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In response to broad enquiry from sexual assault services around Australia, this
paper looks at the range of formal health sector protocols that currently exist to
guide service responses to victim/survivors of sexual assault, throughout
Australia’s different states and territories. The specific protocols reviewed here
tend to be those that guide interaction between medical, counselling and police
services who respond to sexual assault in terms of crisis care and, sometimes,
beyond. 

Protocols between agencies that provide services to victim/survivors of sexual
assault have been developed only recently and largely independently of each
other around Australia. National service associations and national confer-

ences have resulted in substantial information sharing between state and territory
agencies in the development of protocols and practices, but essentially each region
has tended to develop separate frameworks. As each state and territory seeks to
understand the effectiveness of their responses to sexual assault, there is reason to
look across borders to see how others have evolved and how effectively they have
been implemented on the ground. Questions about the current status of interagency
working relationships, levels of training and approaches to evaluation also arise.
More importantly, there is the question of whether the existing protocols adequately
respond to the often complex health care and support needs of women, children and
men who experience sexual assault.

This paper aims to provide a point of depar-
ture for agencies to begin to contemplate
these issues. It will enable service providers
and policy makers to consider the kinds of
models or approaches that currently exist to
meet the needs of victim/survivors, and the
nature of, and/or responses to closing any
gaps in service provision. 

Two central questions form the lens through
which these protocols are reviewed. First,
what parallels and divergences exist between
states and territories; and second, how well do the protocols sit within agency
responses in view of the burgeoning understanding of the significant and 
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potentially chronic health impacts of sexual
assault. In this context, the available informa-
tion has been supplemented by speaking directly
to a small number of service providers, particu-
larly those working in regional areas, to explore
whether the existing protocols have been 
relevant or easily adapted to localised areas. 
This direct communication with service
providers certainly provided “flesh to the bones”
of understanding how variously the protocols
worked in practice, and the degree to which 
they could still operate effectively when
challenged by the particular circumstances of
local communities.

There are three main sections to this paper. The
parameters of the review are outlined first before
going on to examine the historical development
of protocols designed to guide a medico or
health-care response to sexual assault. The sec-
ond section of the paper outlines some of the
more significant conceptual and political influ-
ences on the development of existing protocols.
The significance of the push by women’s services
throughout the 1980s in Australia, to ensure that
victim/survivor-informed perspectives were cen-
tral to any systems’ reform particularly in terms
of approaches to forensic care, or in improving
the police response, is given particular emphasis. 

A snapshot view of the protocols that currently
exist in each state and territory is then provided.
Two of these protocols – those in Melbourne
(Victoria) and Townsville (Queensland) – are
explored in detail to illustrate the different his-
torical, political and regional contexts that
inform the development, content and effective-
ness of inter-agency protocols on service
provision.

The last section discusses the efficacy of the pro-
tocols against a growing body of empirical
research that reveals serious and long-term
health impacts and consequences of sexual
assault and other forms of gender-based vio-
lence. The future (re-)design of interagency
sexual assault protocols will need to move
“beyond crisis care” to more fully integrate the
longer-term health needs of victims in the light
of this knowledge. 

Contents
Parameters of this review 3
What is a protocol? 4
Elements of health sector protocols 5
Historical development of health 8
sector protocols
Protocols and perspectives 12
States and territories: Interagency 16
sexual assault protocols:
Protocols in context: Case studies 26
Discussion 29

Effectiveness of protocols 29
Sexual assault and health: International 32
research and policy directions

Concluding remarks 37

© Australian Institute of Family Studies – Commonwealth of Australia 2005.
Views expressed in the Centre’s publications are those of individual
authors and may not necessarily reflect ACSSA or Institute policy.
ACSSA Coordinator: Melanie Heenan
Australian Institute of Family Studies
300 Queen Street, Melbourne 3000 Australia
Phone: (03) 9214 7888  Fax: (03) 9214 7839  
Internet: www.aifs.gov.au/acssa
ISBN 0 642 39521 7
Designed by Double Jay Graphic Design
Printed by Impact Printing A C S S A  I S S U E S N O . 2 M A R C H 2 0 0 52

The author
Liz Olle is managing editor for the Royal Australian and New Zealand
College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RANZCOG) of a soon to
be released educational module entitled, “Medical Responses to
Adults Who Have Experienced Sexual Assault”. Liz also works as a
researcher and writer for the Domestic Violence and Incest Resource
Centre (DVIRC) in Melbourne.

Acknowledgements
My sincere thanks to the following wise women for their support and
assistance in putting this paper together: to external reviewers Ann-
Marie Hayes (Women’s Health State wide in South Australia) and
Research Professor Jill Astbury (Victoria University, Melbourne), to
Jennifer Farley from the Office for Women (formerly the Office of the
Status of Women), to Dr Melanie Heenan and the team at ACSSA, to
the indispensable librarians at the Australian Institute of Family
Studies, and to all the workers in the sector for their invaluable input
and feedback.

The Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault aims to
improve access to current information on sexual assault in order
to assist policy makers and other interested in this area to
develop evidence-based strategies to prevent, respond to, and
ultimately reduce the incidence of sexual assault.

The Australian Centre for the Study of Sexual Assault is funded
by the Office for Women,Australian Government Department of
Family and Community Services, through the National Initiative
to Combat Sexual Assault. The Centre is hosted by the Australian
Institute of Family Studies.


