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New report on community attitudes to 
violence against women
Two steps forward, one step back: Community attitudes to 
violence against women: Progress and challenges in creating 
safe, respectful and healthy environments for Victorian women, 
VicHealth, 2006.

VicHealth recently released “Two steps forward, one step back: 
Community attitudes to violence against women: Progress 
and challenges in creating safe and healthy environments 
for Victorian women”. The new report by VicHealth is based 
on surveys conducted with 2,800 Victorian adults, and 
qualitative research involving the general community and 
Indigenous communities.

The release of the report is particularly timely, given the 
media attention recently focussed on attitudes towards 
violence against women in certain sections of the Australian 
community. This report highlights that such attitudes are 
prevalent in the general community and are not limited to 
any particular religious or “ethnic” group. The most striking 
finding is the 38% of respondents (44% of men and 32% 
of women) agree that “Rape results from men not being 
able to control their need for sex”. Also 8% of respondents 
agreed or were unsure about whether “most women who are 
raped often ask for it”, and 15% agreed that “women often 
say no to sex when they mean yes”. The report found that 
“the strongest and most consistent predictors of holding 
violence-supportive attitudes were being male and having 
weak support for gender equality”.

The 2,800 respondents to the survey included 800 
participants from Selected Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse (scald) communities, in particular from the Italian, 
Greek, Chinese and Vietnamese communities. The survey 
results suggested that the men in the scald sample, as a 
group, expressed the most violence-supportive attitudes, 
compared to the 2,000 people in the “main sample”. 
However it should also be noted that most men in this group 
said they thought violence against women was serious, 
common and harmful. Some consideration could also be 
given to the notion of socially-desirable responses, and 
whether men in the scald sample would be less aware of 
the social desirability of giving responses indicating anti-
violence attitudes.

Through comparison with the 1995 Women’s Safety Survey, 
the VicHealth report shows that progress has been made in 
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some areas, while considerable work is still required in others. For 
example, in 1995 15% of respondents agreed that “women who 
are raped often ask for it”, compared to 6% in the 2006 survey. 
Similarly, a higher percentage of people in 2006 could recognise 
a range of controlling or abusive behaviours as constituting 
violence. Conversely, in 2006 there appears to be greater belief 
that women and men commit domestic violence equally (from 
9% in 1995 to 20% in 2006), despite evidence to the contrary.

The recommendations of the report endorse an understanding of 
violence against women that links violence to gender inequality, 
and highlight the need to address the “underlying social norms that contribute to violence given the 
link between attitudes to gender roles and gender relations and attitudes towards violence against 
women”. The report points out that attitudes are only one part of the problem, as the link between 
expressed attitudes and actual behaviour is not clear, nor do changed attitudes directly address problems 
of material inequality between men and women.

Further information including the summary findings report is available online at: www.vichealth.vic.
gov.au/cas

Anti-discrimination report on women in prison
Women in prison: A report by the Anti-Discrimination Commission Queensland, Anti-Discrimination Commission 
Queensland, 2006.

This review investigated the treatment of women in Queensland prisons on the basis of gender, race 
and disability, primarily in response to submissions received by the Commission from Sisters Inside 
(an advocacy group for women prisoners). Of particular interest to those in the sexual assault field is 
Section 7 of the report, relating to the strip-searching of women prisoners. The Anti-Discrimination 
Commission Queensland (adqc) expressed concern at the intrusive and humiliating nature of strip-
searching, especially for highly traumatised women who have experienced sexual assault or child 
sexual abuse. The report makes several recommendations and suggests that some women prisoners 
could make a case that they have suffered discrimination on the basis of their gender and on the basis 
of mental health issues.

The full report is available online at: www.adcq.qld.gov.au/pubs/WIP_report.pdf

US violence in prison study
Violence and victimization: Exploring women’s histories of survival, by Judy Postmus and Margaret Svenson 
for the us Department of Justice, 2006.

This US study (consisting of both quantitative and qualitative components) compares the experiences of 
157 incarcerated women, 157 women accessing domestic violence and sexual assault service providers, 
and 109 women from the general community. Experiences of childhood sexual and physical abuse, 
adult rape and Intimate Partner Violence (ipv) among the women were investigated for correlation to 
a range of indicators of mental health and physical wellbeing.

Key findings included:

women prisoners were more likely to have been raped or otherwise sexually abused (both as a ■■

child and an adult) than women living in the community;

women in prison had experienced more severe injuries as a result of ■■ ipv (although significant 
numbers of women from each group experienced severe injuries); and

women in prisons had experienced co-occurrence of all “types” of victimisation (adult ■■ ipv, adult 
sexual violence, child physical abuse and child sexual abuse) more often than the other groups.

One of the surprising findings was that women in prison have better rates of mental and physical 
health than women not in prison. The authors attribute this partly to the fact that women in prison 

The survey results suggested that 
the men in the scald sample, 
as a group, expressed the most 
violence-supportive attitudes, 
compared to the 2,000 people in 
the “main sample”.
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have easier access to health care, as the state is obliged to provide these services to prisoners, whilst 
women in the community often cannot access health services.

The full report is available online at: www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/214440.pdf

Preventing violence against women report
Health promotion and preventing violence against women: What does it really mean? by Women’s Health West. 
Paper presented at the conference on Health promotion and prevention of violence against women: What does 
it really mean?, June 2006.

Women’s Health West has published a report of conference proceedings held in June of this year. 
Launched by the Honourable Joan Kirner, the conference aimed to build the capacity of agencies to 
plan and implement health promotion actions committed to preventing violence against women, 
with emphasis on the particular character and needs of communities in Melbourne’s West.

The report includes information from the Primary Care Partnerships in Melbourne’s West about what 
is being undertaken to promote the prevention of violence against women and actions that could be 
undertaken. Overviews about what has been done at a number of levels in the region are provided, 
including:

Research, evaluation and monitoring.■■  Projects here include the Intimate Partner Violence and its 
Health Impacts, and the Family Harmony Research Project exploring the experiences of women 
from Somali and Muslim Eritrean backgrounds;

Direct participation programs.■■  Included here are Health Education Programs for young women, 
information services, and a Family and Reproductive Rights Education Program;

Advocacy.■■  This involves the prevention of violence against women through health promotion 
plans, taskforces and working groups which represent issues surrounding violence against women 
at forums and to local government.

Community strengthening.■■  A range of activities and awareness raising campaigns have been 
undertaken where different issues and perspectives around violence against women are 
discussed.

The report also offers recommendations for pcps, agencies, organisations and pcp Coordinating 
committees. The recommendations involve the integration of the prevention of violence against 
women at all levels of the VicHealth Mental Health Promotion Framework. Also provided are summaries 
of the workshops held at the conference.

The report is available online at: www.whwest.org.au/docs/ConfReport2006.pdf

As there are so few forums in which those working in the sexual assault field 
can share information with one another, we are keen to publish articles in this 
newsletter written by you on the topic of sexual assault. The items would be of 
particular interest to those working in the sector, and to all those interested in 
preventing sexual assault. We accept article contributions of up to 5,000 words, and 
shorter items, such as book and film reviews, news of conferences, and training and 
research projects, of up to 1,500 words. If you would like to contribute an article 
or review to acssa Aware, details of how to do so are on page 38 of this newsletter. 
You can also access our “contributor’s guidelines” from the website (www.aifs.gov.
au/acssa/pubs/pubsmenu.html) or contact acssa directly.

Publ ish  in  ACSSA Aware


