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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 

In Queensland, changing cultural attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours has become a 

prominent aspect of domestic and family violence (DFV) policy. Indeed, the Queensland 

Government’s Domestic and Family Violence Prevention Strategy 2016–2026 prioritises 

changing community attitudes and behaviours as one of the core guiding principles in its 

commitment to create a Queensland free of DFV. The aim of this principle is to target 

and positively influence the underlying culture that facilitates DFV, particularly against 

women.  

Although there is significant evidence to support this aim, there is equally important 

evidence suggesting that public policies often contain barriers in their design or 

implementation that limit their ability to achieve their aims. In this paper, I present a 

critical discourse analysis of Queensland’s DFV Strategy and related policy documents to 

examine whether such barriers exist in Queensland’s approach, and their potential to 

impact on policy outcomes. My findings suggest that the current implementation of 

Queensland’s Strategy undermines its guiding principle to change community attitudes 

and behaviours in four distinct ways.  

Firstly, the Strategy erroneously assumes that changes in community attitudes will lead 

to changes in behaviours. Secondly, the Strategy disproportionately targets bystanders’ 

responsibility to stop violence, at the expense of addressing perpetrators’ responsibility 

to stop violence. Thirdly, the Strategy has thus far overlooked the importance of 

researching, implementing, and evaluating programs and systems that support 

perpetrators to change. Finally, the Strategy seeks to exploit the social power afforded 

to men, thereby reinforcing the gender hierarchy and women’s subordinate position in 

society. 

As well as providing an evidence-based discussion demonstrating why each of these 

barriers is problematic, I draw on current research evidence to offer actions that may 

better position the DFV Strategy to achieve its aims. Importantly, each of the suggested 

actions aligns with the current aims and framework of Queensland’s DFV Strategy. A 

quick-reference guide to the findings, their implications, and potential reparative actions 

can be found in Appendix 1 at the end of the paper. I conclude with a discussion of the 

broader implications of these findings for future DFV policy development in states and 

territories across Australia.  
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ABSTRACT 

The Queensland Government’s Domestic and Family Violence Prevention Strategy 2016–

2026 prioritises changing community attitudes and behaviours as a core guiding principle 

in its commitment to create a Queensland free of violence. Although there is a significant 

body of research that supports this aim, there is equally compelling evidence to suggest 

that policies are often designed or implemented ways that are not conducive to achieving 

their desired aims. As we approach the halfway point in the Strategy’s 2016 to 2026 

timeline, it is timely to analyse both the Strategy and its implementation thus far, and 

consider the barriers that may be preventing the policy from achieving its full potential. 

Using a critical discourse analysis methodology, I identify a number of such barriers, 

including an assumed link between attitudes and behaviours; a disproportionate focus on 

cultural change among bystanders; the invisibility of perpetrators, and; the implicit 

reinforcement of the gender hierarchy. I discuss each of these barriers in relation to 

current research evidence and, drawing on this evidence, suggest actions that the 

Queensland Government may take to help mitigate these barriers. I conclude with a 

discussion of the broader implications of these findings for future policy development in 

Australia. 
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1. Introduction 

Researchers and policymakers alike are increasingly recognising the important role 

that cultural attitudes and behaviours towards women play in facilitating domestic and 

family violence (DFV). Indeed, contemporary policy research suggests that DFV 

policies that seek to change culture and improve gender equality may be 

comparatively well-positioned to address DFV (Abraham & Tastsoglou, 2016; Jewkes, 

Flood, & Lang, 2015; World Health Organization, 2009). Queensland’s current 

Domestic and Family Violence Prevention Strategy 2016–2026 is one such policy, 

which specifically acknowledges that DFV is “founded in cultural attitudes and 

behaviours, gender inequality, discrimination and personal behaviours and attitudes” 

(Queensland Government, 2016, p. 2). Achieving “a significant shift in community 

attitudes and behaviours” is therefore the leading objective underpinning the 

Queensland Strategy (Queensland Government, 2016, p. 15).  

To ensure the Strategy achieves its goals, the Queensland Government releases 

routine action plans, which are then independently evaluated and reviewed. Although 

the action plan reviews are important to monitor whether the Strategy is being 

delivered as intended (Deloitte, 2019), there is currently limited consideration of 

whether the intentions for delivery fully align with the core aims of the Strategy’s 

guiding principles. This is problematic, as research suggests that there are often 

barriers embedded in the design and implementation of policies that prevent them 

from achieving their desired aims (Choudhry, 2016; Morley & MacFarlane, 2008; 

Morrison, 2006). As we approach the halfway point in the Strategy’s timeline, it is 

timely to analyse whether such barriers exist in the Queensland Strategy and, if so, 

consider actions that can be taken in the final action plan (due for release in 2022) to 

ensure the implementation of the Strategy is fully aligned with its aims and values over 

the remaining years.  

Using a critical discourse analysis methodology, this paper explicitly identifies the 

policy barriers that may be limiting the Strategy’s progress towards achieving its 

leading objective of shifting attitudes and behaviours. Drawing on qualitative 

interviews with members of the policy community as well as peer-reviewed research 

evidence, I demonstrate why these barriers are significant and why they must be 

addressed. For each barrier, I suggest strategies that may be implemented within the 
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current framework of the Queensland Strategy to improve the alignment between the 

Strategy’s aims and its delivery. A quick-reference guide to these findings, their 

implications, and potential reparative actions can be found in Appendix 1 (p. 25). 

Finally, I discuss the implications of my findings more broadly, including how they can 

inform the development of future DFV policies in states and territories across Australia. 

 

2. Queensland’s Policy Context 

Queensland does not have a history of strong DFV policy. Indeed, Queensland’s 

historic treatment of the issue has been characterised by inconsistent recognition of 

DFV as a policy problem and piecemeal policy approaches that lacked coherent, 

overarching strategies (Lillyman, 2015). In 2009, the Bligh Government released the 

state’s first whole-of-government coordinated domestic and family violence strategy 

(Lillyman, 2015). The strategy, entitled For Our Sons and Daughters: Queensland 

Government Strategy to Reduce Domestic and Family Violence 2009-2014 (2009), 

focused on prevention, early identification and intervention, connected support 

services, perpetrator accountability, and system coordination (Queensland 

Government, 2009). The strategy had a particularly strong focus on strengthening 

system responses to domestic and family violence. 

In 2012, the Newman Government came into power and abolished the For Our Sons 

and Daughters strategy before it was completed (Lillyman, 2015). Rather than 

replacing the Strategy, the Newman Government established the Special Taskforce 

on Domestic and Family Violence to investigate DFV and recommend approaches for 

future policy and practice. This Taskforce was chaired by Dame Quentin Bryce and 

had the task of examining Queensland’s current DFV responses, and reporting its 

findings and recommendations for improvement to the Queensland Premier 

(Queensland Government, 2017). The Taskforce’s examination involved considerable 

community engagement, including focus groups across the state, an online attitudes 

survey, invited public submissions, summits, and roundtable discussions (Queensland 

Government, 2017). The resulting Taskforce Report, titled Not Now, Not Ever: Putting 

an End to Domestic and Family Violence in Queensland (2015), put forward 140 

recommendations to the newly-elected Palaszczuk Government (Justice and 
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Attorney-General, 2016; Lillyman, 2015; Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family 

Violence in Queensland, 2015).  

In the Queensland Government Response to the Report of the Special Taskforce on 

Domestic and Family Violence (2015), the Queensland Government provided a line-

by-line response to each of the 140 recommendations made by the Taskforce, and 

ultimately accepted them all. The following year, the Palaszczuk Government released 

its comprehensive policy strategy, the Queensland Domestic and Family Violence 

Prevention Strategy (2016). The Queensland Strategy engaged the community in its 

development through a three-month long collaboration program. The strategy also 

drew heavily from the values and frameworks provided by the Taskforce’s 

recommendations, which have been labelled as progressive for significantly 

refocusing government policy toward preventing domestic violence by improving 

attitudes and behaviours towards women (Morley & Dunstan, 2016). 

 

3. Summary of the Literature 

The Queensland Government’s acknowledgement of the crucial role that gender and 

culture play in perpetuating DFV is a key feature of current policy. Importantly, a 

considerable body of research demonstrates the benefits of considering these two 

issues in DFV policies. The available literature suggests that understanding and 

engaging with the gendered nature of DFV is a critical component in developing 

adequate policy responses (Abraham & Tastsoglou, 2016; Burnett, Ford-Gilboe, 

Berman, Ward-Griffin, & Wathen, 2015; Council of Europe, 2011; Pease, 2015; World 

Health Organization, 2016). It also shows that DFV is deeply rooted in cultural attitudes 

and behaviours, as well as the social structures that influence and are influenced by 

culture (Dyson & Flood, 2008; Kuskoff & Parsell, 2019; Powell & Webster, 2018; World 

Health Organization, 2009). Policies that fail to consider these issues have been found 

to result in responses that are unable to support victims’ needs and do little to address 

the actual causes of DFV. 

Importantly, however, research also suggests that the language, assumptions, and 

types of knowledge informing policies can significantly impact on how governments 

respond to an issue in practice (Bacchi, 2009). As a result, policy delivery and 

outcomes can often end up being substantially misaligned with policy values. 
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Discourse, and particularly the assumptions that often underpin it, has long been 

considered by researchers as an important factor that we can interrogate to help us 

uncover such misalignment (Bacchi, 1999; Burnett et al., 2015; Girard, 2006; Kahu & 

Morgan, 2007). As Kahu and Morgan (2007, p. 135) argue:  

Policy influences women's lives, not just materially through legislation, 

but ideologically through the promotion of certain discourses which 

enable and constrain women's choices. Rather than viewing policies 

as merely solutions to predefined problems we need to consider how 

they represent the problem and what the effects of that representation 

might be.  

Analysing Queensland’s domestic and family violence policy discourse can therefore 

be an effective way of understanding the potential impacts of Queensland’s DFV 

policy, as well as the barriers that may be preventing it from achieving the level of 

cultural change it aspires to.  

 

4. Research Design 

Given the importance of discourse in influencing policy outcomes, I employ a critical 

discourse analysis framework (CDA) for this analysis. CDA provides both a 

methodological and conceptual framework through which to analyse social practices 

(Fairclough, 1992). CDA allows the analyst to investigate connections between the 

language use of social actors and the broader social contexts in which the language 

is situated. It focuses predominantly on exploring social power, and particularly how 

language can and is used by groups and individuals who hold that power. Such 

analysis allows for a deeper understanding of how language can be used for social 

and political purposes, as well as the potential impacts of such use (Fairclough, 1992).  

CDA is as an overarching analytical approach that encompasses an extensive “toolkit” 

of strategies (Fairclough, 1992). To conduct my analysis, I adopted three analysis tools 

that fall under the CDA methodology: framing, transitivity, and intertextuality. Framing 

refers to the way texts utilise discourse, and allowed me to consider how the Strategy 

draws on facts, opinions, and language to represent the issue in a particular way 

(Carvalho, 2008). Transitivity relates to the way texts treat certain people and 
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processes. I used transitivity to interrogate how the Strategy attributes agency, 

responsibility, and causality for domestic violence (Fairclough, 1992). Finally, 

intertextuality relates to the way previous texts have shaped the policies’ meanings. 

Analysing intertextuality allowed me to consider the influence of other texts on the 

Strategy, and therefore understand how the Strategy perpetuated or challenged 

existing discourses (Fairclough, 1992). Together, these analytic strategies were 

employed to examine the assumptions and ideologies embedded in the Queensland 

Strategy and consider how these impact on the Strategy’s ability to achieve its full 

potential. 

Given my use of intertextuality, it was important that I analyse relevant Queensland 

policy documents other than the Queensland Strategy. My analysis therefore included 

the following additional Queensland policy documents: Not Now, Not Ever: Putting an 

End to Domestic and Family Violence in Queensland (Special Taskforce on Domestic 

and Family Violence in Queensland, 2015) and Queensland Government Response 

to the Report of the Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family Violence (Queensland 

Government, 2015). These two policy documents are particularly relevant as, although 

my primary focus is on the first guiding principle of the Queensland Strategy, the 

Strategy states that “these foundational elements reflect the themes which shaped the 

Taskforce report” (Queensland Government, 2016, p. 15). It was therefore necessary 

to analyse the policy documents related to the Taskforce Report and examine their 

influence on the Queensland Strategy and its outcomes.  

I supplemented my textual analysis with qualitative interviews with members of the 

policy community who were involved in developing or implementing any of the three 

policies I analysed. I conducted a total of 15 interviews with service employees, service 

CEOs, academic experts, and government employees. In line with my critical 

discourse analysis approach, these interviews provided insight into who contributed to 

the policies, the forms of knowledge the policies drew on, and how barriers within the 

policies directly impact on the ability of stakeholders to achieve government aims. It is 

important here to note that although I transcribed and analysed all interviews verbatim, 

I adopt Towns and Terry’s (2014) approach to presenting the interview data. 

Specifically, the interview data presented in this paper are edited slightly to remove 

filler words, stutters, and repetition in order to improve readability. When making these 

edits, I took great care not to alter the meaning of the participants’ talk. 



 

  6 

5. Research Findings and Recommendations 

5.1 The Strategy assumes a direct link between attitudes and behaviours 

Given the Queensland Strategy’s aim to change the culture that underpins domestic 

and family violence, it is unsurprising that the Strategy and related policy documents 

aim to change both cultural attitudes and behaviours. While the Strategy seeks to 

educate children about respectful relationships from a young age, there is also a 

strong focus on delivering community education campaigns to inform the wider 

community. The importance of educating the community is highlighted in the following 

excerpts. 

Together we must stop the behaviour and attitudes that trivialise, 

excuse or perpetuate domestic and family violence. (Queensland 

Government, 2016, p. 8) 

Educating and engaging Queenslanders to create a community that 

supports respectful relationships, practices positive attitudes and 

behaviours and promotes a culture of non-violence. (Queensland 

Government, 2015, p. 41) 

Many such initiatives are targeted at individuals the Strategy refers to as bystanders. 

Bystanders are people who witness perpetrators enacting violence or disrespect 

towards women. As the policies suggest: 

Community education should be centred upon the expectation that 

bystanders should intervene in cases of violence. (Special Taskforce 

on Domestic and Family Violence in Queensland, 2015, p. 95)  

A major goal of the education campaigns is therefore to change bystanders’ attitudes 

about domestic and family violence in order to change the way they respond when 

they witness such violence.  

However, while there are numerous dedicated strategies to changing community 

attitudes, there is a significant lack of similar strategies targeted at changing 

behaviours. Indeed, there appears to be a strong assumption underpinning the 

Queensland Strategy that there is a direct link between changing community attitudes 

and changing behaviours. The below excerpts demonstrate that this assumption was 
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evident both in the policy documents themselves and in the interviews I conducted 

with policymakers. 

Just starting the conversations will make significant steps toward 

changing attitudes and behaviours. (Special Taskforce on Domestic 

and Family Violence in Queensland, 2015, p. 105) 

You challenge attitudes, you change behaviours. (Participant 13, 

Government Employee) 

We work on the basis of the premise that if you raise people’s 

awareness and knowledge about what the issue is it would then 

change attitudes relating to that particular issue and therefore 

eventually potentially lead to behaviour change. (Participant 12, 

Government Employee) 

Importantly, there is little research to suggest that the link between attitudes and 

behaviours is this straightforward (Flood & Pease, 2006). On the contrary, the 

relationship between attitudes and behaviours in regards to gender inequality and 

domestic and family violence appears to be highly complex. In particular, research has 

shown that men may hold attitudes that support equality and respect for women, yet 

still act in ways that reinforce women’s social subordination (Fisher, 2015; Flood, 

2015a). For example, a man may respect his own partner yet fail to consider and 

challenge the social structures that favour men and limit women’s rights and 

opportunities. Or, he may agree that women should have equal participation and 

opportunities in education and employment, yet fail to behave in ways that facilitate 

such gender equality. Pertinently, then, a bystander may believe that women deserve 

equality and respect and may understand the concept of bystander intervention, yet 

still fail to intervene when they witness sexist or violent behaviour (Fisher, 2015; Flood, 

2015a). 

One potential explanation for this disconnect between attitudes and behaviours lies in 

the internalisation of dominance theory (Miller, 1987; Pheterson, 1990). This theory 

suggests that those in dominant groups internalise prejudices against minority or 

subordinate groups. As such, their behaviours may unconsciously help to reinforce 

the oppression of minority groups, even if they consciously believe that minority groups 
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should not be oppressed (Pease, 2014). Further, while education campaigns often aim 

to raise awareness of an issue, they are less often equipped to provide community 

members with the level of resources and tools required for them to challenge and 

change their unconscious behaviour (Banyard, Plante, & Moynihan, 2003; Heise, 

2011; Potter, Stapleton, & Moynihan, 2008; Powell, 2014). It is therefore perhaps not 

surprising that, while some education campaigns have been found to be successful in 

changing attitudes, there is no conclusive evidence that such changes in attitudes lead 

to desired changes in behaviour (Flood, 2014). 

This suggests that to more effectively shift community attitudes and behaviour, more 

must be done to support the community to change their behaviours specifically. One 

way to do this is by providing – or offering incentives and support for community 

organisations to provide – more face-to-face education and training opportunities to 

empower community members to translate their attitudinal change into behavioural 

change (Flood, 2011). While there are a number of organisations across the country 

that offer such education and training (e.g. MATE Bystander Program; No to Violence; 

Polykala), this predominantly occurs in a professional context whereby schools and 

workplace managers hire the organisation to deliver the training for their students and 

staff. This has three important implications: (1) training in this area is often only 

available to community members who participate in formal academic or professional 

institutions; (2) training is often only available to institutions that can afford it, and; (3) 

training is often only organised by intuitions that are headed by someone who is 

already passionate about the issue. Improving access to free education and training 

opportunities for all community members has the potential to provide more individuals 

with the information and tools necessary to begin acting in ways that align with their 

attitudes. Further, in-person community education workshops targeted at interested 

groups would provide a means of connecting like-minded community members and 

mobilising them as active and knowledgeable leaders in their communities. 

 

5.2 The Strategy focuses disproportionately on bystanders 

Current communication campaigns aimed at changing attitudes and behaviours place 

a strong emphasis on bystanders and the role they can play in denouncing and, in 

turn, preventing DFV. In particular, there is a strong focus on community members’ 
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responsibility to model and reinforce positive cultural values through their responses 

to violence. For example: 

Everyone in our community must make it clear that we will not tolerate 

the behaviour of anyone who hurts another person within a 

relationship of intimacy and trust. (Queensland Government, 2016, p. 

i) 

Importantly, culture and attitudes inform and influence the decisions 

of bystanders to either intervene or ignore incidents of domestic and 

family violence. (Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family Violence 

in Queensland, 2015, p. 50) 

The actions the Strategy puts forward to improve bystander responses largely revolve 

around designing and implementing community education campaigns. These 

campaigns aim to teach potential bystanders how to recognise when a person is acting 

violently or disrespectfully towards their partner, and encourage them to intervene in 

the situation. This is evident in the following excerpts: 

... it was such a huge focus of let’s try and change the current 

attitudes, increase awareness of what a bystander is and then try and 

give individuals some tools or tips as to what do you do if you’re in 

this situation. (Participant 2, Government Employee) 

The focus group research provides a useful basis for designing a 

communication strategy to target bystanders and increase the 

likelihood of intervention by individuals who are witnesses to domestic 

and family violence. Bystanders need to be able to recognise 

domestic violence and understand they have a moral and ethical 

obligation to act and how to take action. (Special Taskforce on 

Domestic and Family Violence in Queensland, 2015, p. 156) 

Even if such campaigns improved their provision of education and training to more 

effectively influence behaviour (as discussed in the previous section), there are 

several reasons why changing bystander behaviour is unlikely to create the level of 

cultural change necessary to end domestic violence without an equally strong 
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supporting strategy to change perpetrators’ perceptions of and reactions to their own 

violent behaviour. 

First, domestic violence is overwhelmingly a hidden problem, perpetrated by men 

against women in the privacy of their own homes (Mitchell, 2011). While there is a 

dearth of Australian research on this topic, a study in the US found that bystanders 

are only present in about one-third of intimate partner violence incidents (Klein, 2012). 

Without a robust strategy targeting the men who are not witnessed using violence, this 

behaviour will remain unchecked almost two-thirds of the time. Further, while 

bystanders may be able to recognise verbal or physical forms of DFV, there are 

countless subtle ways a person can be violent towards their partner without drawing 

attention from onlookers. Indeed, psychological violence, financial violence, the threat 

of physical violence, coercion, and enforced social isolation are but a few ways in 

which perpetrators are able to maintain control despite community surveillance 

(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019). The very nature of these forms of 

control means they can be difficult for people outside of the relationship to recognise, 

even if potential bystanders are adequately educated.  

Second, a number of potential problems arise when we encourage community 

members to intervene in others’ violent relationships without professional training. 

While doing so may help to diffuse the situation and prevent further violence in the 

moment (assuming the bystander intervenes safely and effectively), it also poses 

significant risks to the immediate safety of the bystander as well as the future safety 

of the victim (Banyard, 2011; Frasier Chabot, Gray, Makande, & Hoyt, 2018). This is 

because there are highly complex and unpredictable dynamics involved in individual 

violent relationships, and despite the tools provided through the community education 

campaigns, an average community member is unlikely to understand or be 

appropriately equipped to deal with these (Johnson & Hotton, 2003; Walby & Towers, 

2018). Indeed, the aforementioned US-based study found that, where bystanders did 

intervene in domestic violence situations, in 12% of incidents this intervention 

worsened the situation, in 44% of incidents it had no effect, and in only 35% of 

situations it improved immediate outcomes for the victims (Klein, 2012). What remains 

unknown is the extent to which bystander intervention impacts on future instances of 

domestic violence. There is the distinct possibility that being confronted may lead the 

perpetrator to use different, less obvious tactics of abuse in future or increase the 
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social isolation of his partner; thereby compromising her future safety. This suggests 

that, even if the community educations campaigns are successful in changing 

bystander attitudes and behaviours, this may not translate to an overall increase in 

women’s safety. 

Together, these findings highlight the need for additional measures to influence 

cultural change; namely, ones that focus on changing the attitudes and behaviours of 

perpetrators, potential perpetrators, and people with violence-supportive attitudes. 

One way to do this is by creating an education campaign aimed specifically at this 

group. Rather than relying predominantly on community bystanders to communicate 

the message to individuals who use violence that this is unacceptable, a well-designed 

education campaign could be harnessed to: (1) provide accurate information about 

what is and is not acceptable behaviour; (2) ensure this information is delivered in an 

authoritative, safe, and non-judgemental manner, and; (3) provoke self-reflection and 

help-seeking behaviour among men who need it.  

Implementing a perpetrator-focused campaign would add several advantages to the 

current community education campaigns, including the ability to reach men whose 

violence is not visible or obvious to bystanders, and the ability to improve victims’ 

safety in the long-term. It also has the potential to prevent men from using violence 

against their future partners. Cismaru and Lavack (2011) highlight the importance of 

communication campaigns targeted at perpetrators and potential perpetrators, and 

demonstrate that such campaigns can be effective when they emphasise the benefits 

that the perpetrator will receive from changing their behaviour, and when they imbue 

confidence that perpetrators have the ability to change their behaviour. Cismaru and 

Lavack (2011) therefore provide strong evidence-based suggestions that can be 

drawn on when designing the campaign. 

Using the campaign to promote help-seeking behaviour will be particularly important. 

As I discussed earlier, research demonstrates that changing attitudes does not 

necessarily lead to changes in behaviour, particularly when people are not provided 

with the tools necessary to make the desired changes. It is therefore crucial for such 

a campaign to be implemented alongside a well-developed support system for men 

who do wish to seek help. Men require access to education and behaviour-change 

programs, counselling, rehabilitation, and other forms of support to help address any 
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underlying issues or trauma that contributes to their use of violence. Importantly, 

supports must also be in place for men’s partners both during and after men’s 

engagement with the system to ensure they remain safe and supported throughout 

the process. 

 

5.3 The Strategy overlooks perpetrators  

Failing to engage perpetrators in education campaigns is just one of several ways the 

Queensland Strategy and related policy documents overlook perpetrators. Another 

way is by using predominantly passive language to portray domestic and family 

violence as something that victims experience, rather than a deliberate action that 

perpetrators enact. The following two excerpts are examples of this: 

In addition to the types of violence and abuse experienced within 

relationships … (Queensland Government, 2016, p. 3) 

The majority of people who experience domestic and family violence 

in Queensland are women. (Special Taskforce on Domestic and 

Family Violence in Queensland, 2015, p. 7) 

A significant body of literature demonstrates that obscuring perpetrator agency in this 

way is highly problematic and has notable implications for how people perceive and 

respond to violent acts (Coates & Wade, 2004; Henley, Miller, & Beazley, 1995; Lamb, 

1991). For example, Coates and Wade (2004) argue that in sexual assault cases, 

judges tend to unconsciously use passive constructions to conceal both the 

seriousness of the assault and the agency of the perpetrator. This reduces the 

personal responsibility that judges attribute to the perpetrator, which is reflected in the 

final judgements. Further, Henley and colleagues (1995) find that when the media use 

passive voice to describe violent crimes, the public – and particularly men – attribute 

less harm to the victim, harbour more negative views of the victim, and view the 

perpetrator as having less responsibility for their actions. The Queensland Strategy’s 

use of passive language is therefore particularly problematic given the Strategy’s 

focus on changing attitudes towards violence against women and encouraging 

bystanders to hold perpetrators to account.  
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The policy documents also overlook perpetrators by failing to prioritise the research 

and implementation of men’s behaviour change programs. As the below excerpts from 

the Queensland Strategy’s supporting outcomes suggest, there is strong government 

recognition of the need to better support men to change their behaviour: 

Systems are in place to ensure perpetrators receive appropriate 

sanctions and access to assistance to stop using violence. 

(Queensland Government, 2016, p. 17) 

Perpetrators are provided the education and tools for dealing with 

problems without resorting to violence. (Queensland Government, 

2016, p. 18) 

However, there is a strong feeling among the policy community that the government 

has not prioritised either the delivery of behaviour change programs or research on 

how such programs could be implemented more effectively. This was evident in a 

number of my interviews with members of the policy community: 

Still now there’s not enough work being done with perpetrators of 

domestic violence across Queensland at all, not even close. 

(Participant 4, Service CEO) 

Funding [for] perpetrator programs has just been ridiculously awful for 

many years. So it’s an area of policy and funding growth that 

absolutely needs our attention if we’re gonna actually make a 

difference … they’ve all run for many years on a shoestring so we 

haven’t been able to do any actual research on the impact that these 

have. (Participant 15, Academic) 

Prevention strategies have not been evaluated as yet. (Participant 5, 

Service CEO) 

The lack of support for perpetrators to change their behaviour and lack of 

understanding of how best to go about this are significant barriers preventing the 

Strategy from achieving the behaviour change necessary to end domestic and family 

violence. 
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Current Australian literature supports the need for increased investment in designing 

and delivering effective perpetrator programs (Day et al., 2010; Flood, 2014; Mitchell, 

2011). Day and colleagues (2010), for example, find that while perpetrator programs 

can influence positive change, little is known about the extent to which this change 

impacts on the perpetrators’ future behaviour. Flood (2014), too, critiques the lack of 

long-term follow up on perpetrator intervention programs, and argues that where 

evaluations do occur, they are often made shortly after the program and focus on 

changes in attitudes rather than behaviours. As such, they do not assess the actual 

impact of the program on perpetration of violence. So, despite the strong potential that 

behaviour change programs have to directly improve women’s safety, Queensland’s 

current approach to the design and delivery of such programs is not conducive to 

ensuring their effectiveness and efficiency. 

Together, these aspects of the Queensland Strategy stand in direct opposition to the 

Strategy’s sixth supporting outcome: “perpetrators stop using violence and are held to 

account” (Queensland Government, 2016, p. 17). While it is clearly not feasible to re-

write the Strategy using more active language, the Strategy’s explicit commitment to 

hold perpetrators to account and stop them from using violence provides a strong 

starting point to begin affecting change. First, the Queensland Government can begin 

making a conscious effort to highlight the responsibility that perpetrators have for their 

own actions, and encourage others to do the same. This could be a key aspect of the 

perpetrator communication campaign suggested in the previous section. It could also 

be adopted in current community education campaigns to reinforce that the victim is 

never responsible for the violence committed against them, and to encourage people 

working in the justice system to challenge their own preconceptions of where 

responsibility for violence lies. As well as doing more to hold perpetrators to account, 

this may: (1) help to reduce victim blaming and make victims more comfortable to seek 

help; (2) reinforce to perpetrators that they alone are responsible for their actions, and 

that they alone have the power to change those actions, and; (3) improve justice 

outcomes for both victims and perpetrators.  

Changing the behaviour of perpetrators is crucial if we are to prevent domestic and 

family violence and ensure the safety of women now and in the long-term. The 

provision of dedicated support for perpetrators is therefore imperative, particularly as 

culture is not the only factor at play in motivating violent behaviour; past trauma, 
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mental health issues, substance abuse, and financial stress are but a few factors that 

can also play important roles (Broady & Gray, 2017). While these by no means excuse 

the perpetrator’s behaviour, they must nonetheless be seriously considered and 

addressed if we are to create the conditions necessary for perpetrators to change. 

There is therefore a strong need for government to lead by example and place greater 

value on delivering, evaluating, and improving perpetrator programs. Appropriate 

resources and support should be provided to services and researchers to undertake 

this work. By placing greater value on such programs and making this value publicly 

known, it will send a strong message that the Strategy is following through on its 

commitment to create lasting change and end perpetrators’ use of violence. Further, 

evaluating perpetrator programs is crucial if we are to understand what does and does 

not work and ensure that resources are being effectively and efficiently targeted. It is 

crucial for this suggestion to work in conjunction with the perpetrator communication 

campaign suggested in the previous section. Encouraging perpetrators to seek help 

will achieve little if we do not have appropriate, effective, and voluntary support 

available to help them change. 

 

5.4 The Strategy exploits the gender hierarchy 

Despite the lack of focus on providing support for men to change, the Queensland 

Strategy and related policy documents do highlight the importance of recognising and 

addressing domestic and family violence as a highly gendered issue. For example, 

the Queensland Strategy explicitly states that: 

Understanding the gendered nature of domestic and family violence 

and the factors that contribute to increased vulnerability is vital in 

designing and delivering effective responses and reforms.  

(Queensland Government, 2016, p. 2) 

This is an important acknowledgment and is underpinned by a significant body of 

feminist scholarship (Abraham & Tastsoglou, 2016; Burnett et al., 2015; Council of 

Europe, 2011; Pease, 2015; World Health Organization, 2016). This scholarship 

suggests that in order to address the underlying causes of domestic and family 

violence, government policies must target attitudes and behaviours towards women, 

as well as broader gender inequities. The Queensland Strategy can be commended 
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for specifically recognising this. However, throughout Queensland’s domestic and 

family violence policies and their implementation, there is a tendency to implicitly 

reinforce gendered assumptions and, in turn, support the current gender hierarchy.  

This tendency can be seen in the way men are positioned as having control over 

certain social spaces. Indeed, there are multiple instances in which the policies 

implicitly privilege the role of men. In the quote below, the Taskforce Report suggests 

that it is important to target traditionally masculine environments: 

Training and games provide opportunities to engage boys and men in 

conversations and actions around understanding domestic and family 

violence, without the involvement of women and in a traditional or 

stereotyped ‘masculine’ environment. (Special Taskforce on 

Domestic and Family Violence in Queensland, 2015, pp. 105, 

emphasis added) 

Research does suggest that there are strong links between sport, masculinity, and 

violence, and many theorists argue that we must indeed actively engage men in 

violence prevention efforts (Flood, 2015b; Jewkes et al., 2015; Messner, 1990; Pease, 

2015). However, research also shows that women have faced historic exclusion from 

many traditionally masculine social domains and, when they are able to participate, 

they are often subjected to extreme sexism (Fink, 2016; McDonagh & Pappano, 2008; 

Roach, 2016). Rather than challenge the juxtaposition of women and traditionally male 

spaces, this policy position naturalises the gendered nature of these spaces and their 

subsequent exclusions.  

Queensland’s policies and practices further privilege the role of men through the way 

they encourage male champions of change. This can be seen in the following 

excerpts: 

Men play an important role in leading and supporting the community 

in the prevention of domestic and family violence. (Queensland 

Government, 2016, p. 8) 

The heart of The Male Champions of Change strategy involves men 

of power and influence forming a high profile coalition to achieve 
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change on gender equality issues in organisations and communities. 

(Queensland Government, 2016, p. 18) 

Again, while it is crucial to engage men in efforts to improve gender equality and 

prevent violence, it is equally important that we do so in a way that considers the 

significant social power that men often hold compared to women (Abraham & 

Tastsoglou, 2016; Flood, 2003, 2015b; Yates, 2018). We must also consider the 

implications of this power differential for the potential outcomes of the Strategy. For 

example, the strong focus that the Queensland Strategy places on men – particularly 

men in positions of power – acting as leaders reinforces the social value of men’s 

voices at the expense of women’s. Further, not only does it reinforce the structural 

inequalities that afford men such social power; it offers men even more power to speak 

and be heard. The Strategy does not appear to provide similar social platforms for 

women to speak and be heard. This helps to perpetuate gender inequalities and, in 

turn, contribute to a social environment in which men’s use of domestic violence 

against women can prosper.  

The tendency to unconsciously reinforce the gender hierarchy is a significant and 

pervasive issue throughout society (Acker, 2006; Gaucher, Friesen, & Kay, 2011). 

Moving forward, then, it is imperative that strategies aiming to prevent domestic and 

family violence take greater care to encourage men to challenge the gender hierarchy, 

rather than to exploit the power that the hierarchy affords them; even if this exploitation 

is perceived as being for a good cause. It is also important to implement strategies for 

promoting the voices of women (or, indeed, people who are not men), and addressing 

the social barriers preventing them from speaking, being heard, and being taken 

seriously. One way to do this could be to promote coalitions for change that not only 

include powerful women, but that are led by powerful women. If done well, this could 

have three crucial benefits: (1) it would create a social platform for women to speak 

and be recognised as valuable members of society; (2) it would send a strong 

message that women are deserving of social power and their voices must be heard 

and respected, and; (3) it would allow women to have a greater influence over 

decisions and issues that strongly impact them. This would be a small first step in 

acknowledging and reducing some of the structural barriers preventing women from 

achieving positions of social power equal to those of men. Crucially, such work must 

go beyond domestic and family violence policies and be embedded as a value 
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throughout all social policy areas. If we do not begin to systematically challenge and 

change the social structures and processes that support the gender hierarchy, our 

efforts to improve gender equality and prevent domestic and family violence may see 

little reward (Kuskoff & Parsell, 2019).  

 

6. Broader Implications 

Given that the Queensland Government’s Domestic and Family Violence Prevention 

Strategy explicitly aims to change cultural attitudes and behaviours as a means of 

violence prevention, it provides an important example of a new generation of policy 

that understands DFV as a highly gendered and cultural issue. Despite this important 

conceptual basis for the Queensland Strategy, the findings of this research suggest 

that the Strategy not only fails to implement initiatives that are conducive to changing 

attitudes and behaviours in the necessary ways, several of its initiatives also reinforce 

the gender inequality that facilitates DFV. These findings have important implications 

for policymakers in the domestic violence sphere, not just in Queensland, but in all 

Australian states and territories.  

First, DFV policymakers should be conscious of their own assumptions and how these 

influence the policies they are developing. In particular, it is crucial for policymakers to 

engage with research, evidence, and the lived experience of victims and service 

providers to ensure they are designing and implementing their policies in the most 

effective way possible. Second, DFV policies should take care to target different types 

of cultural change among different groups of the community. This includes bystanders, 

victims, and perpetrators. Further, policies must do more to support perpetrators to 

change. While on the surface this may seem antithetical to foregrounding the needs 

of victims, stopping perpetrator behaviour in the long-term is the best way we can 

ensure the future safety of women. For example, focusing on perpetrators can be a 

means for men to take responsibility for their actions and to understand that their 

violence sits within patriarchal society. Of course, this is not to suggest that such 

support for perpetrators should occur at the expense of support for victims. Indeed, it 

is crucial for both forms of support to co-occur to allow victims to remain safe 

regardless of perpetrators’ participation or success in support programs. 
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Third, DFV policymakers must be strategic in their use of language. In particular, they 

should avoid using passive language and language that undermines the responsibility 

of the perpetrator. This will help us better hold perpetrators to account by shifting 

perceptions of DFV from something that experienced (predominantly by women) to 

something that is purposely enacted (predominantly by men). Finally, policymakers 

must do more to challenge their own gendered assumptions and understand how their 

proposed policies operate within, and reinforce, society’s highly patriarchal structure. 

Indeed, governments and policymakers have a responsibility to lead by example in 

recognising, challenging, and changing the social structures that intertwine with 

culture to entrench women’s disadvantage and reinforce men’s social power.  

 

7. Conclusion 

This research presented in this paper reminds us of the perils involved when we 

assume that good policy intentions will translate into positive policy results. It 

demonstrates that policies can have strong, evidence-informed intentions, but still 

falter in their wording, design, and implementation. It is therefore imperative that 

policymakers, governments, and researchers alike continuously evaluate domestic 

and family violence policies and their implementation, and refine approaches in 

accordance with emerging evidence and feedback. Together, these actions will help 

ensure that government resources are being used more effectively and efficiently to 

keep victims safe, hold perpetrators to account, and move purposefully towards the 

long-term prevention of domestic and family violence. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1. Findings, Implications, and Actions: A Quick-Reference Summary 

 

BARRIERS TO 
SUCCESS 

EXPLANATION OF BARRIERS POTENTIAL REPARATIVE ACTIONS 

The Strategy 
assumes a direct 
link between 
attitudes and 
behaviours 

• There is little evidence to suggest that attitude change will lead to 
behaviour change  

• The community is often not provided with the training necessary to 
translate their attitude change into behaviour change 

• When such training is provided, it is usually within well-resourced 
institutions with strong leadership; many ‘ordinary’ community 
members therefore miss out 

• Improve access to in-person education and training for 
general community members  

• Provide the tools necessary for people to change their 
behaviours to better align with their attitudes 

• Offer incentives and support for training organisations to run 
free or subsidised education and training sessions within the 
community 

The Strategy 
focuses 
disproportionately 
on bystanders 

• Domestic and family violence takes many subtle forms and is often not 
visible to outsiders 

• Intervening in violence poses a number of risks to bystanders and 
victims 

• Bystander intervention may curb violence in the immediate situation 
but little is known about its long-term impact 

• Design an education campaign targeted at changing attitudes 
of perpetrators and people with violence-supportive attitudes 

• Promote help-seeking behaviour among men and implement 
support systems to help them address underlying issues 

• Draw on evidence from Cismaru and Lavack  (2011) and Our 
Watch to inform this campaign 

The Strategy 
overlooks 
perpetrators  

• The Strategy uses passive language, which does not make perpetrators 
visible; this minimises perpetrator responsibility and does not hold 
perpetrators accountable 

• Changing perpetrator behaviour is the most direct way to improve 
safety, but the Strategy does not prioritise perpetrator programs 

• The Strategy fails to recognise the need for strong investment in 
research and evaluation of perpetrator programs 

• Use active language in future policy and communications to 
highlight perpetrator responsibility 

• Place greater value on (and provide greater resources for) 
programs that support perpetrators to deal with a range of 
issues and make sustainable changes to their behaviour 

• Place greater value on (and provide greater resources for) the 
evaluation of such programs 

The Strategy 
exploits the 
gender hierarchy 

• The Strategy validates women’s exclusion from certain social spaces 
and fails to foreground their voices 

• Men are encouraged to exploit their positions of power and privilege 
rather than challenge them 

• This reinforces structural gender inequalities, which intertwine with 
cultural attitudes and behaviours to compound women’s disadvantage 

• Encourage men to challenge the gender hierarchy, rather 
than to exploit the power that the hierarchy affords them 

• Create ‘coalitions for change’ that are non-gender specific and 
led by powerful women 

• Embed the value of structural change into future social 
policies throughout Queensland to facilitate gender equality 
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