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TALKING
VIOLENCE
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EVERY WEEK IN AUSTRALIA, ONE WOMAN IS 
KILLED BY HER PARTNER OR FORMER PARTNER – A 
CONFRONTING STATISTIC BUT ONE THAT DESERVES 
SOME SERIOUS CONVERSATION TIME. IN LIGHT OF 
QUEENSLAND’S DOMESTIC VIOLENCE PREVENTION 
MONTH OF MAY, JOURNALIST ANDERS FURZE TAKES 
A LOOK AT THE CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES OF 
AUSTRALIA’S NUMBER ONE PUBLIC HEALTH ISSUE 
FOR WOMEN, AND SHOWS YOU HOW TO HELP KEEP 
YOUR FRIENDS AND FAMILY SAFE. 
Words: Anders Furze

The research is clear and the statistics are shocking. It’s an 
issue that effects all of us – or at least someone we know – 
at some point in our lifetime.
Australian police deal with 657 domestic violence matters 
every day. That’s over 235,800 incidents a year, and 
one in three Australian women over the age of 15 have 
experienced physical violence.

While men can be victims of family violence too, 
the statistics show that victims are far more likely to be 
women. Women are at least three times more likely to 
experience violence from an intimate partner, and are five 
times more likely than men to require medical attention 
or hospitalisation as a result of intimate partner violence. 
Most tellingly, 95 per cent of all victims of violence in 
Australia – be they men or women – report suffering at 
the hands of a male perpetrator.

Violence against women is a complex issue and driven 
by many different factors. Alcohol abuse, socio-economic 
pressures and family histories can all play a part. But there 
is growing national and international evidence suggesting 
that one thing in particular is acting as a major driver of 
violence against women: gender inequality.

“When I first learnt that, my immediate reaction 
was: ‘oh, that doesn’t seem right. Surely not?’” says Loni 
Cooper, a journalist who edits Uncovered, a website 
devoted to researching media coverage of violence 
against women.

“The more research I’ve done, I’ve just seen how key 
the notion of gender is as a driver of violence against 
women. That learning curve has been huge for me and 
in some ways painful. It really increased my awareness of 
how vulnerable you can be in our society as a woman.

“I’d always considered the fact that it might not feel 
safe to walk home at night, or that you can walk down the 
street and a man might yell at you from a car, making you 
feel horrible, as a fact of life. It was a stark awakening to 
realise that all of this was violence in one form or another.”

We live in a society where women and children are 
undervalued, according to Gina Kennard, Program 
Manager – Workforce and Practice Development at 

Melbourne’s Eastern Domestic Violence Service (EDVOS).  
This inequality has a flow-on effect. 

“[It] plays out all the way down to a personal level in 
homes,” she says. “Men feel that they have the right to 
belittle, hit and even take the lives of their partners.”

EDVOS offers a broad range of support for women 
experiencing violence, from acting as a first port of call 
for those seeking general information, to helping women 
navigate the court system.

“Women come through for a number of different 
reasons,” Kennard says. “Often they ring because they’re in 
a period of life where they’re just starting to acknowledge 
that violence is happening or that something’s not right so 
they want to talk that through.”

At its core, EDVOS is devoted to providing “a response 
to women that is empathetic, and that understands what 
they’re experiencing”.

“We try to discuss some of the broader and societal 
issues around family violence. We try to take it away from 
the personal so it’s not blaming the woman for what she’s 
experiencing. We really look at it from the basis of power 
and control.”

HIDDEN VIOLENCE
Experts say that it’s important to remember that 
violence against women is not limited to physical 
violence. Violence can take many different forms, and 
can sometimes be hard to identify. Financial abuse is 
also common.

“You see cases where women have racked up 
thousands of dollars of fines, and they come to us, and we 
find out that they’ve never once driven their car,” Kennard 
says. “The car’s in their name but their partner’s the one 
driving it and racking up fines.”

Abuse can take place over extended periods of time, 
and sometimes in subtle ways. It can have a cumulative, 
wearying effect.

“We also see real emotional and psychological abuse, 
where women are put down and their parenting is 
undermined,” says Kennard.
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“They’re told they’re a terrible mother, a terrible 
wife, they’re not a good woman.”

TURNING THE CORNER 
Family violence and violence against women have 
always been issues in Australia, but only recently 
have they started attracting sustained attention. 
Both Cooper and Kennard agree that the murder 
of 11 year-old Luke Batty by his father, and his 
mother Rosie Batty’s subsequent campaigning, have 
focused the community’s attention on the issue.

“Rosie Batty was a really important turning 
point,” Cooper says. “People could put a face and a 
voice to this horrific issue. She was a victim of an 
absolutely unimaginable crime and she was able to 
talk about it and share that experience.

“I think that really made people wake up.”
“There’s more political will,” Kennard says. 

“There’s actually a focus on it now and an 
understanding that it is a broader issue than just 
a private issue, and that it’s gender based and that 
inequality is at the heart of it.”

Cooper has also noticed an improvement in how 
the media covers the issue.

“I worked doing police reports and was told 
dozens and dozens of times ‘oh there’s nothing 
really for the news bulletin, just some domestics’, 

and you know at the time I took that in my stride 
and thought of domestic violence as not being 
news – like most journalists did.”

She says that these attitudes among the police 
and media have now changed for the better.

But there is still work to be done.
“Our society at large is now interested in doing 

something about domestic violence,” Cooper 
notes. “But whether or not people understand – or 
want to understand – the importance of gender in 
the equation, I’m not so sure about that.”

Her advice is for you to get more informed.
“Learn about what violence against women 

really is, and what it really looks like. You might 
think that you know what violence against women 
looks like, but maybe you don’t, and maybe you 
should be challenging your own assumptions.”

Both Cooper and Kennard are adamant that it’s 
important to remember that women are not the 
ones responsible for the prevalence of family and 
domestic violence in Australia.

“It’s completely not the responsibility of women 
to solve this problem,” Cooper says. “There needs 
to be structural and cultural change.”

Kennard agrees. “Really, the people, and they’re 
mostly men, who choose to use these behaviours 
shouldn’t be using them,” she says. “Point blank.”

Now that you understand the 
issue, it’s important to know how 
to help those around you (or 
even yourself).

One of the most important 
things to remember is to not 
feel awkward or embarrassed 
about speaking out if you think 
somebody you know is in an 
abusive relationship. EDVOS’ 
Gina Kennard notes that we don’t 
hesitate to interfere in our friends’ 
lives in many other ways, so why 
should we feel weird about talking 
to a friend or relative who we 
suspect might need help?

“Just ask,” says Kennard. “Ask 
them, you know, ‘are you okay?’ or 
‘is something going on at home?’ 

‘Is somebody at home making you 
feel unsafe or hurting you?’”

“No-one’s ever died from being 
asked this question, but women 
die from not being asked it.”

It’s important not to be 
judgmental when responding to 
what your friend says.

“Don’t try to answer the 
question for her. Don’t tell her 
what to do, don’t tell her to leave. 
Just really listen, and be guided 
by what it is she’d like to do,” 
says Kennard.

According to the Domestic 
Violence Resource Centre of 
Victoria, how you respond to what 
she says is very important.

“If she feels supported and 

encouraged, she may feel stronger 
and more able to make decisions,” 
the centre advises.

“If she feels judged or 
criticised, she could be afraid 
to tell anyone else about the 
abuse again.”

DO:
» Say something. Even a simple 

“Are you okay?”
» Genuinely listen
» Be guided by her response

DON’T:
» Judge her for being in 

her relationship
» Ask “why don’t you just leave?”
» Tell her what to do 

IS SOMEBODY YOU KNOW  
BEING ABUSED?

whfmag

whandfmag

whandfmaged

womenshealth 
andfitness
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Defining the issue
Considering the complexity of family violence causes and the varied forms it takes, it 
can be hard to understand even the bare bones of the issue. Here’s some definitions 
that might be helpful, courtesy of Our Watch (ourwatch.org.au). 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Includes physical, sexual, emotional, 
psychological and financial abuse that 
occurs in domestic settings between 
two people who are, or were, in an 
intimate relationship.

EMOTIONAL/PSYCHOLOGICAL 
VIOLENCE
Includes a range of controlling 
behaviours such as control of finances, 
isolation from family and friends, 
continual humiliation, threats against 
children or being threatened with injury 
or death.

FAMILY VIOLENCE
A broader term than domestic violence, 
it refers not only to violence between 
intimate partners but also to violence 
between family members. Examples 
include elder abuse and adolescent 
violence against parents. 

INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE
Any behaviour by a man or woman 
within an intimate relationship that 
causes physical, sexual or psychological 
harm to those in the relationship. It’s the 
most common form of violence against 
women. 

WARNING 
SIGNS 
Spot some of the telltale signs a friend 
or family member is being affected by 
domestic violence, according to the 
Domestic Violence Resource Centre 
Victoria (dvrcv.org.au): 

» She seems afraid of her partner or 
is always very anxious to please him 
or her.

» She has stopped seeing her friends or 
family, or cuts phone conversations 
short when her partner is in the room.

» Her partner often criticises her or 
humiliates her in front of other people.

» She says her partner pressures or forces 
her to do sexual things.

» Her partner often orders her about or 
makes all the decisions. 

» She often talks about her partner’s 
‘jealousy’, ‘bad temper’ or 
‘possessiveness’.

» She has become anxious or depressed, 
has lost her confidence, or is 
unusually quiet.

» She has physical injuries and makes 
unlikely excuses for them.

» She is reluctant to leave her children 
with her partner.

» After she has left the relationship, 
her partner is constantly calling and 
harassing her.

If you or someone you 
know is impacted by sexual 

assault, domestic or family violence, 
call 1800RESPECT on 1800 737 732 
or visit 1800RESPECT.org.au. In an 

emergency, call 000. For more information 
about a service in your state or local 
area, download the DAISY App in 

the App Store or Google Play.
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