negative
impacts should be included in the communication
strategy.
• The information should position domestic violence as
a community issue, and one for which both men and
women have a responsibility.
• Men’s role in society also needs to be emphasised and
promoted, particularly in the context of post-migration
issues such as unemployment. It may be useful to
explore what it means to be a man and define the role
of the ‘provider’ as more than just providing money
and discipline.

Information sources and media for
community education
There is a diverse range of media to reach people from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.
Previous research has shown that women often prefer to
listen to radio in their own language, while men prefer
to read their own language newspaper. The main sources
of information are:
• media — particularly ethnic-specific newspapers and
radio, and mainstream television;
• friends and family;
• printed material in own-language; and
• social welfare agencies and community organisations.

Communication strategies for people from culturally
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A multi-faceted approach would be most effective.
Below are some other mediums that should be
considered in developing community education
strategies:
• own-language radio;
• own-language newspapers;
• television;
• community based events and social groups;
• art forms;
• printed material in languages other than English;
• social groups for women which could discuss
domestic violence in a non-threatening way, and
domestic violence information would be positioned
within a broader framework;
• use of role models;
• social welfare and community organisations;
• community based events;
• seminars and workshops, which should not be
promoted as sessions on domestic violence as this
may discourage attendance.

Community support
Community education should be backed up with
support. An anonymous multi-lingual hotline may be
appropriate as a first point of contact for accessing
information on domestic violence (particularly as
confidentiality is an issue in some communities).
Some women in the research expressed a desire that
community education consist not just of messages or
‘facile statements’. They preferred ‘real’ campaigns
consisting of seminars or workshops where domestic
violence is fully discussed in terms of what it is, the
various forms of abuse, that it is a crime, what support
systems are available and how to access them.

In discussing the most effective messages for community
education, there were mixed responses in the research as
to whether the messages should imply that all
perpetrators are men. However, it was clear that
participants felt that women were by far more likely to
be victims of domestic violence. Involving the
community in developing messages will allow this issue
to be explored more deeply.
And remember — one off messages rarely work, an issue
that was reinforced in the research by community
leaders. They emphasised the importance of the need for
a campaign which supports the primary messages.

High profile people
Many community education campaigns use high profile
people to speak out on the particular subject in question,
and to assist in getting the message out. There are of
course risks in doing this — you have to be sure that the
people whose help you are enlisting are truly credible
with the group you are trying to reach, and that the
things they say are both supportive and in keeping with
the tone of your campaign. The people most able to
influence a community were identified in the research
as:
• Religious leaders
• Professional counsellors and social workers
• Family
• Doctors
• Teachers
Information needs to be channeled to these people to
ensure that they are ‘on-side’ and their participation is
appropriate.

In identifying appropriate mediums for communication,
consideration should also be given to the need to open
community dialogue on domestic violence. Many
participants felt that open community dialogue would be
one of the most effective ways to address the barriers to
disclosure identified in the research.

Feedback on specific messages on
domestic violence
In deciding on appropriate messages for your campaign,
it is vital to test the messages with the communities you
plan to reach. The messages discussed in the research are
ones that you may well want to build on, but do not
launch them without extensive consultation and testing.

Communication strategies for people from culturally
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