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INTRODUCTION
Community housing providers (CHPs) 
are often at the frontline dealing with the 
fallout of domestic and family violence 
(DFV) as they endeavour to manage the 
housing situation of both victims and 
perpetrators.  

This dichotomy can raise a number of 
challenges for CHPs as they sort through 
the needs of both parties and consider 
appropriate courses of action as they 
deliver responsive social and affordable 
housing services.  

The toolkit was piloted by a number of 
CHPs covering both metropolitan, regional 
and rural NSW to test effectiveness of the 
information, tools and resources.

Throughout the toolkit the term 
‘perpetrator’ is used to describe a type of 
behaviour and is not used to describe a 
type of person.

While it is acknowledged that men also 
experience domestic and family violence 
the likelihood of men being a victim of DFV 
is significantly less compared to women. 
In 2012, the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
found that around one in five Australian 
women and one in twenty Australian men 
have experienced violence at the hands 
of an intimate partner.1  Where women are 
the perpetrators, the violence is different: 
studies have repeatedly shown that it’s not 
as prolonged, and that men are far less 
likely to be living in fear.2  

Therefore, the toolkit aims to 
promote the safety of women 
and children by effectively 
responding to perpetrators of 
DFV.

1 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2013).  Personal 
Safety, Australia, 2012, Cat no. 4906.0. Canberra 
2 www.ourwatch.org.au/Understanding-Violence/
Facts-and-figures

 

This Working With Perpetrators of 
Domestic and Family Violence - A toolkit 
to support community housing providers 
sits alongside the Strengthening 
Practice in Responding to Domestic 
and Family Violence - A Toolkit for 
Community Housing Providers and it is 
important that both toolkits are used in 
conjunction with each other.  

The latter toolkit includes information 
about victims/survivors of DFV including 
safety matters, child protection and 
mandatory reporting requirements for 
children and therefore this information is 
not repeated in this perpetrator toolkit.      

It is recognised that DFV is a leading 
cause of homelessness and as such, the 
Strengthening Practice in Responding to 
Domestic and Family Violence - A Toolkit 
for Community Housing Providers and this 
Working With Perpetrators of Domestic 
and Family Violence - A toolkit to support 
community housing providers aim to 
recognise and respond to DFV in order 
to sustain tenancies and address family 
violence.  

The toolkit also aims to assist CHPs to 
successfully engage with perpetrators, 
and in doing so, achieve the following 
outcomes:

• Assess any current risk/s to prevent 
DFV

• Convey that the use of violence/
abuse to women and children is not 
acceptable

• Enhance the safety of women and 
children

• Encourage a change in attitudes -  
help the tenant take responsibility  
and encourage active uptake of 
referrals for support.

It is acknowledged that there are limited 
support and accommodation options 
currently available for perpetrators of 
DFV that can make creating solutions a 
challenge.
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This toolkit provides a number of tools 
and resources and information guides to 
strengthen practice including:  

• A policy template to guide practice 
in responding to housing needs of 
tenants and household members who 
are perpetrators of DFV

• A policy template so that CHPs can 
frame their response to domestic 
violence and the workplace

• A referral pathway to guide possible 
housing and support management of 
perpetrators of DFV

• Information on approaches to working 
with perpetrators of DFV

• Information about perpetrators, who 
they are and why they might behave 
in the way they do

• Information on approaches to working 
with perpetrators of DFV and the 
Men’s Behaviour Change Network 
services

• The law (civil and criminal) as it relates 
to perpetrators of DFV

• Information on the web of 
accountability and the role that CHPs 
can play in holding perpetrators of 
DFV accountable for their actions.

 

 
How to use this 
toolkit 
This toolkit provides 
information, tools and 
resources that a CHP can 
take and implement into their 
practice such as the policy 
templates and other tools and 
checklists.  

As with the Strengthening 
Practice in Responding to 
Domestic and Family Violence 
- A Toolkit for Community 
Housing Providers, CHPs will 
benefit if they invest the time 
and explore an implementation 
approach to maximise the 
uptake of tools, resources 
and practice approaches 
that will benefit both victims 
and perpetrators of DFV and 
strengthen overall housing 
management practice.  

Given that DFV is perpetrated 
predominantly within homes, 
CHPs can play a unique 
role in supporting victims of 
abuse who are their tenants 
and holding perpetrators to 
account.
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A key role for  
Community  
Housing Providers

Building our 
understanding of 
perpetrators of DFV

CHPs are well placed as community 
leaders to take a public position on 
the right of all people to be safe.  
Strengthening their practice and 
response to perpetrators of DFV is a 
critical leadership role that CHPs can 
undertake. 

There is often a reluctance for community 
housing staff to engage with perpetrators 
of DFV.  This could be related to concern 
for one’s own safety or the safety of 
others (concern that such engagement 
may escalate the situation) and/or 
being morally, ethically or personally 
challenged by such behaviour.  This can 
be particularly challenging for staff who 
have experienced DFV personally.

It is critical for CHPs to have strong 
partnerships and collaboration with 
DFV support services who are skilled in 
DFV risk assessment.  It is not expected 
that CHP staff will have the expertise 
to undertake this type of assessment.  
Effective collaborations strengthen 
practice and build capacity for safer 
outcomes for victims of DFV whilst 
supporting CHP staff to manage the 
situation to the best of their ability.

Who is a perpetrator of DFV?

The ethnicity, class, age and religious 
backgrounds of perpetrators are extremely 
varied.  While perpetrators of DFV can be 
of any gender, research indicates that the 
majority of perpetrators are men3.

The (2013) Literature Review on Domestic 
Violence Perpetrators highlights that 
there is very little available data on the 
demographic characteristics of domestic 
violence perpetrators4.  

What causes DFV?

While a range of contributing factors can 
increase the likelihood of DFV such as 
alcohol and substance misuse and early 
exposure to violence and discrimination5, 
the leading cause of DFV is gender 
inequality. 

Change the Story: A shared framework for 
the primary prevention of violence against 
women and their children in Australia6  
identifies that gender inequality sets the 
necessary social context in which violence 
against women occurs.  

3   anrows.org.au/publications/fast-facts-0/violence-
against-women-key-statistics%20 

4  www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/
documents/09_2013/literature_review_on_domestic_
violence_perpetrators.pdf 
5 www.whiteribbon.org.au/understand-domestic-
violence/what-is-violence-against-women/causes-
domestic-violence 
6 Our Watch, Australia’s National Research 
Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS) and 
VicHealth (2015), Change the story: a shared 
framework for the primary prevention of violence 
against women and their children in Australia, Our 
Watch, Melbourne, Australia. 
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Gender inequality is a social condition characterised by unequal 
value afforded to men and women and an unequal distribution of 
power, resources and opportunity between them.  

It results from, or has historical roots in, laws or policies formally 
constraining the rights and opportunities of women.  Gender inequality 
is maintained and perpetuated today through structures that continue to 
organise and reinforce an unequal distribution of economic, social and 
political power and resources between men and women.  

Gender inequality 
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OUR WATCH - CHANGE THE STORY: A shared 
framework for the primary prevention of violence 
against women and their children in Australia.  
Change the Story outlines the range of actions needed through 
legislative, institutional and policy responses that are implemented 
across the whole of community in workplaces, schools, community 
organisations, sports clubs, media and popular culture as we strive to 
prevent violence. 
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Controlling and coercive behaviour
The one factor experts agree on is that DFV perpetrators desire control and will believe men 
should be dominant in a relationship.  
    
This is a result of social conditioning that sees men as privileged over others (women and 
children).  It is often a misconception to believe that a perpetrator behaves abusively as he has 
lost control through anger. Violence is not about losing control but rather trying to gain control 
over a person or situation.  DFV occurs when someone chooses to use physical, sexual, emotional 
and/or spiritual abuse to get their way – or to make someone do something, stop them from doing 
something or to punish them.  Most perpetrators are not violent or controlling outside the home7.  

7 apt.rcpsych.org/content/7/1/65  

5

6

7

8

9
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Can a perpetrator of DFV 
change his behaviour? 
Change is possible because violence is 
always a choice.  To make positive change 
a man needs to accept responsibility for 
his violent and abusive behaviour. 

The process of accepting responsibility 
can be slow and requires a man to 
challenge his beliefs and attitudes and 
develop new skills and awareness to 
become a safe man for his family.  The 
process of facilitating such change is 
offered through Men’s Behaviour Change 
Programs (MBCP). 

MBCPs are designed to hold women and 
children’s safety at the centre of all work 
with men who use a range of controlling 
behaviours and violence towards others. 
The program provides support, education 
and skills to assist men to change their 
violent or challenging behaviours.  The 
programs are generally run in a group 
participation setting with skilled male and 
female facilitators, providing accountable 
peer learning opportunities for all 
participants.8 

The programs provide men with individual 
assessment prior to joining the group and 
counselling sessions during and after the 
group program.

Contact is maintained with partners prior 
to the program to assess risk, undertake 
safety planning, provide referrals to DFV 
support services, monitor wellbeing and 
facilitate the transfer of learning into the 
home and family relationships where this 
is possible.9 

To date, there are few published 
evaluation studies of domestic violence 
offender programs in Australia.  
Evaluations of individual intervention 
programs for men who use violence 
against women have produced largely 
mixed evidence about the effectiveness of 
such programs in reducing recidivism.   

8  www.relationshipsvictoria.com.au/services/
familyviolence/MBCP/ 
9  www.relationshipsvictoria.com.au/services/
familyviolence/MBCP/  

Analyses of program evaluations 
generally suggest that intervention 
programs contribute to a small reduction in 
recidivism and their effectiveness can vary 
according to the individual commitment, 
motivations and characteristics of 
participants, the programs offered and the 
skill of facilitators.10 

Why does a perpetrator 
seek help? 
Men who use family violence may be 
motivated to seek help for a variety of 
reasons:  

• They may be directed by the Court 
to attend following a breach of an 
Apprehended Domestic Violence Order

• Pressure from family, friends, employers 
or others to attend out of concerns about 
his violent and controlling behaviour

• Some men choose to attend as an 
attempt to save their relationship 
believing that if they attend a program 
their partner will not leave them or she 
will return with the hope that things will 
improve

• Some men seek to stop their violent and 
abusive behaviour.

It is important to understand that whilst 
a program can offer a range of supports 
and opportunities for change it will not be 
effective unless the man wants to change.

Such a change requires challenging his 
belief systems and identifying the ways 
in which he gives himself permission to 
be violent and abusive.  Attending or 
completing a program does not mean he 
will stop being violent or abusive or that 
his partner will be safe. 

Since attendance at a program does 
not guarantee safety for his partner and 
children, it is a requirement under the NSW 
Practice Standards Accreditation for MBCP 
that his partner and / or former partner is 
supported to develop a safety plan and 
to receive support via Partner Contact.  
This service is either contracted to a DFV 
specialist service or a designated women’s 
worker within the MBCP service. 

10 www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/
documents/09_2013/literature_review_on_domestic_
violence_perpetrators.pdf
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Where can a perpetrator 
get help? 
It is important that perpetrators are 
provided with referrals to accredited 
specialised men’s domestic violence 
behaviour change programs.  Practice 
standards are reflected in policies, 
programs and staffing of organisations 
delivering MBCPs. 

The programs aim to:  

• examine and challenge men’s beliefs 
and attitudes that support violence

• examine the effects their violence and 
abuse has on their partners and their 
children

• examine the impact their violence has 
had on their own life

• teach and practice non-controlling and 
non-violent alternatives.11

Information is included in the resource 
section of this toolkit on MBCPs that a CHP 
might use to give to men on the range of 
accredited programs available currently 
across NSW should they be interested in 
attending a program.

What are some of 
the indicators that a 
perpetrator has changed?
Some indications a perpetrator is 
changing his behaviour and taking 
responsibility for his actions are: 

• being non-violent, not using violence, 
abuse, intimidating or controlling 
behaviours

• taking responsibility and not blaming 
anyone for choosing to use violence 
or abuse, not making excuses for 
behaviour such as saying he was under 
the influence of alcohol or drugs or 
blaming other factors such as loss of 
employment or other financial pressures

• acknowledging past use of violence and 
admitting being wrong

• communicating openly and honestly 
about his behaviour

• supporting his partner’s goals and 
aspirations

11 http://www.domesticviolence.com.au/pages/getting-
help-for-abusive-behaviours.php 

• respecting his partner’s right to her own 
feelings, friends, activities and opinions

• valuing her opinions

• not pressuring her to make decisions 
quickly or to try to take him back.12 

Female perpetrators 
Heather Nancarrow, CEO of Australia’s 
National Research Organisation for 
Women’s Safety13  (ANROWS), states that 
when the movement to prevent domestic 
violence began in the 1970s, the term 
domestic violence was synonymous with 
men’s violence against their intimate female 
partners and these victims are still the focus 
of many domestic violence services.14

Whilst it is acknowledged that females 
can also be perpetrators of domestic and 
family violence (DFV), higher numbers of 
men commit DFV.  DFV related homicide is 
much more likely to be committed by men 
than women.  Homicide statistics from the 
Australian Institute of Criminology shows 
75% of victims of intimate partner homicide 
are female15. Women have been the 
victims of domestic violence at the hands 
of a partner 3 times more often than men.16 

Male victims tend not to fear for their lives 
in the same manner as female victims.  
Women assaulted by a man are 4.3 times 
more likely to feel fear and anxiety than 
men assaulted by women.17 Whilst a 
woman may be a secondary aggressor 
in the relationship, it is possible/likely 
that the primary or dominant aggressor 
is the male perpetrator.  The secondary 
aggressive behaviour by the woman could 
be protest or resistance behaviour.

12 www.domesticviolence.com.au/pages/getting-help-
for-abusive-behaviours.php 
13 The independent organisation jointly funded by 
the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments 
to research evidence to reduce domestic and family 
violence against women and children. 
14 www.abc.net.au/news/factcheck/2016-04-06/
fact-file-domestic-violence-statistics/7147938 viewed 
01/10/17 
15 Tracy Cussen and Willow Bryant, Research 
in Practice No. 38– Domestic/family homicide 
in Australia, May 2015, Australian Government 
Australian Institute of Criminology 
16 www.abc.net.au/news/factcheck/2016-04-06/
fact-file-domestic-violence-statistics/7147938 viewed 
01/10/17 
17 Australia’s National Research Organisation for 
Women’s Safety, Horizons Research report, Oct 
2015 
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In 2016, the Australian Bureau of Statistics conducted a Personal Safety 
Survey for the third time18.  Among its key findings, it reports that two in 
five people (39% or 7.2million) aged 18 years and over had experienced 
physical or sexual violence since the age of 15.

FIGURE 1 : PREVALENCE STATISTICS FOR WOMEN’S EXPERIENCE OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF VIOLENCE19 

18 www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/4906.0~2016~Main%20Features~About%20the%20
Personal%20Safety%20Survey%20~2 

19 Our Watch, Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS) and VicHealth (2015) Change the 
story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against women and their children in Australia, Our Watch, 
Melbourne, Australia. 
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Source: ABS 2017b.



ANROWS says the definition of domestic violence should include past and 
present cohabitating partners and have conducted a more detailed analysis 
using the ABS data.  This analysis concludes that since the age of 15 both women 
and men are 3 times more likely to be physically assaulted by a man when 
compared to assaults by a woman.  

They have also established that 20: 

However, the national dataset is not able to identify the frequency or 
severity of victims’ experience of violence, a shortcoming that could 
obscure substantial differences in how men and women experience 
domestic violence in Australia21.

It is worthwhile to note that the ABS Personal Safety Survey showed that 
95% of men and 80% of women who had experienced violence from a 
current partner had never contacted the police.  

Under reporting of domestic violence could under estimate domestic 
violence and in the same way, improved policing and justice treatment of 
victims could have the opposite effect. 22

20 Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety, Horizons Research report, October 2015 
21 www.abc.net.au/news/factcheck/2016-04-06/fact-file-domestic-violence-statistics/7147938 viewed 01/10/17 
22 www.abc.net.au/news/factcheck/2016-04-06/fact-file-domestic-violence-statistics/7147938 viewed 01/10/17 
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Children as perpetrators 
A report prepared by Sarah Broadhead 
from Women’s Health and Family 
Services, states that family violence 
perpetrated by children is under reported.  
She identifies that “a lot of people don’t 
report due to shame or embarrassment, 
and that’s understandable, especially 
when it comes to your own kids”23  

The most at risk group is single mothers, 
particularly in cases of divorce or family 
breakdown.  

The research found that, unlike adult 
violence, drugs and alcohol were not 
found to have any connection to youth 
family violence.  The violence was 
identified as being more about the cycle 
of violence and most of the kids that are 
perpetrating violence have grown up with 
it as a normal way of life in their house.24 

Other factors can include childhood 
maltreatment, inadequate or ineffective 
parenting style and youth mental health 
disorders such as ADHD.  In relation to 
parenting style, an excessively permissive 
parenting style can contribute to violent 
behaviour in children as much as a strict, 
authoritarian approach.   

There is a growing body of evidence that 
suggests that different types of violence 
may occur simultaneously in the same 
family, and that the presence of one form 
of violence may be a strong predictor of 
the other25. 

Children who perpetrate violence against 
their parent/s may be a secondary 
aggressor.  It is possible/likely that the 
primary aggressor is the male (father) 
perpetrator.  The secondary aggressive 
behaviour by the child could be protesting, 
resistance behaviour.

23 stopdomesticviolence.com.au/report-reveals-
extent-of-domestic-violence-perpetrated-by-children/ 
viewed 01/10/17 
24 stopdomesticviolence.com.au/report-reveals-
extent-of-domestic-violence-perpetrated-by-children/ 
viewed 01/10/17 
25 aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/exploring-family-
violence-links-between-child-maltreatment viewed 
01/10/17 



What is a web of 
accountability? 
The Web of Accountability is a theory 
to guide practice when responding 
to perpetrators of DFV. The Web, is 
commonly comprised of an integrated 
response between mainstream and non-
government organisation (NGO) service 
systems to assist perpetrators to develop 
the ability to take responsibility for their 
violent behaviour.  

The Web of Accountability is strongly 
promoted by organisations that work with 
men who use violence, such as No To 
Violence (NTV).  NTV believe that women 
and children, and the services which 
support them, perform a central role in this 
web of accountability.26 

It is believed a collaborative practice 
provides a more holistic and integrated 
response when responding to victims and 
perpetrators of DFV. The perpetrator’s 
experience, and the reality of, perpetrator 
accountability systems are strongest 
when formal and informal accountability 
processes work together to form a web of 
accountability around the man.27  

An informal system includes consideration 
of how a person’s friends, family members 
and community support networks can 
contribute in the prevention of violence 
to support the accountability process. A 
formal system is focused on the social 
and political structures that reinforce 
the safety of women and children and 
hold perpetrators to account for their 
behaviour. A formal system is underpinned 
by legislation and is supported by 
mainstream and NGO services recognising 
and responding to DFV. 

26 www.ntvmrs.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2016/12/150622-Final-Final-FVRC-
Submission-NTV-MRS-2015.pdf p 10 
27 www.ntvmrs.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2016/12/150622-Final-Final-FVRC-
Submission-NTV-MRS-2015.pdf p 10 

What are the central 
elements of a web of 
accountability? 
A web of accountability is based on three 
central elements:  

• The enactment of legislation, that 
attempts to hold perpetrators 
accountable through the formal criminal 
justice, civil justice and child protection 
systems (involving informed, consistent 
and coordinated actions by police, 
courts, corrections and child protection, 
where appropriate) 28 

• The actions of non-mandated service 
systems that attempt to connect 
with perpetrators through proactive 
engagement and referral. Examples of 
such organisations may be housing and 
homelessness services, neighbourhood 
centres, counsellors, court support 
staff or other front-end service system 
initiatives

• Women’s (and in some cases, a 
community’s) own informal attempts 
to ‘draw a line in the sand’ about the 
perpetrators behaviour, and to hold him 
accountable to the promises he might 
have made to change his behaviour, 
and to her and her children’s needs for 
safety and dignity.29 

  

28 www.ntvmrs.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2016/12/150622-Final-Final-FVRC-
Submission-NTV-MRS-2015.pdf p 11 
29 www.ntvmrs.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2016/12/150622-Final-Final-FVRC-
Submission-NTV-MRS-2015.pdf p 10 
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Building a web of accountability
As part of strengthening practice and its response to perpetrators of 
DFV, CHPs can build a web of accountability as a core foundation 
of its practice response to DFV.  A web of accountability checklist is 
included in the tools and resources section of this toolkit. 
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What is required for the 
web of accountability to 
be effective? 
The web of accountability is dependent on 
a multiple systems agency response. Such 
a response requires all service providers 
to understand that they are a part of the 
prevention of family violence service 
system. 

What might a web of 
accountability look like 
for a CHP? 
The following information highlights some 
of the key practices CHPs could adopt 
to operationalise accountability when 
responding to family violence:

•  Identify tenants who use family 
violence – traditionally CHPs have 
had limited access to information or 
resources to identify perpetrators.  
Such limitations have reinforced the 
concept of DFV as a private issue as 
opposed to a social problem.  In recent 
years there has been a cultural shift to 
understanding DFV as requiring a whole 
of government and community response.  
Understanding this cultural shift has 
increased the awareness of CHPs to 
develop policies to recognise family 
violence and to respond appropriately 
to disclosures.  Identifying tenants who 
use violence can assist CHPs to develop 
tenancy management responses to 
promote the safety of women and 
children.30 

• Engagement with perpetrators – 
operationalising accountability at the 
engagement stage with perpetrators 
is critical to ensuring the person is 
encouraged towards an accountability 
pathway. If it is safe for a CHP to engage 
with a perpetrator, they might provide 
basic information on referral options and 
what support the person might need to 
access the referral.  
 
 
 

30 www.ntvmrs.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/
Strengthening-perpetrator-accountability.pdf 

• Effectively engage with perpetrators 
during the ‘windows of opportunity’ – 
wherever possible and if it is safe to do, 
it is important to intervene as soon as a 
CHP becomes aware of a DFV incident. 
This is suggested as the perpetrator 
might have more openness to start a 
behaviour change process due to their 
sense of crisis resulting from service 
system identification (for example, 
exclusion by police from the family 
home, with ADVO conditions restricting 
access to their children) .

• Refer perpetrator to appropriate 
services – It is expected that the level of 
referral from CHPs will generally be to a 
support provider that the tenant is either 
already linked up with or a service that 
has the capacity to regularly meet with 
the tenant to develop a support plan.  
Such a provider may be a Specialist 
Homelessness Service (particularly if 
there are exclusion orders placing the 
tenant at risk of homelessness). A key 
referral option is No To Violence’s Men’s 
Referral Service (MRS) 1300 766 491.  
This service can be an entry point to a 
MBCP. 

• Make use of any applicable and 
appropriate external motivators or 
mandates to hold men’s participation in 
these services – CHPs are well placed 
to advocate against the use of violence 
and recovery through MBCP.  Such 
advocacy can be achieved by providing 
information on MBCP directly to tenants 
by including the resource on MBCP 
included in the Strengthening Practice 
in Responding to Domestic and Family 
Violence - A Toolkit for Community 
Housing Providers as part of a CHP’s 
tenant sign up kit or placing material in a 
visible space at the CHP office.  

• Monitor risk on an ongoing basis 
– provide information about DFV 
support services available to the victim/
survivor to ensure safety and support 
systems are in place.  Refer to the 
Strengthening Practice in Responding 
to Domestic and Family Violence – A 
Toolkit for Community Housing Providers 
for supporting victims and referral 
processes.

• Share relevant information pertaining to 
any or all of the above with women’s and 
children’s services, police, courts and 
others involved in supporting women’s 
and children’s safety and wellbeing. 



Domestic violence comprises a range 
of behaviours beyond physical and 
emotional abuse. Perpetrators often use 
violence, intimidation, degradation and 
isolation to deprive victims of their rights 
to security, dignity and respect.31 

These behaviours have been referred to 
as ‘coercive control’ as they are grounded 
in a dynamic of reinforcing oppression 
by the perpetrator on the victim.  While 
all forms of abuse are about power and 
control, coercive control is a strategic 
form of ongoing oppression that can affect 
many areas of a women’s activity by 
limiting access to money and other basic 
resources32.

The effects of coercive control deprive 
women and children of their rights and 
liberties and establishes a system of 
dominating the victim. Some of the tactics 
perpetrators use to dominate victims are 
the following:

• Purposeful and deliberate behaviours 
designed to instil fear and reinforce 
domination of victims – behaviours such 
as isolating the victim from family and 
friends, verbal put downs, shaming, 
controlling finances and stalking 

• Tactics can be multiple such as physical 
and sexual violence, psychological and 
emotional abuse, intimidation & control.

The following guidance can 
inform the practice response 
that CHPs can implement to 
perpetrators of DFV who are 
resident in their properties:

 
Safety
First and foremost is the safety of victims 
and any other person/s affected by the 
perpetrators’ behaviour.  Refer to the 
information, tools and guidance in the 
Strengthening Practice in Responding to 
Domestic and Family Violence –  

31 Stark, E (2007). Coercive Control: How Men Entrap 
Women in Personal Life. By Evan Stark. New York,
New York, Oxford University Press, Inc. 
32 Stark, E (2007). Coercive Control: How Men Entrap 
Women in Personal Life. By Evan Stark. New York, 
New York, Oxford University Press, Inc. 

A Toolkit for Community Housing Providers 
for further information about safety 
considerations for victims.

As part of a CHP’s commitment to doing 
all it can to maintain safety for the victim, 
CHPs should take appropriate action 
(where evidence is available) against 
anyone responsible for domestic and 
family violence.

The appropriate response to the 
perpetrator will depend on the situation.  
This may include:

• contacting the police and other 
emergency services if the situation 
requires an immediate response 

• undertake a child protection notification 
if there is concern for the well-being of a 
child within the tenancy.  Where possible 
this should be done after discussion and 
with the consent of the victim

• utilise the Record of Understanding 
(ROU) between your organisation and 
the police to gather evidence of DFV, 
if appropriate and relevant within the 
ROU guidelines

• refer to support workers such as the 
Men’s Referral Service or Specialist 
Homeless Service to gain specialist 
support in addressing their issues.  

Considerations regarding safety will 
also need to be made for neighbours, 
particularly if they have contacted the 
CHP and/or the police to report concerns.  
Discussions with neighbours should be 
managed with sensitivity and they should 
be encouraged to contact the police if they 
have concerns for their safety.  If a CHP 
decides to proceed to the NSW Civil and 
Administrative Tribunal based on antisocial 
behaviour, the antisocial behaviour 
amendments included in the Residential 
Tenancies Act 2010 allow provisions for 
the submission of Neighbourhood Impact 
Statements (NIS) to assist the Tribunal to 
understand the effect a social housing 
tenancy breach has had on neighbouring 
residents and other persons.  The NIS 
should not identify the neighbouring 
residents or other persons.  Given the 
reluctance of neighbours to appear as 
witnesses, submitting the NIS allows 
neighbours to present their views without 
the need to identify them.33  

33 Leoni Lynch, NSW Federation of Housing 
Associations, Best Practice Approaches to Tackling 
Antisocial Behaviour, January 2016 
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Building CHP practice in responding to 
perpetrators of DFV
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Collaboration
It is recognised that there are limited 
resources and referral options for 
perpetrators of DFV.  

This is particularly the case in regional, 
rural and remote areas where anonymity 
issues and a lack of programs for men 
are prevalent.  Utilise the Collaboration 
Checklist in the resources section of this 
toolkit to explore possible actions that a 
CHP might chose to initiate.

The Men’s Referral Service provide 
services and support to:

• Men who are using controlling 
behaviour towards a partner or family 
member

• Women seeking information about 
men’s use of family violence

• Friends, family or colleagues of people 
who may be using or experiencing 
family violence

• Professionals wishing to support a client 
who is using or experiencing family 
violence.

Access to this support can be of great 
assistance for CHPs as they explore how 
they might manage particular situations as 
they arise.

Engaging with perpetrators 
of DFV
It is acknowledged that engaging with 
perpetrators can be problematic.  

Many tenancies do not have the 
perpetrator listed on the Residential 
Lease Agreement or listed as a household 
member.  Therefore, CHPs may not be 
able to contact the perpetrator.  Also, if a 
perpetrator is homelessness, they often 
don’t disclose the reason why, declaring 
that they have simply been ‘kicked out 
of home’.  It is acknowledged that this 
makes it harder to refer perpetrators to 
appropriate support.

However, in many situations CHPs are well 
placed to provide an appropriate first-to-
know response for tenants who use, or 
who are at risk of using, violence in their 
relationships. 

This could include briefly assessing 
the safety and needs of the family and 
providing access to resources and 
referrals. It is very important that if CHPs 
suspect that men are using violence, 
that women and children have support 
and access to safety planning from 
specialist domestic violence services.  The 
Strengthening Practice in Responding to 
Domestic and Family Violence – A Toolkit 
for Community Housing Providers provides 
information, tools and guidance in relation 
to determining the safety of victims.

Indications of possible DFV may come to 
the attention of housing providers through 
complaints being made by neighbours.  
Engaging with perpetrators regarding 
such complaints or other indicators of DFV 
should only be done once the victim is safe 
and if considered appropriate/necessary.  
The priority is to initially check the victim’s 
safety and if appropriate, ask her how the 
perpetrator may react to the possibility of 
having a conversation with him.  

Engaging with perpetrators should be a 
whole of organisation approach and the 
most appropriate staff member should be 
selected to discuss relevant information 
with the perpetrator.  This may be a 
specialist housing worker or a senior 
staff member who has a rapport with 
the perpetrator.  Whomever is selected 
to engage with the perpetrator should 
have the appropriate skills, feel confident 
and be supported by the organisation to 
reduce risks to victim and/or worker.  It is 
therefore recommended, where possible, 
to have such conversations with an 
experienced DFV support worker present.

When engaging with the perpetrator, the 
use of language is very important.  
It is common for staff to try and develop 
a rapport with an applicant/tenant by 
agreeing with their views.  This could be 
dangerous if such views expressed by the 
perpetrator are derogatory or disrespectful 
to women.  It is important that staff not 
agree with these views, as collusion with 
him will likely reinforce his world views 
and validate his behaviour.  If staff are 
not trained or confident to engage with a 
man around his views, it is advised not to 
challenge these views as this may place 
the victim and/or worker at more risk.



Research has shown that perpetrators 
tend to minimise responsibility for their 
violence by blaming the victim or other 
external factors and have well developed 
strategies for convincing themselves 
and others that they are not responsible 
for the violence.34 As part of an ongoing 
pattern of controlling behaviour, a man will 
often portray himself as being the victim 
and criticise his partner for her behaviour 
and being the cause of their problems.  
The perpetrators’ behaviour is about 
maintaining power and control over the 
victim/s and it is important to remember 
that he can control his behaviour.  Victims 
are not responsible for the use of violence 
against them.  Violence is always the 
choice of the person using it.  Again, 
staff need to be mindful not to collude 
with views that the perpetrator’s violent 
behaviour is justified.

It may be appropriate to engage with 
the perpetrator with a support person in 
attendance, such as a SHS support worker, 
at a time when it has been determined 
that the perpetrator will be relocated to 
another property.  At this time, it may be 
appropriate to provide the perpetrator 
with information about the Men’s Referral 
Service and/or information about Men’s 
Behaviour Change Programs.  However, 
if there is a specialist support person 
present, it would be appropriate for them 
to discuss what support is available for the 
perpetrator.  

The role of CHPs should focus 
on highlighting the issues 
around the tenancy.

34 The Royal Australian College of General 
Practitioners. Abuse and violence: Working with our 
patients in general practice. 4th edn. East Melbourne, 
Vic: RACGP, 2014 

Your organisation may seek advice and 
guidance from a local DFV service.  This 
can assist to explore options that are 
available locally.  Anonymity can be used 
if issues are discussed in generic terms.  

Alternatively, agencies are able to share 
information on cases where victims are 
deemed at serious threat, without their 
consent, within a legal framework (Part 
13A of the Crimes (Domestic and Personal 
Violence) Act.  Refer to the Information 
sharing under Part 13A of the Crimes 
(Domestic and Personal Violence) Act 
2007 section of this toolkit.

The Men’s Referral Service 
is also available to provide 
advice to professionals 
responding to perpetrators of 
DFV.  It is advisable to contact 
them prior to engaging with 
the perpetrator.

If it has been decided that the perpetrator 
will be relocated to another property, for 
example, the victim has decided to remain 
in the property and/or there is a ADVO 
in place excluding the perpetrator from 
the property, it is likely that the police 
officer or DVLO has already discussed 
with the perpetrator the need to reside 
elsewhere and may have removed the 
perpetrator from the house.  As the 
perpetrator is aware that he cannot reside 
at the property (at least temporarily), 
the engagement that your organisation 
will have with him will be in relation 
to exploring housing options.  Your 
organisation can explore with him whether 
he has been given information about 
what support is available to make sure 
this has occurred but it is possible/likely 
such information about the Men’s Referral 
Service and/or Men’s Behaviour Change 
program has already been given to him.  
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Hints and tips when engaging with 
tenants who perpetrate violence
The table below provides information on tips and strategies a CHP can use to 
intervene when/if there are indications that a tenant is perpetrating violence. 
included in the tools and resources section of this toolkit. 

UNDERTAKING A BRIEF EVALUATION OF THE FOLLOWING MAY INDICATE THE 
POTENTIAL FOR VIOLENCE.

Understanding the tenant’s history of violent behaviour both within and outside the 
household may assist CHPs to determine the level of risk for potential DFV.

Life changing stressors such as recent separation or divorce can increase the 
likelihood of violence.

Sudden irregularities in tenants maintaining their tenancy - rent payments, an 
increase in property damage, neighbour disturbances

Being mindful of abusive physical and verbal behaviours and attitudes of the tenant 
that support violence towards women. Blaming the victim for his resultant behaviours.

Sudden changes in a tenant’s circumstances such as unemployment or recent 
bereavement can also exacerbate the potential for violence. If a perpetrator’s 
previous coping strategies was based on needing to feel in control, such behaviour 
may be externalised towards the victim.  

A resistance to change behaviours that are impacting negatively on the perpetrators 
family is an indicator of the family being at risk. Providing information to the Men’s 
Referral Service (MRS) may assist.

CHPs CAN UNDERTAKE ALTERNATIVE INTERVENTIONS TO DECREASE THE RISK 
OF VIOLENCE IF A REFERRAL TO A MEN’S REFERRAL SERVICE IS NOT TAKEN UP.

Provide the tenant with an information pamphlet to the Men’s Referral Service in-
case he chooses to explore this option in the future.

Explore alternative referrals such as a Specialist Homelessness Service (SHS). 
Such a strategy reinforces the safety of the family and assists him with alternative 
housing options.

Apply the CHP’s risk management processes if there is reason to believe women 
and children are at risk and the tenant has chosen to return to the family home.

Undertake a safety check of women and children – refer to the Strengthening 
Practice in Responding to Domestic and Family Violence – A Toolkit for Community 
Housing Providers.

Undertake a child protection notification if there is concern for the well-being of a 
child with consent of the victim unless risk to her and / or her children is indicated.

Contact the police where there is a risk of harm / disclosures / threats.



Explore housing options
For the safety of victims and/or due to 
legal requirements, it may be appropriate 
for the perpetrator to be relocated to 
alternative housing.  The following 
options could be explored:

• Discuss options with the local Specialist 
Homeless Services (SHS) who are 
funded to work with men.  Such SHS 
funding includes working with men who 
are perpetrators of DFV if they are at 
risk or experiencing homelessness.  If 
the victim is the tenant and wants to 
remain in the property and/or has an 
Apprehended Domestic Violence Order 
(ADVO) against the perpetrator which 
states the perpetrator cannot reside in 
the property, discuss options with the 
SHS for the perpetrator to reside in crisis 
or transitional housing whilst receiving 
support and exploring options for long 
term housing.

• If the victim is the head tenant and wants 
to remain in the property, (if it is safe 
to do so, such as through the Staying 
Home Leaving Violence program), and/
or there is a ADVO in place excluding 
the perpetrator from the property and 
the perpetrator is a co-tenant, inform 
the perpetrator of transfer options and 
provide relevant paperwork.  Consider 
the circumstances to determine whether 
this should be processed as a priority 
transfer application.  Remember that 
transferring the perpetrator from the 
property and providing alternative 
long-term accommodation relates to 
the victim’s safety.  If an ADVO is not in 
place, the perpetrator will need to agree 
to leave the property.   

• If the victim is a tenant and wants 
to remain in the property and/or 
there is a ADVO in place excluding 
the perpetrator from the property, 
explore private rental options or 
accommodation with family/friends that 
may be appropriate for the perpetrator.

• If the perpetrator is the sole tenant 
of the property and he is unable to 
temporarily reside in the property (i.e. 
due to bail conditions that exclude 
him from residing in the area until the 
Court hearing), discuss options with 
the tenant.  Depending on the length 
of time that the tenant is required to 
reside outside of the area and taking 
into consideration safety issues for 
the victim, it may be appropriate to 
implement the minimum rent policy.   

However, it may be appropriate to 
encourage the tenant to end his tenancy 
and explore alternative longer-term 
housing options.  If the victim isn’t a 
co-tenant, consideration will need to 
be made as to whether a succession 
of tenancy would be appropriate to 
transfer the tenancy to the victim.  If it is 
decided (for safety or eligibility reasons) 
that the victim is not able to remain in 
the property, a referral should be made 
to the local SHS and/or DFV service to 
explore housing options with her.  

• If it is not considered appropriate/safe 
to relocate the perpetrator or terminate 
the perpetrator’s tenancy, a CHP should 
consider relocating the victim(s) to a safe 
property, if this is the victim’s preference.  
Due to the circumstances, this may be to 
crisis or transitional accommodation with 
a plan in place with support worker(s) to 
obtain longer term, stable and affordable 
accommodation.  A CHP should consider 
assisting the victim to apply for relevant 
housing assistance products, such as the 
Rent Choice Start Safely program or the 
RentStart Bond loan products to assist 
victims to be re-housed in private rental.

• Engage with the perpetrator via the 
Court system through discussions 
with the Court support workers and/
or Aboriginal Court support workers so 
appropriate referrals can be made to 
the local SHS and/or CHP service to 
explore housing options. 

Consideration needs to be made when 
housing a perpetrator upon release from 
prison.  It is advisable for CHPs to meet with 
other services (i.e. Probation and Parole, 
support services, potentially the police) 
prior to the perpetrators release to discuss 
the safety plans that are in place for the 
victim and to clarify if the perpetrator will be 
residing with the victim or not.  CHPs could 
also work with their local Correctional 
services to assist perpetrators to apply for 
housing prior to exiting prison.

It should be noted that ADVOs can include 
the perpetrator being able to cohabitate 
with the victim/s.  In such situations, 
information about the Men’s Referral 
Service and the local Men’s Behaviour 
Change Program (if there is one) can be 
provided to the man.  The role of the CHP 
in these situations should be focussed on 
the victim’s safety and information in the 
Strengthening Practice in Responding to 
Domestic and Family Violence – A Toolkit 
for Community Housing Providers provides 
further guidance regarding safety of 
victims.
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This section provides information on 
appropriate and inappropriate referral 
options when responding to men who 
use violence and how such responses 
can impact the potential for positive 
behaviour change or create barriers to 
change.  This information is included to 
help housing professionals understand 
the different types of approaches 
available and their possible impact on 
both the perpetrator and the victim.  
The intention is to assist CHPs to 
determine the appropriate information 
to be given to a perpetrator about 
available services and/or to assist 
CHPs to make referrals.  It is not 
indicating that CHPs should provide 
such service delivery as this should 
only occur by specialist services/
workers. 

It is important to note that community 
housing providers should only 
explore making a referral for a 
perpetrator in relation to their violent 
behaviour if appropriate to do so and 
should only be done by a specialist 
worker or senior staff member.  It 
may be appropriate to seek the 
assistance from a support worker 
your organisation often engages if 
exploring potential referrals with a 
perpetrator.

The importance of 
appropriate referrals 
Referral is an important aspect of 
engaging perpetrators of violence. 
The act of referring reinforces to 
the perpetrator that his violence is 
unacceptable and needs to stop. It 
also provides an opportunity to stress 
that he will need support to change his 
behaviour.

Men who perpetrate violence might 
present with a range of complex needs 
and it is important to ensure that they 
are referred to appropriate intervention. 
An inappropriate referral may result in 
increased risk to women and children.  
Information on the services available with 
their contact details is included in the 
Resources manual of this toolkit.

Three forms of intervention are 
considered safe and appropriate for men 
who perpetrate domestic and family 
violence:

• Men’s Referral Service;

• Men’s behaviour change programs; and

• Individual violence-focused counselling.

 
Some forms of intervention are not 
safe and appropriate in the context of 
domestic and family violence:

• anger management;

• couples counselling, mediation and 
family therapy; and

• individual counselling that does not 
focus on the violence

Appropriate & inappropriate service responses 
to men who perpetrate domestic violence
The following information has been referenced from the Perpetrator 
Accountability in Child Protection Practice: A resource for child protection 
workers about engaging and responding to men who perpetrate family 
and domestic violence (2013), West Australian Government. 
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Appropriate responses 
MEN’S REFERRAL SERVICE

The Men’s Referral Service (MRS) is a free, 
confidential telephone helpline that offers 
counselling, advice and support to men 
who have relationship or parenting issues: 
1300 766 491,  www.ntvmrs.org.au 

The service also provides help to women 
(or other family members) who are 
experiencing violence or controlling 
behaviour by men35. The MRS provides 
support to men by assessing for suitability 
and organising a referral to Men’s 
Behaviour Change Programs where there 
is one located in that region.

MEN’S BEHAVIOUR CHANGE 
PROGRAMS

Men’s Behaviour Change Programs 
(MBCPs) work with men who perpetrate 
domestic and family violence, and the (ex) 
partners and children of those men. They 
typically provide assessment, group work, 
supplementary individual counselling and 
in some programs, case management / 
coordination for men. For women, they 
provide support, information, referral, 
safety planning and, in some cases, 
counselling and case management. Some 
programs also have services that can 
directly support children. MBCPs are not 
self-help programs. They utilise trained 
workers with professional supervision and 
accountability.

INDIVIDUAL COUNSELLING

In regions of NSW that do not have 
MBCPs, individual counselling may be 
the only option for men who perpetrate 
domestic and family violence. However, 
there is considerable risk that an overly 
therapeutic approach might cause harm, 
for example, by the counsellor colluding 
with the man’s violence-supporting 
narratives. 

It is therefore critical that any referrals to 
counselling are made to practitioners who 
will focus on the man stopping his use of 
violence.

35 www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/serviceprofiles/
mens-referral-service 

The counselling approach is to be 
underpinned by recognition that, 
irrespective of the circumstances 
associated with the development of his 
use of violence, the man needs to stop his 
violence and controlling behaviour now, 
rather than waiting for healing.

Any individual counselling is best offered 
once risk has been assessed and a risk 
management plan is in place.  There 
also needs to be an agreed approach 
to monitoring risk and responding to 
changed risk.  The specialist support 
worker/s involved may develop such a risk 
management plan and may contact the 
associated CHP to discuss ways the CHPs 
involvement may be appropriate.  CHP 
staff should be guided by the specialist 
support worker/s in these situations.

Inappropriate responses
ANGER MANAGEMENT PROGRAMS

Anger management programs are never an 
appropriate intervention for perpetrators of 
domestic and family violence because they:

• reinforce men’s beliefs that their violence 
is a result of their anger ‘getting out of 
control’, rather than a deliberate choice;

• do not address the controlling, patterned 
and multifaceted nature of domestic and 
family violence;

• can reinforce the tendency for domestic 
and family violence perpetrators to see 
themselves as victims (of the various 
things and people they perceive as 
‘making them angry’), thereby helping 
them feel justified to act abusively; and

• do not include a component supporting 
the safety and recovery needs of those 
affected by his violence, which is as 
important as the work with the man 
himself (NSW Department of Attorney 
General and Justice 2012).

Many perpetrators believe anger is 
responsible for their use of violence, using 
narratives such as ‘I have an anger control 
problem’ or ‘I am an angry man’. These 
narratives strengthen the risk that they 
will continue to use violence when they 
experience anger, especially righteous 
anger founded on entitlement-based 
expectations of their partner and/or their 
children.
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While managing strong emotions, 
particularly anger, are part of MBCPs, 
’anger’ in itself is not responsible for 
men’s actions.  It is the harmful behaviours 
associated with anger that contribute to 
DFV.  This stems from gender inequity and 
the beliefs and attitudes of entitlement 
that support controlling and abusive 
behaviours.  

Some programs are labelled as being 
general ‘men’s programs’ and it can be 
difficult to determine the nature of the 
program.  One way to check is by asking 
whether the program is accredited with 
the NSW Department of Justice and has 
links with other services who will work 
with woman and children.  Collaboration 
with women and children’s services is a 
requirement of NSW Accredited Men’s 
Behaviour Change programs. 

COUPLE COUNSELLING, MEDIATION 
AND FAMILY THERAPY

Couple counselling, mediation and family 
therapy are potentially dangerous in the 
context of domestic and family violence, 
as they can increase the risk of further 
violence. A woman who participates in 
couples counselling might feel intimidated 
about speaking or might censor what she 
says to protect herself. This can reinforce 
her sense of powerlessness and the 
sense of secrecy about the violence she is 
experiencing.

The feeling of safety associated with 
the counselling or mediation might lead 
the woman to speak more frankly than 
usual, which might carry the risk of the 
perpetrator subsequently retaliating with 
violence or intimidation36.

36 Respect & Relate 2008, ‘Indicators for referral 
to couples counselling following domestic violence 
prevention programme attendance’,
www.respect.uk.net/data/files/indicators_for_referral_
to_couples_work_final.pdf.

The reasons why couple counselling or 
mediation can increase risk of further 
physical violence apply equally to family 
therapy approaches. Indeed, the pressures 
on the victim to censor her account of 
his violence and coercive control can be 
even greater in family therapy, due to the 
presence of her children. 

INDIVIDUAL COUNSELLING THAT 
DOES NOT FOCUS ON VIOLENCE

Individual counselling that does not 
focus on the violence risks strengthening 
perpetrators’ violence-supporting 
narratives. The majority of psychologists, 
social workers, psychotherapists and 
other counsellors are not trained in 
the dynamics of men’s perpetration of 
domestic and family violence. This can 
result in poor assessment and limited 
understanding of the man’s behaviours 
and the breadth of his use of violence. 

A specific skill set is required to identify 
men’s invitations to collude, and their 
underlying violence-supporting narratives. 

A fundamental risk with individual 
counselling is the lack of partner contact 
associated with this approach. The 
preferred approach - men’s behaviour 
change programs - offers contact and 
support to (ex) partners to enable risk 
assessment, safety planning and risk 
management. MBCPs are also preferred 
because men’s self-reports of their 
behaviour are generally unreliable, 
even after they have begun a process of 
behaviour change.
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The importance of 
Men’s Behaviour Change 
Programs
In NSW there are currently a range of 
men’s domestic violence behaviour 
change group programs.  Programs are 
provided by government agencies as well 
as non-government services.  They may 
be delivered in custodial settings and by 
NGOs.  These agencies provide a valuable 
service to men seeking to change their 
abusive behaviour.  Information on the 
MBCP is available as a handout in the 
resource section of this toolkit.

The NSW Government has introduced 
Practice Standards37  for men’s domestic 
violence behaviour change programs.

The overarching principles of the Practice 
Standards include:

• The safety of women and children must 
be given the highest priority

• Victim safety and offender 
accountability are best achieved 
through an integrated, systemic 
response that ensures all agencies work 
together

• Challenging domestic and family 
violence requires a sustained 
commitment to professional and 
evidence based practice

• Perpetrators of domestic and family 
violence must be held accountable for 
their behaviour

• Programs should respond to the diverse 
needs of participants and partners.

37 NSW Government Attorney General & Justice, 
Minimum Standards for Men’s Domestic Violence 
Behaviour Change Programs, April 2012 

The standards encourage a partnership 
approach to the provision of behaviour 
change programs.  

By directing the focus to men’s offending 
behaviour in a way that includes a focus 
on support for women and children, the 
program can assist offenders to change 
their behaviour while also increasing 
safety for women and children.

The standards establish an important 
framework through which those who 
commit acts of violence are held to account 
and help them to change their behaviour.

The objective of the Practice Standards is 
to ensure that all programs in NSW reflect 
good practice and are safe and effective in 
changing the behaviour of perpetrators of 
domestic violence.  While there is room for 
variations in the methods and approaches 
adopted by program providers, the 
minimum standards set benchmarks that 
will apply to all programs.

Compliance with the standards are required 
for programs to receive government funding 
or referrals from government agencies.

For information about the  
Practice Standards for Men’s 
Behaviour Change Programs,  
refer to the NSW Department of 
Justice website:  
www.crimeprevention.nsw.gov.
au/domesticviolence/Pages 

Programs that work with 
perpetrators of DFV
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Working with Aboriginal 
communities
The NSW Government has acknowledged that family violence is one of the 
most serious issues affecting Aboriginal communities.  
It has a devastating impact and burden on the health and social and 
emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal communities’.38

38 NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet, cited in  
New South Wales Department of Health 2011, p. 7 

Trauma legacies
Following occupation of Australia in 
1788, Aboriginal people experienced 
wholesale destruction through mass 
slaughter39, loss of natural food, 
introduced diseases40, and policies 
of assimilation, segregation, and 
systematic removal of lighter-skinned 
Aboriginal children41.  Discourses 
of State-directed destruction of 
Australian Aboriginal cultures imply 
that these overt practices occurred 
in the distant past, obscuring their 
continuation into the late 20th 
century. However, Aboriginal children 
were removed on the basis of race 
until 197042.  Until 1972, children 
could be excluded from a NSW school 
on the basis of their Aboriginality, if 
any member of the school community 
objected to their presence43. 

39 Elder, B. (1988). Blood on the wattle: Massacres 
and maltreatment of Australian Aborigines since 
1788. Frenchs Forest: National Book Distributors. 

40 King, M., Smith, A., & Gracy, M. (2009). Indigenous 
health part 2: The underlying causes of the health 
gap. The Lancet, 374, 76-85. 
41 McGregor, R. (2002). “Breed out the colour” - Or, 
the importance of being white. Australian Historical 
Studies, 33, 286-302. 

42 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 
(HREOC]. (1997). Bringing them home: Report of the 
National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families. 
Sydney, NSW: Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission. 

43 Cadzow, A. (2008). A NSW Aboriginal education 
timeline 1788-2007 

Although important milestones have 
been achieved since that time, these 
policies continue to have a major 
deleterious impact.  The majority of the 
Aboriginal adults have been found to 
be living with ongoing trauma resulting 
from widespread removal of children 
and high rates of subsequent physical 
and sexual abuse.  Direct traumatic 
effects of removal include: lack of 
parenting skills, substance abuse 
problems, mental health issues, or 
further exposure to abuse as a result 
of heightened vulnerability.44  Living 
in communities where the adults 
contend with these effects, contributes 
to continuing removal of Aboriginal 
children at a tenfold rate, perpetuating 
the trauma for all family members45.

44 King, M., Smith, A., & Gracy, M. (2009). Indigenous 
health part 2: The underlying causes of the health 
gap. The Lancet, 374, 76-85. 
Memmott, P., Stacy, R., Chambers, C., & Keys,
C. (2001). Violence in Indigenous communities:
Report to Crime Prevention Branch of the Attorney-
General’s Department (No. 0 642 28404 0). Barton,
ACT: Crime Prevention Branch, Attorney-General’s
Department. 
45 Department of Human Services, Community 
Services. (2010). Annual statistical report 2008/2009.  
Ashfield, NSW: Information Management Branch, 
Planning and Corporate Performance Directorate. 
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The loss and grief caused by 
colonisation are recognised as creating 
“intergenerational trauma”.  As with 
Holocaust survivors’ off spring, who 
were not themselves directly exposed 
to traumatic events, Aboriginal 
children inherit these potent legacies 
nonetheless46. Having an understanding 
of this historical context can provide 
insight into how the issue of dominance 
and control has historical significance and 
perpetuates behaviours and patterns of 
abuse.

It has been argued that prevalent 
experiences of trauma and racism have 
three additional consequences that affect 
responses to interpersonal violence47.   
Each of these consequences compounds 
the others.  These are: isolation of 
communities, protective responses to 
community members, and under use of 
mainstream services. 

Isolation of Communities 
Aboriginal missions were historically 
established by governments on the 
outskirts or outside of towns and cities 
and many Aboriginal families still reside 
in these communities. 

When the extent and debilitating effects 
of racism are understood, retreat into 
community and the relative safety it 
affords from that phenomenon, can be 
seen as a logical choice. Nonetheless, 
this response also isolates Aboriginal 
individuals and families.  In many parts of 
Australia, the isolation is physical as well 
as figurative.  The south eastern states 
have relatively few remote locations. 
However, many Aboriginal communities 
are distant from town centres and lack 
public transport or other basic services.  
This isolation can be dangerous.  The 
lack of recreational, educational, and 
employment opportunities, along with 
constrained accountabilities, can create 
environments that foster violence. 

46 Menzies, K., & McNamara, L. (2008). Towards 
healing: Recognizing the trauma surrounding 
Aboriginal family violence. In B. Fawcett & F. Waugh 
(Eds.), Addressing violence, abuse and oppression: 
Debates and challenges (pp. 38-54). London: 
Routledge. 

47 Herring, S., Spangaro, J., Lauw, M. & McNamara, 
L.  The Intersection of Trauma, Racism and Cultural 
Competence in Effective Work with Aboriginal People: 
Waiting for Trust.  Australian Social Work, 2013, Vol. 
66, No. 1, 104-117. 

This can create a punishing narrative that 
sees lack of access to services as the 
fault of Aboriginal people for choosing 
to live in remote locations rather than a 
failure of governments to establish the 
range of culturally appropriate services 
and transport available to people who 
live in isolated communities. There is also 
a lack of funding available to Aboriginal 
organisations to effectively respond to 
the ongoing needs of Aboriginal people in 
such communities.  

Protection of Community 
and Culture  
A second outcome of trauma and racism 
is that when violence occurs, the desire 
to protect family and community acts 
as barriers to seeking help.  High rates 
of incarceration and deaths in custody 
of Aboriginal men, lead many women to 
actively protect abusers. 

This echoes the situation for African-
American women, who remain silent 
because of their awareness that black men 
bear the brunt of abuses of State power48.  
Australian Aboriginal women witness the 
loss of traditional Aboriginal male roles, 
which also prompts them to protect their 
men.  Embedded in this is the desire to 
protect the community from the shame that 
is shared when one person ‘fails’.  Shaming 
occurs not only through internalised 
racism, but through knowledge that 
disclosure of abuse by an Aboriginal 
person is likely to be taken as evidence of 
Aboriginal dysfunction. 

The inescapable dilemma for those who 
experience abuse in their communities, 
is whether the safety offered by the 
intervention of mainstream services 
outweighs the refuge from racism afforded 
by remaining silent and, therefore, within 
the fold of the community.  Contact may 
be maintained with a family member who 
is known to be abusive, in preference to 
losing kinship connections.  The desire to 
hold on to cultural practices is a related 
predicament.  

48 Herman, J. (2005). Justice from the victim’s 
perspective. Violence Against Women, 11, 571-602. 
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Shared parenting among the wider family 
network is a central cultural practice 
in Australian Aboriginal communities49, 
as are obligations to care for particular 
persons.  Such practices are forsaken 
reluctantly. 

The discrimination and racism faced 
by Aboriginal communities can lead to 
distrust of police and the justice system 
and the perceived need to protect 
family and community members. This 
understandably has an impact on 
Aboriginal women when they are reluctant 
to engage with the police and justice 
systems, minimising options available to 
them to address safety issues. 

Under-use of  
Mainstream Services  
A third outcome of the living with trauma 
and racism is under use of mainstream 
services by Aboriginal people, which in 
respect at least of health services is a 
well recognised phenomenon50. Regular 
exposure to racism has been identified as 
leading to cynicism and hostility among 
Aboriginal people and compounds the 
fear that is a further barrier to Aboriginal 
people’s use of mainstream services. 

Fear of having problems or illness 
attributed to being Aboriginal; of being 
asked questions that are not understood; 
of being found wanting as parents and 
statutory intervention occurring as a 
result, remain real risks to Aboriginal 
people.  Understanding non attendance 
as provoked by fear, explains events that 
are often used as evidence of Aboriginal 
people’s incompetence. These include 
school absenteeism; late presentation 
for antenatal care; and ‘non compliance’ 
with health providers’ advice.  Although 
not all mainstream service providers are 
overtly racist, negative encounters occur 
with such frequency, that apprehension by 
Aboriginal people is warranted and should 
be recognised as such. 

49 Yeo, S. (2003). Bonding and attachment of 
Australian Aboriginal children. Child Abuse Review, 
12, 292-304. 
50 Shahid, S., Finn, L. D., & Thompson, S. C. (2009). 
Barriers to participation of Aboriginal people in 
cancer care: Communication in the hospital setting. 
Medical Journal of Australia, 190, 574-579. 

There is also a lack of culturally 
competent/safe organisations working 
with Aboriginal people/communities. It 
is often expected that Aboriginal people 
and communities should ‘fit in’ with current 
mainstream service models rather than 
recognising alternative service models 
may be more appropriate for Aboriginal 
people which could therefore increase 
Aboriginal people engaging with such 
services.

Developing culturally safe and culturally 
competent service models that are trusted 
by Aboriginal communities is a critical 
measure that all services need to commit 
to undertaking.

Culturally appropriate 
responses  
Consultation with a number of Aboriginal 
elders and Aboriginal workers identified 
the following cultural aspects that 
they considered are paramount when 
responding to Aboriginal men who 
perpetrate violence:

• The provision of behaviour management 
programs that are culturally relevant 
and led by Aboriginal identified people.

• An understanding of Aboriginal people’s 
family structure, in so doing, developing 
a support system for men to meet their 
needs and responsibilities of family 
obligations.  

• Linking men to community Elders and / 
or Aboriginal specific services to work 
with the family. 

• Understanding that separation may not 
be the only solution, but rather working 
with the family to protect women and 
children.  

• Housing workers attending local 
Aboriginal interagency meetings / 
networks to develop relationships 
with Aboriginal specific services. (The 
protocol in some locations is to put in 
a request in order to get invited to the 
local Aboriginal network meetings).
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NSW Health’s Education Centre Against 
Violence (ECAV) Strong Aboriginal Men 
(SAM) is a program for Aboriginal men: 

www.ecav.health.nsw.gov.au 
uploads/60438/ufiles/Flyers/2018/Team_
AB_2/AB-25.pdf

The course is a series of workshops, 
covering topics such as: 

• SAM Consultation: Starting a Yarn (2 
days). Having the Yarn 

• Workshop 1: Building strong 
foundations, Being an Aboriginal Man 
(3 days) What is trauma? How does it 
impact on children, women and men? 

• Workshop 2: Looking at our community, 
Talking about the Tough Issues (3 days) 
What are the impacts of family violence 
and child sexual assault? What does 
recovery look like? 

• Workshop 3: Safe Men, Safe Families 
and Strong Communities, Being Positive 
Role Models (3 days) How can men 
move forward and create safety for 
children, women and themselves? 

• SAM Regional Forum: Continuing the 
Yarn (2 days)

Gamarada Men’s Program - This program 
combines Aboriginal and Eastern self-
healing methods with the aim of personal 
growth and healing. The program is 
based in Redfern, New South Wales, and 
is open to Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
people. Run over 10 weeks, the program 
focuses on managing emotions and self-
control issues. The sessions encompass 
Aboriginal spiritual and cultural protocols 

www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/key-
resources/programs-projects?pid=439 

Rekindling the Spirit in Northern NSW 
is a program that services the Aboriginal 
families of Lismore and the surrounding 
areas, dealing with a clientele who 
have substance abuse issues, problems 
with violent behaviour and difficulties 
connecting with partners and children 
www.rekindlingthespirit.org.au 

Elders and Aboriginal services will also be 
able to provide CHPs with advice on such 
programs and services delivered locally.  

CHPs can also review their practice 
against the Aboriginal Cultural 
Competency Standards developed in 
partnership by FACS, AHO and CHIA 
NSW to further build and strengthen 
their practice engaging and working with 
Aboriginal people. 

For information about the Aboriginal 
Cultural Competency Standards, refer  
to the following link:  
www.communityhousing.org.au/
aboriginal-cultural-competency-standards 

The programs below are culturally based programs that 
are facilitated by ATSI identified people and are supported 
by Aboriginal communities: 
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Domestic & family violence  
in rural and remote areas
It is uncertain whether domestic and family violence is more 
prevalent in rural and remote areas compared to urban locations. 
What is known is that it can be particularly difficult for women in rural 
and remote locations to leave a relationship where their partner 
is using violence, due to financial insecurity and dependency, a 
perceived lack of confidentiality and anonymity, the stigma attached 
to the public disclosure of violence, and the lack of transport and 
telecommunications options51. Higher levels of firearm ownership are 
believed to be the primary factor in increased risk of family violence 
related homicide in rural and remote areas. 

51 Bartels L 2010, ‘Emerging issues in domestic/family  
violence research’, Research in Practice, 10, Australian  
Institute of Criminology, Canberra
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Research from the Women’s Services 
Network (WESNET) found a direct link 
between dominant rural ideologies and 
community acceptance of domestic 
violence.  The complex interplay of 
community values and attitudes present 
in regional, rural and remote areas and, 
in particular, acceptance and condoning 
of domestic and family violence, 
are directly linked to its increased 
incidence52.

Furthermore, traditional beliefs about 
masculinity that potentially influence a 
man’s violent and help seeking behaviours 
might be particularly prevalent in rural 
communities53.  

A study of one South Australian rural 
community found that concerns about 
confidentiality and anonymity, combined 
with community attitudes supporting 
patriarchal ideology and traditional, male 
dominant models of masculinity, served as 
a barrier for both victims and perpetrators 
to access programs54. Homophobia 
and transphobia might also be more 
pronounced in some rural communities, 
the effects of these are compounded by 
limited access to supportive services55.

52 WESNET 2000, Domestic Violence in Regional 
Australia: A Literature Review, Partnerships Against 
Violence, Canberra, p. 
53 Bartels, 2010 
54 Jamieson S & Wendt S 2008, ‘Exploring Men’s 
Perpetrator Programs in Small Rural Communities’, 
Rural Society, 18(1): 39 – 50 

55 ACON 2011, passim 

Rural communities vary significantly in 
terms of size, demographic composition, 
and levels of service delivery, community 
cohesiveness, and community action. 
Yet there are some general differences 
between rural and metropolitan 
communities.  In rural communities:

• residents have less confidentiality and 
less anonymity when they use services

• neighbours are often more likely to 
know each other, and perhaps more 
likely to have a culture of reciprocal 
support

• isolation often has a physical 
component, with neighbours often 
living kilometres apart.

Some service providers also believe that 
issues specific to rural communities, such 
as drought, are implicated in domestic and 
family violence. There is no doubt that 
these issues can reduce women’s options 
(for example, by limiting their financial 
capacity to leave) and might also serve as 
a socially acceptable excuse for violence.

Distance is a significant factor in men’s 
access to behaviour change programs. With 
petrol prices increasing, and most rural 
drivers preferring (or needing) large cars 
or 4WDs, the financial costs of attending a 
program in a rural area can be quite high.

For CHPs operating in rural and remote 
areas, these factors need to be considered 
when you are engaging with perpetrators 
of DFV.  Failure to engage with support 
services does not necessarily mean a 
perpetrator does not want to address his 
issues. 
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Bystander action  
to prevent violence 
against women
Bystander action refers to the action taken by a bystander to identify, 
speak out about or seek to engage others in responding to specific 
incidents of sexism, discrimination or violence against women.  Bystander 
actions may also be responding to behaviour, attitudes, practices or policies 
that contribute to sexism, discrimination or violence against women.

Bystander action is not focussed on getting physically involved in a violent 
situation.  It includes a much broader range of responses and actions, 
such as confronting a friend or colleague who continually makes sexist 
jokes; talking to your manager if women are being treated unfairly in the 
workplace; or challenging spectators or players who use sexist sledging on 
the sports field. 

MATE Bystander Program 
Griffith University

MATE (formerly called Mentors in 
Violence Prevention) is a leadership 
program focused on preventing all forms 
of violence https://www.griffith.edu.
au/griffith-enterprise/mate-bystander-
program. It employs a bystander model 
to operationalise leadership, and views 
all participants as empowered bystanders 
who can confront, interrupt or prevent 
violence. The program seeks to enlist 
all people in the fight against violence 
by equipping them with the skills to be 
effective bystanders.

The MATE Train-the-Trainer program will 
empower participants to develop skills, 
knowledge, capability and capacity to 
effectively intervene and address harmful 
and abusive behaviours.  The program has 
training sessions designed for addressing 
issues specific for delivery to Indigenous, 
CALD and LGBTIQ communities.

Our Watch 
www.ourwatch.org.au 

Our Watch has been established to 
drive nationwide change in the culture, 
behaviours and power imbalances that 
lead to violence against women and 
their children.  Our Watch began as the 
Foundation to Prevent Violence Against 
Women and their Children, an independent, 
national, not for profit organisation working 
to raise awareness and engage the 
community in action to prevent violence 
against women and their children.

Registered on 5 June 2013 as a company 
limited by guarantee, Our Watch was 
created by the Commonwealth of Australia 
and the State of Victoria and operates at 
arm’s length from government.  

The work of Our Watch derives from the 
National Plan to Reduce Violence against 
Women and their Children 2010 – 2022 and 
gives expression to many of the activities 
in the Second Action Plan 2013–2016 – 
Moving Ahead.
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Our Watch has a mandate to stop 
violence before it occurs through primary 
prevention.  Their approach is about 
challenging deeply ingrained attitudes, 
beliefs and distorted values that give rise 
to men’s violence against women and 
engaging the institutions that reinforce, 
allow or do not challenge these attitudes.

They aim to reach the largest possible 
number of people with quality, sustained 
and meaningful interventions that 
encourage shifts in the way people think 
about and behave in relation to gender 
and violence through:

• improving the public’s awareness of 
what forms violence can present in a 
woman’s life

• offering national leadership to prevent 
all forms of violence against women and 
children

• community engagement, public 
discussion and support of practitioners, 
grow the primary prevention movement 
and its impact across the country.

No to Violence
www.ntv.org.au 

No to Violence (NTV) is the largest 
peak body in Australia representing 
organisations and individuals working with 
men to end family violence. NTV provides 
telephone counselling, information and 
referrals for men in Victoria, NSW and 
Tasmania and has supported callers for 
over 25 years.

NTV provides resources and opportunities 
for service providers to enhance their 
capacity to successfully engage with men 
who use violence and to work with men 
to prevent further violence. NTV offers 
training and professional development 
for the men’s family violence workforce, 
Graduate Certificate in Client Assessment 
and Case Management (Male Family 
Violence) and delivers training and 
professional development to a range of 
stakeholders within the integrated family 
violence service system and primary 
prevention networks across Australia. 

Over 25 years NTV has provided 
assistance, information, counselling, and 
referrals to additional services, helping 
over 150,000 men get the support they 
need and improving outcomes for families.

White Ribbon
www.whiteribbon.org.au

In the violence against women field, 
perhaps one of the most well-known 
awareness-raising campaigns targeted 
towards promoting prosocial bystander 
behaviours is the White Ribbon Campaign.  
The White Ribbon Foundation of Australia 
undertakes a national media campaign 
as well as education and male leadership 
programs aimed at men and boys around 
Australia. 

The core message of the Australian 
campaign, ‘Men, Not Violent, Not Silent’, 
encourages all men to ‘swear never to 
commit, never to excuse, and never to 
remain silent’ about violence against 
women. The White Ribbon Foundation 
Australia funds the campaign and also 
conducts research and program activities, 
including education and male leadership 
programs aimed at men and boys around 
Australia.  

The White Ribbon Workplace Accreditation 
Program recognises workplaces that are 
taking active steps to stop violence against 
women, accrediting them as a White 
Ribbon Workplace.

White Ribbon Workplaces engender a 
whole of organisation commitment to 
stop violence against women, meeting 15 
criteria under three standards to create a 
safer and more respectful workplace.

A number of CHPs in NSW are accredited 
as White Ribbon Workplaces  
www.whiteribbon.org.au/stop-violence-
against-women/get-workplace-involved/
workplace-accreditation/accredited-
white-ribbon-workplaces/



What role could CHPs play 
in challenging and changing 
cultural attitudes to DFV?
There is much that a community housing 
provider could participate in to challenge 
and change community attitudes to 
domestic and family violence.

The National Community Housing 
Standards provide a framework to 
consider and explore this.

SECTION4: WORKING WITH THE 
COMMUNITY

Standard 4.2: Building Community 
Capacity

Work undertaken by the organisation 
contributes to sustainable 
improvements in the wellbeing of 
tenants and communities.

Community housing providers could:

1. Consider taking a lead through seeking 
White Ribbon accreditation.

2. Explore possible partnerships to 
undertake MATE training. This could 
be a joint partnership with local 
neighbourhood centre, sporting club 
or other community services as a way 
of engaging with tenants and showing 
leadership.

3. Consider funding tenant advisory group 
members to be MATE trained and 
develop a plan to support them build 
awareness across tenants.

4. Consider community development 
activities as part of renewal projects 
that focus on building healthy and 
respectful communities.Develop a 
communication strategy with tenants 
that includes information on the extent 
of domestic and family violence and 
the way that men can take action to 
reduce the incidence.

5. Communicate to tenants the range 
of partnerships that the CHP has 
established with support services 
and the range of programs available 
to tenants as a result of those 
partnerships.
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Tackling Violence
Tackling Violence is a NSW Government 
community education, early intervention 
and prevention program that uses regional 
rugby league clubs to promote changed 
attitudes and behaviours to domestic 
violence. 

The program began in 2009 with six clubs 
in five communities and has 30 clubs in 
2017. Tackling Violence is located within 
NSW Health Education Centre Against 
Violence.

Tackling Violence has four components:

• In return for $3000 in sponsorship clubs 
sign a code of conduct that commits 
them to penalising players for domestic 
violence offences and display the 
Tackling Violence logo on their playing 
kit and at their home ground.

• Each club must attend a compulsory 
hour long domestic violence workshop 
delivered by former NRL players and 
Tackling Violence Educators.

• A healthy teen relationships workshop 
providing information on domestic 
violence is also delivered in the 
participating communities’ local 
secondary school.

• A community service announcement 
featuring clubs delivering anti domestic 
violence messages is broadcast on 
regional commercial television during 
NRL broadcasts and posted on social 
media.

The Tackling Violence education resource 
Change Your Ways, Australian Men Speak 
About Domestic Violence is used by the 
Education Centre Against Violence in its 
Strong Aboriginal Men’s Program and was 
shown at the United Nations 57th Status of 
Women’s Forum in New York City.
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Tenancy law and DFV 
PROVISIONS WITHIN THE 
RESIDENTIAL TENANCIES ACT (2010) 
TO RESPOND TO DFV 56

The Residential Tenancy Act 2010 (RTA 
2010) has provisions aimed at giving 
some protection to tenants who have 
been victims of domestic and family 
violence (DFV).  (It must be noted that a 
review of this act has reported back to 
the NSW Parliament (June 2016) and it is 
predicted that amendments will be made 
to the legislation).

A victim of DFV might want to end their 
tenancy agreement with the perpetrator of 
that violence.  They might want to:

• Stay at the rented premises and have 
the perpetrator leave, or

• Leave and end their legal liability.

Staying will mean taking action to end 
the tenancy of the perpetrator by getting 
a final apprehended violence order (AVO) 
against them that prohibits the perpetrator 
from having access to the residential 
premises or taking other action under 
tenancy law which may involve taking 
action in the NSW Civil and Administrative 
Tribunal.

Section 79 of the RTA 2010 automatically 
terminates a person’s residential tenancy 
agreement or co-tenancy where that 
person has been prohibited by a final 
AVO from accessing the property. Any 
remaining tenants may take on the entire 
liability for the agreement.

Section 71 of the RTA 2010 states that 
as a tenant, a victim can change the 
locks, without the landlord’s consent, if 
they have a reasonable excuse.  This 
explicitly includes if a tenant or occupant 
(perpetrator) is prohibited from having 
access to the residential premises by an 
AVO, (interim, provisional or final) and may 
include other situations of family violence. 

56  www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/view/
act/2010/42 

Section 72 states they can withhold copies 
of the new keys or opening devices from 
the excluded person.  The cost for this is 
paid for by the tenant.  The tenant also 
needs to provide a copy of the keys to 
the landlord unless the Tribunal orders 
otherwise.

Section 102 of the RTA 2010 allows 
for a co-tenant to apply to the Tribunal 
for the termination of their co-tenant’s 
agreement. The application will require 
the tenant to demonstrate the “special 
circumstances” which would justify this 
action. The landlord is entitled to be heard 
in this application but is not a party to the 
proceedings.

Leaving means ending a victim’s tenancy 
with or without ending a perpetrator’s 
tenancy.  

A victim’s tenancy status affects their 
options:

• Co-tenant: the victim’s name and the 
name of other tenants are on the 
residential tenancy agreement for 
the premises.  They share rights and 
obligations with the other co-tenant.

• Head-tenant: the victim is the tenant 
identified in the residential tenancy 
agreement for the premises. 

• Occupant: the Tribunal may recognise 
a remaining occupant or co-tenant 
as a tenant under the Residential 
Tenancy Agreement if there is a 
final AVO on the tenant or co-tenant 
(perpetrator).  It is noted that the 
occupant needs to meet eligibility 
criteria of the social housing provider.  
(Section 79 RTA 2010).

Section 100(1)(d) and (2) of the RTA 
2010 provides an option for a tenant to 
terminate a fixed term agreement with 
two weeks’ notice and without further 
compensation to the landlord, if a co-
tenant or occupant is prohibited by a final 
AVO from having access to the residential 
premises. 

Section 102 allows for a co-tenant to 
terminate the entire residential tenancy 
agreement or their own co-tenancy.
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Civil and Criminal law
Information for this section was sourced 
from The Law Handbook 14th edition 
(2016).  Information contained here 
reflects current legislation in NSW at 1 
October 201657.

Domestic and family violence 
(DFV) is a crime.  Police can 
charge an offender for domestic 
violence offences and the 
person experiencing violence 
can get a court order protecting 
them from continuing or future 
domestic violence.

Legal action in response to domestic 
violence may include:

• Getting help from police

• Making an application for an 
apprehended domestic violence 
(ADVO) order

• Amending family law contact orders to 
protect the victim or her children

• Charging the perpetrator with a crime.

There are two types of 
apprehended violence orders 
(AVO) – apprehended domestic 
violence orders (ADVO) and 
apprehended personal violence 
orders (APVO).

From 25th November 2017, domestic 
violence orders issued in any Australian 
state or territory will automatically be 
recognised and enforceable nationwide.  
The National Domestic Violence Order 
Scheme aims to better protect victims and 
their families. Existing state and territory 
laws protecting victims and affected family 
members from domestic violence have 
not changed. Local police will enforce 
the conditions regardless of where the 
domestic violence order was issued.

57 legalanswers.sl.nsw.gov.au/law-handbook-your-
practical-guide-law-nsw/domestic-violence 

TYPES OF AVOS

AVOs can be either domestic or personal.

Apprehended Domestic Violence Orders 
(ADVOs) 
ADVOs are made when there is a domestic 
relationship between the complainant 
and defendant.  The definition is broad 
and covers not only people in an intimate 
relationship or who are related to each 
other but extends to flatmates, people 
living in the same residential care facility, 
carers and family or kin according to the 
Indigenous kinship system.  The definition 
also includes the relationship between a 
current partner and former partner of a 
person as a domestic relationship (s 5(2)).  
This means a woman’s ex-partner and 
current partner would have a domestic 
relationship for the purpose of the Act, 
even if they have never met each other.

Apprehended Personal Violence Orders 
(APVOs) 
APVOs protect a person from someone 
where there is no domestic relationship 
linking the two people; for example 
neighbours or work colleagues.

Are ADVOs AND APVOs  
the same?
An ADVO and an APVO both have the 
same legal effect once they are made.  
There are, however, some significant 
differences in the way the ADVO and 
APVO matters are initiated and progress 
through the courts:

• The police have a particular obligation 
to apply for an ADVO in domestic 
violence cases. 

• Legal aid is only granted in APVO 
matters in exceptional circumstances.

• Parties involved in APVO matters may 
be referred to a community justice 
centre for mediation.  This should not 
happen with ADVOs.

• There is a different legal test for 
making a costs order.  A court can 
only order an applicant in an ADVO 
matter to pay the other party’s 
professional costs if it is decided 
that the application was frivolous or 
vexatious (s 99A).  Whereas in APVO 
matters, costs are usually paid by the 
unsuccessful party.
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Grounds for an ADVO 
An ADVO is made by a court if satisfied, 
on the balance of probabilities, that the 
person seeking the order has reasonable 
grounds to fear, and in fact fears, that the 
defendant will:

• commit a domestic violence offence (s 
16(1)(a)) (any form of assault), or

• engage in intimidation or stalking that 
is intended to cause fear of physical or 
mental harm, or

• abandon, expose or fail to provide a 
child under 7 with the necessities of 
life (s 4a)  

WHERE PROOF OF ACTUAL FEAR IS 
NOT REQUIRED

A person under 16 or a person who has 
an “appreciably below average general 
intellectual function” is not required to 
prove they are actually fearful of the 
defendant.  

Proof of actual fear is also not required 
where, in the opinion of the court, a person 
has been the victim of a personal violence 
offence on more than one occasion (s 
16(2)(c)(i), there is a reasonable likelihood 
that a personal violence offence may be 
committed, and the making of the order 
is necessary to prevent further violence.  
The court can also make an AVO, with 
mandatory conditions only, if it is satisfied 
on the balance of probabilities that the 
person has reasonable grounds to fear the 
commission of a domestic violence offence 
(ss 16(2) and (2A).

What AVOs do
AVOs are intended to protect people 
against future acts of violence such 
as physical assault, non-physical 
abuse such as threats, harassment or 
intimidation, and damage or threatened 
damage to property.

Who is protected by  
an AVO?
An AVO provides protection to the person 
named on the AVO as the protected 
person and automatically extends the 
mandatory orders to anyone with whom 
the protected person has a domestic 
relationship, whether they live with the 
person or not.  

AVOS THAT SPECIFICALLY INCLUDE 
ANOTHER PERSON

The law gives courts the power to extend 
the protection of an AVO to a person 
who has a domestic relationship with the 
person seeking protection.  Where that 
other person is at risk of violence or other 
harassing or abusive behaviours from the 
defendant they can be specifically named 
on the AVO as a protected person.  They 
can then receive the protection of all 
orders made.

AVOS AND CHILDREN

The courts are required to include as a 
named protected person under an AVO 
any child with whom the adult seeking 
protection has a domestic relationship 
(unless there are good reasons for not 
doing so) (s 38).

If a child under 16 is the specific person in 
need of protection, or if their parent is not 
fearful of the defendant, or if the child’s 
circumstances and needs are different from 
the parent’s, the police must apply for the 
AVO to protect the child.

A court may refer an application for an AVO 
to the Commissioner of Police if the person 
in need of protection is a child and the 
police are not the applicant and the court 
considers it would be in the child’s best 
interests for a police officer to appear in the 
application (s 48(4A)).

An application for an AVO, or the variation 
or revocation of an AVO, for a child under 16 
must be heard in a closed court unless the 
court orders otherwise.  Even if the court is 
open to the public, it may direct any person 
(other than someone directly interested in 
the proceedings, such as the defendant) to 
leave the courtroom when any witness is 
giving evidence.  

A child should not be required to give direct 
evidence unless the court believes that 
it is in the interests of justice for the child 
to do so.  If a child gives evidence in AVO 
proceedings, including an application to 
vary or revoke an AVO, they can only be 
questioned by the defendant’s solicitor or 
another suitable person appointed by the 
court, not by the defendant directly (s 41A).

Children have a right to have a support 
person with them while giving evidence in 
AVO proceedings.

If the defendant in AVO proceedings is 
under 18 years old, the case will be heard in 
the Children’s Court.
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The Children’s Court can, during care 
proceedings and after notifying Police and 
Family and Community Services, make, 
vary or revoke an AVO for a child, or a 
person they live with, unless the defendant 
is subject to criminal proceedings in relation 
to the same circumstances (s 40A).

Ancillary property 
recovery orders
An ancillary property recovery order 
can be made when either the person 
seeking the protection of an AVO or the 
defendant to the AVO has left personal 
property at the premises which the other 
person occupies.

The ancillary property recovery order 
allows access to the relevant premises to 
remove the property.  This is often in the 
company of police.

An order can only be made upon the 
making of an interim or final ADVO.  The 
applicant needs to tell the court whether 
any family law property orders have been 
made or are pending (s 37(1C)).  An order 
cannot be made for a defendant to retrieve 
personal property if the defendant is not 
present in court when it is made.

What orders can an AVO 
contain? 
An AVO can contain a range of conditions 
that prevent the defendant from doing 
certain things.  An AVO cannot make the 
defendant do anything, such as attend a 
men’s behaviour change program.

WHAT CONDITIONS SHOULD BE 
INCLUDED

A person seeking an AVO should discuss 
their circumstances with the police (or the 
Registrar for private applications) to work 
out the conditions that should be included 
in the AVO to make sure it provides the 
protection needed.  

The court only makes orders it believes to 
be necessary; it will not make orders “just 
in case”.

STANDARD CONDITIONS

All AVOs contain three standard conditions 
called the mandatory orders, so named 
because the law states that they must be 
included in every AVO (s 36).

These orders prohibit the defendant from:

• assaulting or threatening the protected 
person

• stalking, harassing or intimidating the 
protected person

• intentionally or recklessly destroying 
the protected person’s property.

These three orders extend to anyone 
with whom the protected person has a 
domestic relationship.  

The mandatory orders 
do not prohibit contact 
between the protected 
person and the defendant.  
In fact, a protected person 
could still be living with 
the defendant or still be 
in a relationship with the 
defendant and have an 
AVO in the mandatory 
terms only.

OTHER CONDITIONS

An AVO may also include conditions such 
as stopping the defendant from:

• entering the person’s home or 
workplace

• contacting or approaching the person

• approaching the person’s home for 12 
hours after drinking alcohol or taking 
drugs

• destroying property

• approaching a school or other place of 
education

• locating or attempting to locate the 

person.
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EXCLUSION ORDERS

An order prohibiting a defendant from 
entering or living in the protected person’s 
home is called an exclusion order.  In 
deciding whether to grant an exclusion 
order the court considers:

• the accommodation needs of the 
protected person and the defendant

• the effect of the order on children who 
normally live at that address

• the consequences for the protected 
person and any children if the order is 
not made.

A court can make an 
exclusion order regardless 
of whether the defendant 
owns the premises or is 
the person named on the 
lease.  It makes no legal 
difference whether the 
defendant has a legal or 
equitable interest in the 
property. 

If the court decides not to make an 
exclusion order that has been sought, it 
must give reasons for not making that 
order.

Do AVOs go on criminal 
records?
It is possible to apply for an AVO against 
a person without bringing criminal 
charges.  The AVO does not give the 
person a criminal record.

Breaching an AVO is a 
criminal offence, for which 
a person may be arrested 
and charged.  

Police power to enter 
premises
The police have very wide powers to 
enter a private house to investigate a 
complaint of domestic violence.  

Police can enter without a warrant:

• if invited to do so by a member of 
the household (including a child who 
appears to live there) to investigate 
whether an offence has been 
committed or prevent a further offence, 
as long as the legal occupier (the 
person who holds the lease or owns 
the house) does not expressly forbid 
entry, or

• if invited to do so by the apparent 
victim of violence, even if the legal 
occupier objects

Police will also undertake welfare checks 
if requested to by a CHP who might be 
concerned for the welfare and safety of a 
tenant.  

If the police are refused 
access
If the police are refused access, they can 
apply for a warrant immediately over 
the police car radio (a telephone or radio 
warrant) to enter the premises.

When police arrive they may:

• refer the victim for support

• help the victim leave safely and take 
the victim (and any children) to a safe 
place

• remove the offender from the premises

• request a senior police officer to make 
a Provisional Apprehended Domestic 
Violence Order (ADVO) – informally 
called an “On the Spot AVO)

• give a direction to an offender to 
remain in a place or go to a place 
(usually the police station) so that an 
“On the Spot AVO” can be served

• search for and seize firearms

• in some circumstances, search for 
and seize dangerous implements or 
dangerous articles

• charge the offender with assault.
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Referring victims for 
support
• Police will administer a risk 

assessment tool called a 
Domestic Violence Safety 
Assessment Tool (DVSAT).  NSW 
police automatically refer all 
victims of domestic violence when 
an AVO is sought or charges 
are laid, to a central electronic 
database called the Central 
Referral Point (CRP).

• The CRP will refer female 
victims of domestic violence 
to a Local Coordination Point 
(LCP) provided through Women’s 
Domestic Violence Court 
Advocacy Services (WDV-CAS).  
Male victims will automatically be 
referred to Victims Services NSW.  
Here, further assessments will be 
undertaken and services will be 
offered to all victims.

• The WDV-CAS operates in many 
courts in NSW.  The WDV-CAS 
offers support, information 
and referral to women in AVO 
proceedings.  Many of the WDV-
CAS manage safe rooms for 
women and their children while 
they are at court, and some have 
a duty solicitor scheme (DVPS) 
to represent women in court on 
the day and provide legal advice 
about related issues.  

• Serious cases will be referred 
to a Safety Action Meeting 
(SAM) where a coordinated 
response will be facilitated 
between relevant government 
and non-government agencies.  
Information on SAM locations can 
be found at www.women.nsw.
gov.au/violence_prevention/
It_Stops_Here_Safer_Pathway 

• Agencies are able to share 
information in cases where 
victims are deemed at serious 
threat, without their consent, 
within a legal framework – Pt 
13A of the Crimes (Domestic and 
Personal Violence) Act.  

Police application for an ADVO
When police attend a domestic violence 
incident, or are informed by the victim 
that a domestic violence incident has 
occurred, they may apply for an ADVO 
on the victim’s behalf.

Police powers to demand 
information
Police can demand a person to disclose 
his or her identity where they suspect, on 
reasonable grounds, that an ADVO has 
been made against the person.  However, 
the power does not extend to defendants 
of ADVOs where an application has been 
made but not served on the defendant.

Police powers to search and 
seize firearms
Police have broad powers to search for 
firearms when attending a house, by 
invitation or warrant, to investigate a 
complaint of domestic violence.

Under s 85 of the Law Enforcement 
(Powers and Responsibilities) Act 2002 
(NSW), police must ask if there are firearms 
on the premises, and if the answer is yes, 
“take all such action as is reasonably 
practicable to search for and seize” the 
firearms.

When police must apply for a 
warrant
If police are told there are no firearms 
on the premises, but have reason to 
suspect otherwise (because, for example, 
the victim says there are, police records 
show that there have been in the past, or 
an occupant of the house has a firearms 
licence or permit), they must apply for a 
search warrant (s 86 Law Enforcement 
(Powers and Responsibilities) Act 2002 
(NSW)).  

They must also apply for a search warrant 
if they believe that a person perpetrating 
domestic violence somewhere outside 
their home (such as a hotel) has a firearm 
at home.  
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Police powers to search for & 
seize dangerous implements or 
dangerous articles
Police also have powers to search for and 
seize dangerous implements or dangerous 
articles when attending a house, by 
invitation or warrant, if they believe, on 
reasonable grounds that the dangerous 
implement or dangerous article was, is, or 
may have been, used to commit a domestic 
violence offence.  

Dangerous implements include:

• Knives, spears, guns

• Any implement made or adapted to 
cause injury

• Anything belonging to a person who 
intends to use it to cause injury or to 
damage property.

• The police must suspend a firearms 
licence or permit if:

• the holder has been charged with a 
domestic violence offence

• the police believe the holder has 
committed or has threatened to commit 
such an offence.

In those circumstances the suspension is in 
force for up to 28 days.  

The firearms licence of someone who is the 
subject of an interim AVO is suspended for 
the duration of the order (Firearms Act 1996 
(NSW), s 23).

The primary 
consideration is the 
safety and privacy  
of the victim.

Criminal charges  
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE OFFENCES

Domestic violence is a crime.  It is a crime 
the same way as violence or assault 
between strangers.  

A domestic violence offence includes any 
form of assault, intimidation, stalking or 
any offence intended to coerce or control 
a person against whom it is committed or 
to cause that person to be intimidated and/
or fearful, against a person who they have, 
or have had, a domestic relationship with 
(ss 4, 5 and 11 of the Crimes (Domestic and 
Personal Violence) Act).  

ASSAULT

An assault can be committed without actual 
physical contact; for example, it is an 
assault if the attacker threatens violence 
and appears to be capable of and willing 
to carry out the threat (for example with a 
raised knife or a clenched fist).  It is also an 
assault to intentionally push or spit on a 
person, even if it does not cause physical 
injury.

WHAT POLICE MUST DO

Police have a duty to arrest and charge 
anyone they reasonably suspect has 
committed a crime.  Where an alleged 
offender is charged and released from 
police custody until the court hearing, the 
police should apply for an AVO for the 
victim and consider putting the offender on 
conditional bail.

TECHNOLOGY FACILITATED 
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

It is an offence under the Criminal Code Act 
1995 (Cth) to make menacing, harassing 
or offensive phone calls.  Cyberbullying is 
posting embarrassing pictures, spreading 
false or misleading information on the 
internet.  Cyberstalking is using technology 
to harass, threaten or frighten.  Digitally 
assisted stalking is using technology such 
as mobile phone apps to track someone’s 
whereabouts.  
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Part 13A was introduced to the Crimes 
(Domestic and Personal Violence) 
Act 2007 to improve the response to 
domestic violence and increase agencies’ 
capacity to share information and work 
collaboratively to support families at risk 
from domestic violence . 

As organisations funded by a NSW 
government agency, CHPs must comply 
with the requirements of Part 13A of the 
Crimes (Domestic and Personal Violence) 
Act 2007.  

There are two key aspects to Part 13A:

1) Sharing information to facilitate 
victims’ access to domestic violence 
support services

Part 13A permits an agency or service 
provider to disclose victim and perpetrator 
information to the Central Referral Point 
or a Local Coordination Point where the 
agency believes that a person is subject to 
a domestic violence threat.  The purpose 
is to make referrals for domestic violence 
support services, or to provide support 
services to the victim. While not required 
by police or the local court, any other 
agency or service provider must obtain 
the victim’s consent. The consent of the 
perpetrator is not required.

2) Sharing information to prevent or 
lessen a threat to the life, health or 
safety of a person

Part 13A allows an agency or service 
provider to share any persons’ information 
without the consent of the person if the 
agency believes on reasonable grounds 
that:

• it is necessary to prevent or lessen a 
serious domestic violence threat to any 
person, and

• the person has refused to give consent 
or it is unreasonable or impractical to 
obtain the person’s consent.

In all other cases, the person’s consent 
must be obtained for information to 
be collected, used or disclosed. The 
perpetrator’s consent is not required.

Key points to consider when sharing 
information under Part 13A where there is 
a threat of DFV include:

• PURPOSE of sharing information must 
be to provide support services (for 
example, make referrals/direct service 
provision)

• SHARE information initially with the 
Local Coordination Point or the Central 
Referral Point (NSW Police and NSW 
Local Courts), then share information to 
make further referrals to other services.

• INFORMATION about the victim and/or 
the perpetrator may be shared

• CONTENT should be timely, accurate, 
relevant and secure

• VICTIM’S CONSENT must always be 
sought and obtained (unless you are 
police or the local court). Consent that is 
refused or withdrawn must be respected

• PERPETRATOR’S CONSENT is not 
required to share information

A CHP must never inform a perpetrator 
that information was shared or is held 
about them.  A perpetrator cannot 
access information about them in CHP 
records where it relates to a domestic 
and family violence threat.  The primary 
consideration is the safety and privacy of 
the victim.  Part 13A overrides NSW privacy 
laws in relation to perpetrators’ access to 
their information.
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Information sharing under Part 
13A of the Crimes (Domestic and 
Personal Violence) Act 2007
Domestic violence is a crime that is preventable.  It requires a 
coordinated response from service providers in the areas of policing, 
justice, health, welfare, education, child protection and victim support 
services to reduce its incidence. 


