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“it kind of all went downhill was when the police said, ‘oh we 

can’t do anything because it didn’t happen’. … They were 

like, ‘oh [the bruising] is probably just from some random 

injury. Stop trying to make up lies. It’s a serious matter’” 

(Jasmine, 16) 

 

“I was like, ‘you can go through my phone. You can go 

through my messages’. Like, ‘I don’t care. I’ve got nothing 

to hide’. I just used to let him go through everything and he 

would just scan through my entire phone looking for 

evidence of me doing the wrong thing” 

(Lauren, 28) 

 

“the fact that you’re country people because everyone does 

know everyone, gossip spreads like wildfire and everyone 

talks so I think there’s kind of a fear that you’re going to be 

talked about or if you say something you’re gonna get 

misconstrued and passed along” 

(Hannah, 21) 

 

“Like you know when you go into the pub and you’ve got that 

sticker on the inside of the bathroom door, 1800RESPECT, 

I looked at that heaps of times, I was going to call but I’m 

like: ‘what’s going to happen after that?’” 

(Maddy, 32) 
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Executive Summary 

Violence against women is one of the most pervasive and dangerous ways in which power imbalances 

between women and men operate in Australian society. Increasing outrage and pressure from the 

community service and health sectors, plus compelling evidence on the alarming prevalence of violence 

against women, led to the launch of The National Plan to reduce violence against women and their children 

2010-2022 and associated Action Plans. A great deal of media and policy attention has been directed 

toward both highlighting the unacceptably high incidence of, and finding ways to reduce, violence against 

women and their children.  

Disturbingly, almost a decade after the National Plan was launched, surveys of attitudes towards violence 

against women are not finding a great deal of positive change, particularly among young people. Attitudes 

that are supportive of violence against women, particularly those of young men, are especially concerning. 

Young women are the highest risk group of women for being victims of violence.  

Young people are the leaders of the next generations and it is crucial that this generation’s leaders take 

immediate action to ensure that the next generation has the support and empowerment to identify and 

stop violence against women. If this does not happen, it will be a shameful addition to the long list of 

intergenerational inequities that will result from the inaction of our generation. 

Australia-wide studies indicate that higher proportions of rural women have experienced intimate partner 

violence than urban women. However, most research has sought the accounts of women living in urban 

environments and policy and funding allocation is therefore skewed toward the needs of urban women 

(Dillon, Hussain & Loxton, 2015). While some studies have investigated rural intimate partner violence from 

the perspective of service workers (e.g. Wendt, 2010) few have reported on the perspectives of women (for 

examples, see Campo & Tayton, 2015; Ragusa, 2017). 

This project addresses this important gap by aiming to understand young country women’s (16-24 years) 

perceptions and experiences of intimate partner violence to inform Uniting Country SA (UCSA) Youth and 

Domestic Violence service worker practices. The project also aimed to provide evidence to assist UCSA 

coordinate their work across internal and external services and with their local communities to actively 

reduce violence against women in current and future generations. Interviews were conducted with young 

country women aged 16-24 years and country women who had experienced intimate partner violence 

when they were aged 16-24 years, to provide data that would meet project aims. 

Key findings 
Young country women experience similar types of intimate partner violence to those reported by women in 

urban environments, including non-physical but deeply traumatising types of abuse such as internet-based 

abuse. The young women described forming intimate partner relationships in similar ways as young urban 

women, for example through social media, dating apps and messaging apps, leading to ‘hooking up’ rather 

than dating in person first. Young women who experienced intimate partner violence described not 

recognising it at the time, particularly if the violence was non-physical, and reported being unsure where to 

seek support. Further, some of the young women did not receive helpful support when sought. 

Almost a decade on from the launch of The National Plan to reduce violence against women and their 

children 2010-2022 intimate partner violence is not showing signs of reduction in prevalence while violence-

supportive attitudes remain unacceptably high (VicHealth, 2015; Tarzia, Humphreys & Hegarty, 2017). 

Prevention resources have been directed towards individual behaviour change while funding for services 

and broader social change has been sporadic (Tarzia, et al., 2017). There is clear evidence that prevention 
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strategies that focus only on individual behaviour change, particularly if these are short-term or once-off, 

are not enough to bring about lasting change (Fellmeth, et al., 2013). A whole-of-community approach that 

applies a socio-ecological model that addresses the drivers of violence against women is needed to support 

long-term behaviour change (Our Watch, ANROWS & VicHealth, 2015).  

There is an opportunity for UCSA to collaborate across the UCSA footprint with both internal and external 

services, young country women and with the broader community to use a socio-ecological model to work 

towards reducing intimate partner violence and its impacts among young people. Being smaller in 

population than urban centres, country communities are well placed to work collaboratively by drawing on 

place-based, service sector (e.g. government and non-government agencies), community and organisational 

knowledge and networks to develop and implement local solutions toward ending intimate partner violence 

in future generations.  

With violence against women currently receiving unprecedented attention in the media and public policy, 

there is an opportunity for UCSA to drive change in country communities to enable future generations to 

flourish. The recommendations outlined below are informed by the findings in this report and provide a 

starting point for this important work. The recommendations are framed using a socio-ecological model to 

work towards change at all levels of the social ecology (see figure 1). 

Recommendations 
1.  Individual and relationship level: Young women (16-25) are experiencing and witnessing DV intimate 

partner violence, therefore UCSA should: 

a) Build the capacity of Youth Workers and Domestic violence workers to increase their understanding 

of intimate partner violence among young people (e.g. use resources such as the online Partners in 

Prevention and ANROWS); 

b) Adapt Domestic Violence services to include women under 18 years and work with, rather than 

immediately refer to, Youth Services; 

c) Include intimate partner violence assessment as part of Youth Workers’ holistic program of case 

work; and, 

d) Provide Youth Workers with the tools needed to:  

i) keep up to date with new technologies (e.g. Snapchat, Instagram) that their clients may be 

accessing;   

ii) be able to provide interventions to prevent and reduce the impact of new technologies being 

used as tools for abuse; and,  

iii) keep up to date with new technology that may be used to prevent and reduce the impact and 

severity of intimate partner violence.  

2.  Organisational and community level: Young women tend to seek informal rather than formal support and 

the response they receive the first time they tell someone is crucial, therefore UCSA should: 

a) Provide community capacity building, including provision of resources for potential informal 

support givers (e.g. parents, friends, school counsellors) to identify and support young women who 

may be, or be at risk of, experiencing intimate partner violence; 

b) Provide information about intimate partner violence to young people (particularly aged 14-18). 

Information should be engaging for young audiences, for example by utilising youth-designed tools 

available from OurWatch and #BecauseWhy (e.g. YouTube videos) and developing such tools that 

are relevant for young country women (e.g. use tools such as Partners in Prevention); 

c) Increase accessibility of formal support services to young people; and, 
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d) Provide evidence to and actively lobby non-government and government funding bodies to 

increase resources for activities that support gender equality generally and among young people in 

particular. 

3.  System and institutional level: Intimate partner violence cannot be addressed by individual services, 

therefore UCSA should: 

a) Actively seek opportunities for Domestic Violence and Youth Services to collaborate with young 

people, other UCSA services, external agencies and country communities to work together to 

prevent and reduce the impact of IPV; and, 

b) Advocate for increases in funding for country domestic violence services and capacity building of 

associated agencies and services (e.g. SAPOL). 

4.  Societal level: Intimate partner violence is a component of the broader phenomenon of violence against 

women that is a consequence of a patriarchal system in which women are devalued compared to men across 

communities and institutions, therefore UCSA should: 

a) Advocate for a cultural shift across country communities to change attitudes and reduce power 

imbalances between women and men, which tend to be more prevalent in country areas. 

5.  Evidence about the effectiveness of IPV interventions, particularly for rural communities, is inconsistent, 

therefore UCSA should develop evaluation tools to measure intervention effectiveness and share findings with 

other services and agencies to contribute to knowledge of what works. 

 

Figure 1. Socio-ecological model of violence against young country women, adapted from the model developed by Our Watch, ANROWS and VicHealth, 

2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation 4: Intimate partner violence is 

a consequence of a patriarchal system in which 

women are devalued compared to men across 

communities and institutions. 

. 

Recommendation 3.  Intimate partner violence 

cannot be addressed by individual services. 

Recommendation 2: Young women tend to seek 

informal rather than formal support and the response 

they receive the first time they tell someone is crucial. 

 
Recommendation 1: Young women (16-25) are 

experiencing and witnessing DV intimate 

partner violence. 

Recommendations to influence structures, norms and practices to 

reduce the probability of IPV being perpetrated against young 

rural women at different levels of the social ecology.  

Recommendation 5: 

UCSA should develop evaluation tools to measure intervention 

effectiveness and share findings with other services and agencies 

to contribute to knowledge of what works. 
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Introduction 

Violence against women has been identified internationally 

as ‘the most pervasive yet underrecognized human rights 

violation in the world’ (Elsberg & Heise, 2005, WHO). 

Violence against women is one of the most dangerous and 

pervasive ways in which power imbalances between women 

and men operate in Australian society yet it continues to 

attract public ambivalence and under-funding (Murray, 

2008; Tarzia, 2017).  

Our social ecology is embedded in history, which informs and shapes contemporary structures, norms, 

beliefs and practices (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). History can help us to understand why it is that, in a 

purportedly civilised society, funding and policy effort directed toward reducing violence against women is 

inadequate when compared to efforts to stop other forms of violence, for example, terrorism. The past few 

decades of global effort to reduce violence against women follows centuries of not only tolerance of, but 

also cultural, religious and legal expectations that men should control the behaviour of women (O'Toole, 

Schiffman, & Kiter Edwards, 2007). Current work to reduce violence against women therefore needs to be 

understood in the context of a long and culturally entrenched history of patriarchy, whereby women have 

been viewed as inferior and subordinate to men, as the property of men and legally and economically 

dependent on men (Lentz, 1999).  

The most common type of violence against women is intimate partner violence – violence perpetrated by 

current or past (usually male) intimate partners (UNSD, 2015). In 17th Century English common law, the 

male head of the household was considered king of his private domain and responsible for the discipline 

and punishment of his wife and children. It was legally an act of treason for a woman to kill her male ruler, 

punishable by death (Leonard, 2002). If a man killed his wife or children, by comparison, it was deemed 

homicide - although rarely punished because of legal defences such as provocation and the embodied 

cultural belief of judges, magistrates and jurors that the woman was probably to blame (O'Toole, Schiffman, 

& Kiter Edwards, 2007).  

In 1782, English jurist Sir Francis Buller reportedly condoned the use of physical chastisement of wives as 

long as husbands followed ‘the rule of thumb’, whereby they should only be legally allowed to beat their 

wives with an implement (e.g. a stick or whip) that was no thicker than their thumb (Lentz, 1999). Beating 

their wife with anything thicker could be deemed as cruelty and the woman would be legally able to seek 

divorce. Again, violation of this rule was rarely punished (Sheffield, 2007). The rule of thumb was applied in 

cases in the US as well as the UK until the mid-1800s (Lentz, 1999). Nevertheless, cultural and therefore 

judicial responses to intimate partner violence have remained equivocal, with women often still blamed for 

their partner’s abuse (O'Toole, et al., 2007; Ailwood, Easteal & Kennedy, 2012). 

The historic, global, lower status of women in society in relation to men is at the root of violence against 

women (Our Watch, et al., 2015; UNSD, 2015). In Australia, ‘gender inequality is so interwoven into the 

fabric and traditions of our society that it often seems invisible’ (WHV, 2016, p.32).  Women have only been 

allowed to vote for one century (South Australia notably being the first state in Australia to achieve 

women’s suffrage in 1894) (Spearritt, 1992). Women have only been allowed to remain in paid work after 

marriage for the past four decades. Over a century of feminist activism for equal pay continues to receive a 

great deal of resistance and has gained only incremental successes (Scutt, 1992). Australian women 

continue to be paid around 78% of men’s full time total salaries (WGEA, 2018). A recent review of graduate 

salaries found that male graduates earn almost 10% more than female graduates (NFAW, 2017). Women 

 

‘Violence against women is the 

most pervasive yet 

underrecognized human rights 

violation in the world’  

(Elsberg & Heise, 2005, WHO) 
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are also far more likely than men to be in casual or part-time employment or to report underemployment 

(OFW, 2017). Feminised work such as community, personal, clerical and administrative positions are the 

least paid and are devalued in Australian society (WGEA, 2018). 

As recently as the 1970s, when feminist scholars and activists 

expressed outrage at the high numbers of women being 

beaten, raped and murdered by their intimate partners, their 

evidence was viewed as controversial (see Evans, 1992). Yet, 

structural action was taken at the time, such as the funding 

of services such as legal aid, domestic violence and women’s 

shelters and women’s health centres (see Murray, 2008). 

Nevertheless, political and bureaucratic structures have 

combined to reduce funding significantly in subsequent years 

(Tarzia, et al., 2012). Simultaneiously, pressure from the 

domestic violence, women’s health and health promotion 

sectors, plus compelling evidence on the alarming 

prevalence of violence against women, led to The National 

Plan to reduce violence against women and their children 

2010-2022 and subsequent Action Plans.  

Almost a decade later, despite attempts to raise awareness 

and change culture at institutional and community levels, surveys of attitudes towards violence against 

women are not finding a great deal of change, particularly among young people (AIHW, 2018). Attitudes 

that are supportive of violence against women, particularly those of young men, are especially concerning 

because they are strong predictors of IPV perpetration. Young people are one of the highest risk groups for 

being victims of violence and among women of all age groups, young women are at the greatest risk (ABS, 

2017).  

Violence against women, in particular intimate partner violence, continues to be silently tolerated, at a 

personal, public and institutional level, because those in power promulgate misguided assumptions that it is 

perpetrated by individual violent men rather than a structural consequence of patriarchy and misogyny 

(Sheffield, 2007). The defunding of programs (e.g. legal aid, shelters, women’s health centres) that support 

women experiencing violence is an example of those in power devaluing the importance of keeping women 

safe (Ailwood, et al., 2012). 

The high prevalence of violence against women in Australia cannot be explained as being perpetrated by 

individual, aberrant, violent men. Instead, it is a predictable consequence of a socio-ecological patriarchal 

system, embedded in history, that continues to support violence and harms both women and men (O'Toole, 

Schiffman, & Kiter Edwards, 2007). There is overwhelming evidence about how social and cultural 

structures, norms and practices reproduce unequal power relations between women and men and that 

these norms, structures and practices are also responsible for higher levels of violence against women (Our 

Watch, et al., 2015, see fig. 1). 

Young people are the leaders of the next generations and it is crucial that they are able to identify and stop 

violence against women. Australia-wide studies indicate that higher proportions of rural women have 

experienced intimate partner violence than urban women. Yet, most research that has investigated 

intimate partner violence has sought the accounts of women living in urban environments and funding 

allocation is therefore based on the needs of women living in metropolitan areas (Dillon, et al., 2015).  

 

The drivers of violence against 

women include: ‘Beliefs and 

behaviours reflecting 

disrespect for women, low 

support for gender equality 

and adherence to rigid or 

stereotypical gender roles, 

relations and identities’  

(Our Watch, et al., 2015) 
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This project sought to investigate young country women’s views on and experiences of violence in their 

intimate partner relationships. The project aimed to provide evidence regarding young rural women’s 

experiences and perceptions of intimate partner violence to those working in youth-related and domestic 

violence services, so that workers may be able to provide appropriate support to young women and 

potentially prevent or reduce the impact of intimate partner violence. Given the flow-on effects of domestic 

violence, it was anticipated that findings would be relevant across other UCSA services, in particular for 

crisis housing, homelessness, financial services and counselling services (e.g. school counsellors) (Ragusa, 

2017). The project also aimed to provide evidence to assist UCSA coordinate their work with their local 

communities to actively reduce violence against women in current and future generations.  

The project involved interviewing young women aged 16-25 years about intimate partner violence in the 

context of living in rural areas. The project also explored the accounts of country women who experienced 

intimate partner violence when they were aged 16-25 years to find out how they had perceived intimate 

partner violence at the time and, with the benefit of hindsight, what types of support may have enabled 

them to recognise early and potentially avoid the violence. 

This report is structured as follows. The literature review below provides a brief overview of definitions and 

statistics relating to violence against women in Australia and then focusses on evidence from studies that 

have explored rural women’s experiences and young people’s attitudes and experiences. The methods 

section provides an outline of and rationale for the methods used and the findings and discussion section 

provides an analysis of the findings against the literature that forms the basis for the recommendations. 

 

Figure 2. Socio-ecological model of violence against women. Source: Our Watch, ANROWS and VicHealth. 2015. Change the Story: A shared framework 

for the primary prevention of violence against women and their children in Australia, p. 21. 



 

  12 
 

Literature Review 

Key terms 
Violence against women is defined as: ‘any act of gender-

based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, 

physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to 

women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary 

deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in 

private life’ (Article 1, UN General Assembly, 1993). 

Physical and psychological abuse and controlling 

behaviours can include economic abuse, social isolation 

(including through new media), threats to the person, 

those they love, their pets or property (DeGue & DiLillo, 

2009; UN, 2010; Harris, et al., 2015). Intimate partner 

violence, perpetrated by current or former intimate 

partners, is the most common form of violence against 

women (WHO, 2013; UNSD, 2015).  

While violence can be perpetrated by and against both women and men, overwhelming s international and 

Australian evidence repeatedly demonstrates that men are more likely than women to perpetrate violence 

against both women and men. Further, men are more likely than women to be assaulted or killed by 

strangers than by people known to them, and in public places (Elsberg & Heise, 2005; FaHCSIA, 2009; AIHW, 

2018).  Women, on the other hand, are most commonly assaulted or killed by men who are known to them, 

in their own home (Elsberg & Heise, 2009; AIHW, 2018).  

Domestic violence is commonly understood in Australia as meaning intimate partner violence. Family 

violence is the preferred term to describe violence within the family, including intimate partner violence, 

among Indigenous Australians (Wendt, 2010). This is because: 

…family violence definitions acknowledge the destructive effects of colonization on 

indigenous culture and social systems, the intersection of race, gender, age and power and 

the disruption of the relationships between spiritual, cultural and environmental 

dimensions when understanding violence in Indigenous communities (Wendt, 2010 p.48). 

For the purposes of this study, the term intimate partner violence was used instead of domestic or family 

violence because the project team identified that the participants may have experienced or witnessed 

family or domestic violence within their families and households as well as in their own intimate partner 

relationships (ABS, 2017). For the group of women in this study, the term intimate partner violence (IPV) 

could be more easily identified as being restricted to violence perpetrated by an intimate partner and 

distinguished from violence witnessed or perpetrated by a parent, step-parent or other family or household 

member. Further, an ‘intimate partner’ may include current or former partners or boyfriends/girlfriends 

and those with whom the young women may or may not have lived (ABS 2017).  

Intimate partner violence in Australia 
Inequitable power relationships between women and men are at the root of intimate partner violence and 

are reproduced in the context of gendered familial, social, political, cultural and institutional norms 

(FaHCSIA, 2009; UNSD, 2015; Our Watch, et al., 2015).  Overwhelmingly, IPV is perpetrated as an abuse of 

power by men against women (Mouzos & Makkai, 2004; Ellsberg & Heise, 2005; FaHCSIA, 2009). Intimate 

 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities 

experience higher rates and 

severity of IPV, with Indigenous 

women being ‘32 times more 

likely to be hospitalised due to 

family violence than non-

Indigenous women’  

(DSS, 2018). 
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partner violence is a major social, legal, health and wellbeing issue in Australia, occurring across all 

socioeconomic and demographic groups (AIHW, 2018). 

The most recent ABS Personal Safety Survey (ABS, 2017) found that one in four women had experienced IPV 

since the age of 15 years, compared to one in thirteen men. Ninety-two percent of women who reported 

physical assault by a male within the last 10 years knew the perpetrator (ABS, 2017). Attempts to raise 

public awareness over the past decade have not led to decreases in IPV perpetrated against women (ABS, 

2017).  

Intimate partner violence in rural Australia 
In Australia the definition of rurality is contested by researchers. This report draws on the non-urban 

definitions of regional, rural and remote outlined by Roufeil and Battye (2008). ‘Regional’ pertains to a town 

with a population greater than 25,000 people, ‘rural’ refers to places with a population of fewer than 

25,000 people and ‘remote’ is used to define places with fewer than 5,000 people. This report uses the 

terms ‘rural’ because it is the most relevant term for the sample of women recruited for this study. UCSA 

tends to refer to ‘country people’ as the umbrella term for non-urban people, so that term is also used in 

this report. 

Few studies of intimate partner violence have explored the experiences of rural women (Dillon, et al., 

2015). Yet, the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health has shown a higher proportion of women 

living in rural or regional locations reporting a history of intimate partner violence than women living in 

major cities (Dillon, et al., 2015). Particularly for rural women, there is a positive association between a 

lifetime history of intimate partner violence and income difficulties, low levels of support and low education 

attainment (Dillon et al., 2015).  

The violence and abuse reported in urban and non-urban contexts are often similar, yet there tend to be 

differences that stem from the complex interplay of environment, culture, prevalence of poverty, access to 

services and the often tight-knit nature of country communities (Hogg & Carrington, 2006; Sarkar, 2010; 

Wendt, 2014; Ragusa, 2017).  

Rural women’s support-seeking behaviour tends to be influenced by factors that are different from urban 

women’s. In additional to geographical barriers, people working in local community services and the justice 

system are likely to know the woman and/or the perpetrator and/or their families, which can act as a 

barrier for women to seek services (Noble & Tracey, 2018). Evidence suggests that this can also influence 

the response that women receive if they do seek help because of worker assumptions about the woman 

and her abuser (Evans & Feder, 2016; Ragusa, 2017).  

For women living in remote areas, or on rural properties, isolation can mean that women are less able to 

seek support and support services take longer to respond if called because of the distances needed to travel 

(Noble & Tracey, 2018). The development of locally coordinated community response and support services, 

although complex and time-consuming, is therefore especially important in rural communities (Wendt, 

2010). 

Intimate partner violence and young people in Australia 
Young people, both young women and young men, are particularly vulnerable to violence (VicHealth, 2015). 

The last two Personal Safety Surveys (ABS, 2013; ABS, 2017) found that young women aged 18-24 years 

were the most likely to have experienced violence in the last 12 months, with 12% of women in this age 

group reporting violence in the 2016 survey compared to 4.7% across all female age groups (ABS, 2017).  
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Data from 2016 police records and the 2017 ABS crime statistics show that young women aged 15-19 years 

report the highest rates of sexual assault (AIHW, 2018). Further, 17% of women who reported experiencing 

violence before the age of 15 years also reported experiencing partner violence compared with less than 

5% of women who had not experienced childhood abuse (AIHW, 2018). 

The goal of changing community attitudes towards non-acceptance of violence against women is viewed as 

an important component of reducing the prevalence of IPV (VicHealth, 2015). International evidence has 

found that adolescent attitudes of acceptability of violence in family or intimate partner relationships are 

strong predictors of both victimisation and perpetration of IPV (McDonell, Ott & Mitchell, 2010). The 

National Community Attitudes towards Violence Against Women Survey (NCAS) has been conducted three 

times, most recently in 2013 (VicHealth, 2015). The 2013 survey focussed on IPV, sexual assault, stalking 

and sexual harassment (Harris, et al., 2015).  

The analysis of the 2013 NCAS included comparisons between young people aged 16-24 years and older 

people aged 34-65 years to gauge difference between these two generations to gain an understanding of 

the attitudes of ‘young people and their parents’ (VicHealth, 2015 p.2).  The survey found young people (16-

24 years) were more likely to have attitudes that support or excuse violence against women than older 

people (aged 35-65) and were less likely to recognise non-physical forms of control (Harris, et al., 2015). 

Only 54% of young people would know where to seek help for an IPV problem; a decline from the previous 

survey. Overall, young men demonstrated ‘a lower level of knowledge and a higher level of attitudinal 

support for violence against women’ than young women (Harris, et al., 2015). 

The capacity for new technology to exacerbate IPV in new forms is shown by findings that almost half of 

young people aged 16-24 years ‘agreed that tracking a partner by electronic means without her consent 

was acceptable to some degree’ (AIHW, 2018, p. 14). More than 40% did not agree that ‘trying to control by 

denying money’ was a form of partner violence and almost 20% (24% males, 13% females) did not agree 

that ‘controlling social life by preventing your partner seeing family and friends’ or that ‘repeatedly 

criticising to make partner feel bad/useless’ (21% males, 14% females) were forms of partner abuse (AIHW, 

2018).  

Studies that have examined youth culture suggest that there are four key generational social trends that 

may be influencing young people’s attitudes towards violence against women: individualisation; post-

feminism; assumptions about reduced gender-power imbalance; and ‘raunch culture’ and new media (e.g. 

social media) (Harris, et al., 2015).  

In combination, these trends may influence young people’s 

attitudes toward violence against women by encouraging the 

sexualisation of young women and ‘violent, gender-stereotyped 

pornographic’ expectations of sexuality and sexual relations and 

by encouraging young people to believe that it is ok for men to 

use power over women (Harris, et al., 2015 p. 27). At the same 

time, young people aged 16-24 years have less relationship 

experience than the older age groups and tend to remain 

dependent on family longer than earlier generations. This may 

mean that their attitudes expressed in the NCAS are shaped 

more by media culture (e.g. young men may be influenced by 

sport cultures that celebrate aggression) than by their own 

experience (Harris, et al., 2015).  

 

‘Nearly half (46%) of young 

Australians agreed that 

tracking a partner by 

electronic means without 

her consent was acceptable 

to some degree (compared 

with 35% of older 

Australians)’ (AIHW 2018) 
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New digital technologies include a growing range of social 

media (e.g. creating and watching videos), social networking 

and instant messaging applications that can be accessed on 

computers, tablets and mobile phones (Zweig, Dank, Yahner 

& Lachman, 2013). These new technologies have been taken 

up across all ages, with young people (16-24 years) being the 

most frequents users (Reed, Tolman & Ward, 2016; Zweig, 

et al., 2013).  

While new technologies are an important part of young 

people’s everyday lives and provide platforms of 

communication that were previously unavailable, they have 

also unleashed opportunities for abuse that are  more 

pervasive than face-to-face forms because of the possibility 

of ‘constant access to their dating partners and the ability to 

monitor their partner’s every move and activity’ (Reed, et 

al., 2016, p. 1557). Digital intimate partner abuse is a 

relatively new although already widespread form of abuse 

that is also thus far under-studied (Zweig, et al., 2013; Reed, 

et al., 2016; Powell, Henry, Flynn & Scott; 2019; Hellevik, 

2019).  

Image-based abuse is one form of digital abuse that has arisen from the widespread use of the internet and 

Smart technology. Image-based abuse ‘is when someone shares, or threatens to share, intimate or sexual 

photos or videos of a person without that person’s consent’ (AIHW, 2018 p. 16). An Australian study that 

reported on image-based abuse in Australia found that 1 in 3 young people aged 16-19 years had been the 

victim of some form of image-based abuse (Henry, Powell & Flynn, 2017). Images may have been taken with 

or without the person’s knowledge or consent, for example: 

…covert ‘upskirting’ or ‘downblousing’ in public spaces; secret recordings of the victim in 

private spaces engaged in a sexual act, bathing, toileting, dressing or undressing; or 

‘coercive sexting’, which involves coercing or forcing someone to send nude or sexual 

images (Henry, et al., 2017, p3).  

While young women and men were equally likely to report experiencing image-based abuse, women were 

more likely than men to experience the abuse or threat of abuse from current or former partners, or to feel 

afraid for their safety (Henry, et al., 2017).  

There is a great deal of Australian and international evidence that teen and adolescent IPV is common, 

particularly among young people who live in poverty, experience housing stress, experienced or witnessed 

domestic violence as children and those who accept or normalise IPV (Banyard & Cross, 2008; Edwards, 

2014; Exner-Cortens, Gill, & Eckenrode, 2016; Temple, et al., 2016; Senior, Helmer & Chenall, 2017). 

Experiencing IPV at a young age (i.e. during adolescence) has been associated with higher than population 

incidence of poor mental and physical health, lower educational attainment and higher alcohol and drug 

use (Banyard & Cross, 2008; Exner-Cortens, Eckenrode & Rothman, 2013). Most of this research has been 

conducted in urban areas.  

Comparatively few Australian studies have explored the experiences of young women living in rural areas, 

nor how their experiences may be similar to, or different from, those of young women in urban 

 

‘young men are more likely 

than young women to be 

classified as having a low 

level of understanding that: 

violence against women 

comprises psychological, 

social and financial forms of 

abuse and control, not just 

physical violence and forced 

sex; a low level of support for 

gender equality; and a high 

level of attitudinal support for 

violence against women’ 

(Harris, et al., 2015) 
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environments. A notable exception is one study that explored the experiences of young Indigenous people 

living in urban, rural and remote communities in the Northern Territory (Senior, et al., 2017). That study 

found that IPV is prevalent, frequent and – disturbingly - expected among young Indigenous people. The 

authors also found that IPV among young Indigenous people not only involves (often private) IPV 

perpetrated against women, but also (often public) struggles, including violence between young women to 

maintain their intimate partner relationships (Senior, et al., 2017). Studies undertaken in the US with rural 

adolescent populations suggest that young rural women experience a higher incidence and greater severity 

of dating violence, and experience poorer mental health, than young women from urban environments 

(Burton, et al., 2016). This study seeks to address this knowledge gap by exploring the experiences of young 

country women in Australia. 

Informal support 
The international literature and several systematic reviews suggest that rural women are far more likely to 

seek informal than formal support, in part because of difficulty accessing formal support (Ragusa, 2017). 

Adult women are most likely to seek informal support from family. If they seek support at all, younger 

women, particularly teens, are more likely to seek help from friends than family (Bundock, Chan & Hewitt, 

2018). A systematic review of literature reporting on studies that explored adolescents’ help-seeking 

behaviour after experiencing dating violence found that adolescent females most frequently sought support 

from friends (Bundock, Chan & Hewitt, 2018). The review also found that not trusting adults in professional 

services was a barrier to seeking help.  

Several studies have explored the effects of social support on 

mental health and wellbeing. One large study (Coker, et al., 2002) 

conducted with 1152 women aged 18-65 years found ‘that social 

support reduces by almost one half the risk of adverse mental 

health outcomes among abused women’ (p.473). Further, the 

authors found that high level of social support was positively 

correlated with women being less likely to attempt suicide. The 

study highlights, however, that for social support to have this 

positive impact, the support must be emotionally and practically 

helpful to the woman, not merely an opportunity to 

‘debrief/vent/disclose’. The study emphasises the importance of 

community-wide approaches to reducing IPV and its impacts. 

Similarly, other studies have found that the type of response 

women receive when they seek informal support has significant 

consequences for women’s physical and psychological health and 

wellbeing (e.g. Fanslow & Robinson, 2010). 

On the other hand, support needs to be accessible for people providing informal support, because there is 

some evidence that informal support people can experience negative impacts on their psychological and 

emotional as well as physical health (Gregory, Feder, Taket & Williamson, 2017). Gregory and colleagues 

(2017) found that effects on informal supporters may be either short or long term. Short term effects may 

occur after time limited exposure, immediately following witnessing or the disclosure of IPV incidents. Long 

term (or chronic) effects result from exposure to the violence, or their distress caused vicariously by the 

violence experienced by their friend or family member over time. Immediate emotional impacts included 

shock, horror, fear and panic. Chronic and enduring impacts resulting from the ongoing experience or strain 

of providing support and included; anger, frustration, distress, anxiety, a sense of being overwhelmed, 

tension, a sense of responsibility, feeling disempowered, sadness or depression, guilt and self-blame. 

 

‘Social support reduces 

by almost one half the 

risk of adverse mental 

health outcomes among 

abused women’  

(Coker, et al., 2002) 
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Physical symptoms included immediate physical impacts (harm to themselves from the abuser/situation) 

psychological stress symptoms, sleep difficulties, and problems with appetite or weight. The study 

highlighted that there is a risk that informal support people may experience vicarious (or secondary) 

traumatic stress through helping a survivor. 

Preventing IPV among adolescents 
Prevention programs are challenging to evaluate because of the difficulties encountered in measuring long-

term behaviour change and being able to attribute change to the intervention (Fellmeth, et al., 2013; 

Walden & Wall, 2014; Stanley, et al., 2015; DSS, 2018). Systematic reviews of prevention programs have 

produced conflicting results, with some suggesting that youth relationship education does not reduce 

future IPV perpetration or victimisation (e.g. Fellmeth, et al., 2013). However, one systematic literature 

review that examined large-scale adolescent IPV prevention interventions in rural and urban communities 

in the US, Canada and South Africa found that the most effective interventions were those that were long-

term and included several components, including individual and community level activities (De Koker, et al., 

2014). Short-term curriculum-based interventions, by comparison, did not tend to lead to reduced IPV 

victimisation or perpetration.  Studies have found that long-term curriculum-based interventions can 

increase students’ understanding and awareness of IPV and where to seek support (e.g. see Bell & Stanley, 

2007). Yet, there is insufficient evidence suggesting that awareness leads to behaviour change.  

Other reviews recommended that IPV interventions 

need to be multifaceted and include strategies across 

services such as early childhood, schools, alcohol and 

drug programs, public awareness raising campaigns and 

community-based programs (e.g. Harvey, et al., 2007). 

Their findings were similar to studies conducted in 

Australia that have consistently suggested that long-

term, community-wide prevention and early 

intervention programs, with a focus on healthy 

relationships, need to be conducted with adolescents to 

prevent IPV in young adulthood (Mouzos & Makkai, 

2004).  

Walden and Wall (2014) suggest that the saturation primary prevention method, involving ‘a suite of well-

developed, trialled and tested programs being simultaneously implemented in one geographic location’ 

(p.15), may provide a greater impact than programs delivered in a single setting (e.g. schools only). Further, 

Stanley and colleagues (2015) argue that embedding primary prevention into curricula or via a whole of 

school approach may be more effective in shifting perceptions and attitudes towards domestic violence, but 

given the lack of data regarding effectiveness, such approaches need to be evaluated long-term to produce 

an evidence base. The authors also noted the importance of allowing for local context in delivering the 

programs, the importance of sufficient support and training if schools are to deliver such programs and the 

inclusion of young people in the delivery and design to ensure the programs were relatable and authentic.  

This literature review has provided an outline of the evidence regarding IPV in Australia and in rural 

communities, as well as the existing evidence regarding young people’s attitudes and knowledge about IPV. 

The review has also provided evidence of the gendered drivers of violence against women (see fig. 2) and 

how the socio-economic model (see fig. 1) provides an explanatory framework for the production and 

reproduction of social structures, community practices and cultural norms that need to be changed in order 

to increase gender equality and reduce violence against women.  

 

Saturation primary prevention: 

‘A suite of well-developed, 

trialled and tested programs 

being simultaneously 

implemented in one geographic 

location’ (Walden & Wall, 2014) 
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While many studies have investigated IPV among adolescents, the evidence is unclear regarding what types 

of interventions may reduce IPV in this important transition from childhood to adulthood. Further, little is 

known about the specific experiences of young women living in Australian regional, rural and remote areas, 

or the support that would enable them to recognise or to avoid intimate partner violence. This project 

therefore sought to answer the research question: What are young country women’s perspectives about, 

and experiences of, violence in intimate partner relationships and what are their perspectives and 

experiences of respect in intimate partner relationships? 

 

 

Figure 3. The gendered drivers of violence against women. Source: Our Watch, ANROWS and VicHealth. 2015. Change the Story: A shared framework 

for the primary prevention of violence against women and their children in Australia, p. 24. 

 



 

  19 
 

Method 

This research project was co-designed by a project team comprising UCSA staff and The Australian Alliance 

for Social Enterprise (TAASE) researchers. Research collaborations between community service organisation 

practitioners and research academics can facilitate research translation into practice (Tarzia, 2017). The 

literature reviewed above informed interview questions to ensure that relevant contemporary forms of 

control and abuse among young people could be discussed if these were part of the women’s experiences.  

To answer the project research question, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 

women about their perceptions about and experiences of domestic violence. Interviews ranged in length 

from 30 minutes to two hours, with an average of one hour. Seven interviews were conducted face-to-face 

and three interviews were conducted by telephone because it was the participants’ preference. 

Interviews were transcribed by a professional transcriber and coded using the qualitative data analysis 

software program NVivo 12. Interviews were analysed in two steps, firstly against the a priori research 

questions and interview questions and then using a grounded theory approach to analyse emergent 

themes. Interview data were analysed in terms of the socio-ecological model developed by Our Watch, 

ANROWS and VicHealth (2015) of power and control in intimate partner relationships and the gendered 

drivers of violence against women (see figs 1 and 2). Thematic analysis involved six steps - familiarisation 

with the data, coding, searching for, reviewing, defining and naming themes (Clarke & Braun, 2013; Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  

The research team obtained ethics approval from an NHMRC approved social and behavioural research 

ethics committee. All data were de-identified and pseudonyms used for interview participants to maintain 

participant confidentiality. It is noteworthy that after the interviews, several women reported that the 

interview process had been beneficial to them because they had not talked about their perceptions or 

experiences of intimate partner violence in this context. It seemed that the act of voicing their perceptions 

and experiences helped the women to construct and strengthen their ideas and beliefs about relationships. 

Using the Roufeil and Battye (2008) definitions of rurality outlined above, according to the ABS 2016 

Census, it was anticipated that the women who participated in this study would be from rural areas, with 

the sample potentially extending to women living in remote areas. The Port Pirie City and Districts (Local 

Government Area) population in 2016 was 17,364, comprising 12% aged 15-24 years inclusive, 18.3% 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people, with a median age of 44 years and unemployment at 10.7% (the 

Australian average unemployment was then 6.9%). 

Kadina and surrounding locality incorporates a population of 4,587, with 11.9% of people aged 15-24 years 

inclusive, 2.5% Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people, a median age of 44 years and unemployment at 

8.6%. The population of Clare and surrounds was 3,327, with 9.8% being 15-24 years inclusive, 1.4% 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people, a median age of 44 years, and unemployment at 3.3%. It was 

therefore anticipated that the older sample of women in this study may have been experiencing isolation 

and consequently may have endured long periods of intimate partner violence (Wendt & Zannettino, 2015). 
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Findings and discussion 

In this section we outline the results that guide the recommendations in this report. The young women 

described how they and their peers begin intimate partner relationships, how they define IPV, what types of 

support they have sought and received (or not) when they have experienced IPV and what they thought 

would help prevent and reduce IPV among young people. 

Sample description 
Five women aged between 16 and 21 years old and five women who identified having experienced 

domestic violence, aged 28-65 years, participated in interviews (see table 1). Three of the five young 

women, aged 16-18 years, were experiencing homelessness at the time of their interviews. Two young 

women, aged 21 years, were living with their current intimate partners. Two of the young women described 

experiencing IPV (16 and 21 years) and one described her friend’s experience of IPV (21 years). The five 

women who had reported experiencing intimate partner violence over a number of years were aged 28-65 

years, two of whom reported being in healthy intimate partner relationships at the time of their interviews. 

The women lived in or near Port Pirie, Kadina and Clare. One of the older women had moved interstate but 

lived in the Port Pirie area when she first started to experience IPV as an adolescent.  

Pseudonym Age (years) Pseudonym Age (years) 

Jasmine 16 Lauren 28 

Olivia 16 Maddy 32 

Tamsin 18 Desiree 45 

Hannah 21 Nicole 48 

Jessica 21 Carol 65 

Table 1. Participant pseudonyms and ages 

Women defining intimate partner violence 
The interviewer started each of the interviews with women by seeking their definitions of intimate partner 

relationships and what they thought a healthy intimate partner relationship looks like. The women tended 

to talk about healthy relationships in terms of being in opposition to violent relationships. Nevertheless, all 

women viewed healthy relationships as respectful, supportive of each other’s goals and interests, trusting 

and loving, with Olivia (16) succinctly stating that a healthy relationship involves ‘respecting each other, 

pretty much, being honest, loyal’. Women talked about relationships in terms of the individual and 

relationship level of the socio-ecological model. Their experiences suggest normalisation of male dominance 

and controlling behaviours in relationships, although at the same time the women resisted these behaviours, 

demonstrated by their discomfort and identification of the behaviours as ‘not ok’. 

When women in both sample groups defined IPV, they 

generally talked about their own and their friends’ 

experiences and gave examples. By far the most common 

type of IPV the women described was the perpetrator taking 

steps to isolate the woman from their friends and family, 

including the manipulation and even seduction of her 

friends. The most common means of abuse, particularly 

among young women, was via new technology, including 

social media and social networking apps – for example, the 

 

‘It made me feel like that 

maybe that’s what guys are 

like further into the 

relationship, they’re just going 

to be like that’ (Jasmine, 16) 
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abuser demanding to know who the woman was messaging, 

what her conversations were about, blocking her Facebook 

or Snapchat friends. While all the women talked about non-

physical forms of abuse, eight of the women talked 

specifically about mental and/or emotional abuse. Several 

women identified mental and emotional abuse as longer 

lasting in terms of their own mental health than physical 

abuse. Two of the women, neither having experienced 

physical abuse, talked about experiencing panic attacks after 

separating from their abuser.  

Most of the women spoke about experiencing or witnessing what they described as jealousy or 

possessiveness, as being a large, often central, part of the abuse. Other types of abuse that the women 

described experiencing themselves or witnessing included physical abuse; physical or verbal abuse directed 

at other family members – and sometimes subsequent exclusion of them; financial abuse; sexual abuse or 

threats; put downs; blaming the woman or the woman blaming herself for the abuse or other relationship 

problems; controlling or criticising the woman’s body and clothes; and, being dismissive or unsupportive of 

the woman’s goals/interests. Across the interviews, women also mentioned several other examples of IPV, 

including the abuser using relocation as a way of isolating the woman, verbal abuse, property damage, 

sleep deprivation, extreme gender role demands, infidelity at the same time as being jealous/possessive, 

child abuse or using a child as a means of manipulation, interfering with the woman’s work, controlling 

movement, threats to the woman or her family, involving bystanders and pet abuse. 

Some of the women felt that they learned about what constitutes a healthy relationship by experiencing or 

witnessing someone they knew being involved in an abusive or unhealthy relationship, illustrated by Maddy 

below:  

After domestic violence, you become more aware of what an unhealthy relationship is and 

a healthy relationship is. It’s only through you being through it that you realise it (Maddy, 

28) 

There was a consensus among young women that there was insufficient education about non-physical 

forms of intimate partner violence, with Jessica’s account below being typical:  

I didn’t know there was another side of domestic violence where it is that manipulative 

and controlling [non-physical abuse] …or even kind of small things that lead to bigger 

things, you don’t pick up on, like the controllingness, the possessiveness (Jessica, 21)  

Almost all the women, like Jessica, reported that they did not realise that IPV includes non-physical 

controlling behaviours, until they had experienced it themselves, or witnessed it with friends. This is in line 

with the NCAS survey data that this lack of knowledge is far more common among young people than 

among older age groups (Harris, et al., 2015). The young women also described trying to adapt to their 

partners’ behaviour and expectations, normalising this as men’s controlling, manipulative and possessive 

behaviour within relationships, as described by Jasmine: 

It made me feel like that maybe that’s what guys are like further into the relationship, they’re just 

going to be like that – judgemental and put you down and whatnot (Jasmine, 16). 

 

‘He had my passwords to 

everything…  that’s when I 

saw that a lot of my friends 

weren’t on any of my social 

media anymore’ (Jasmine, 16) 



 

  22 
 

The young women’s accounts were therefore similar to those found in population surveys (NCAS, 2013) 

whereby non-physical abuse was either downplayed or normalised – as if it is just how (young) men 

normally behave in relationships.  

Around half of the women had witnessed intimate partner violence or experienced sexual and/or physical 

abuse as children. These women’s own experiences also contributed to their understandings of what 

constitutes IPV – in particular that it is restricted to physical abuse. In this context, while not IPV-supportive 

themselves, the young women at least initially accepted violence as a part of relationships based on their 

own experiences, which is similar to findings in the literature cited above (e.g. Temple, et al., 2016). 

The types of IPV that they women identified were the same as those found in Australian studies (Harris et 

al., 2015; Henry, et al., 2015; AIHW, 2018) suggesting that young women living in non-metropolitan areas 

have similar experiences of IPV as those of their metropolitan peers, including contemporary forms of IPV 

such as internet/Smartphone based abuse. Using the socio-ecological model, the structures, norms and 

practices that increase the probability of violence against women were operating in the women’s everyday 

lives, evident at an individual and relationship level. Given the importance of the use of technology in both 

forming relationships and as a tool for abuse among young people generally and among the young women 

in this study in particular, more attention is given to this in the section below.  

 

 

  

Recommendation 1. Individual and relationship level: Young women (16-25) are experiencing and 

witnessing DV intimate partner violence, therefore UCSA should: 

a) Build the capacity of Youth Workers and Domestic violence workers to increase their 

understanding of intimate partner violence among young people (e.g. use resources such as the 

online Partners in Prevention and ANROWS); 

b) Adapt Domestic Violence services to include women under 18 years and work with, rather than 

immediately refer to, Youth Services; 

c) Include intimate partner violence assessment as part of Youth Workers’ holistic program of case 

work. 
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New technology, hooking up and digital intimate partner abuse 
This generation of young women described a range of ways that intimate partner relationships start; from 

the more traditional meeting in person through social or school networks, through to using online dating 

applications. Local hang-outs seemed to remain a common way for young women living in the country to 

initially meet potential intimate partners. One of the young women, Olivia (16) said that relationships 

among her peers started ‘half internet, half just through friends’. However, current relationship norms and 

practices include the use of digital technology. Whatever the context of their initial meeting, the women 

talked about using social media and messaging applications to get to know a potential partner rather than 

meeting up in person. Then, after getting to know each other online, they arranged to ‘hook up’. 

Consequently, often young people start intimate relationships immediately at their first in-person, planned 

meeting (i.e. first date or ‘hook up’). Jasmine’s description of how her peers tended to form relationships 

was common among participants: 

With this generation it’s more of like, you meet someone online and then meet them in 

person and then it goes from there I think (Jasmine, 16). 

Participants talked about how young people use various dating applications and described the differences 

between them, e.g. Tinder or Grindr, with Tamsin’s account being typical: 

It can be by friends, like by Facebook, you know. Just commenting on people’s things. 

There’s Tinder, there’s Babble, there’s specific gay and lesbian apps now for seeking out 

intimate relationships (Tamsin, 18). 

Hannah felt that the move from old-fashioned in-person courting 

to online courting was one of the contributing factors for young 

women ending up in unhealthy, or violent, relationships: 

I guess it’s not so much like dating anymore. You kind of 

talk to someone [online] and then you’re in a 

relationship... And then from there you probably are 

intimate a lot sooner than what other generations used 

to … lots of young women especially jump in and then 

you kind of feel stuck or kind of like, you connect with 

them emotionally straight away and then don’t really 

want to let go, you can’t see a way out (Hannah, 21) 

Previous studies have identified that young people are frequent, and often constant, users of digital 

technology in their dating relationships (Zweig, et al., 2013; Reed, et al., 2018) and the women in this study 

were no exception. Jessica described online dating as the more modern approach to starting relationships 

and gave an example of friend for who it had worked well:  

My friends actually met on Tinder and they’ve been together for a fair while and are very 

happy and stuff so I guess, yeah, online dating is I guess another more modern type of 

way of meeting now (Jessica, 21). 

Nevertheless, new technology was the most common tool that abusers used to control their partners, again 

possibly because it is also the most common form of communication and social connection used by young 

people (Zweig, et al., 2013; Henry & Powell, 2018; Reed, et al., 2018).  

 

He would just scan through 

my entire phone looking 

for evidence of me doing 

the wrong thing... And 

then he’s like ‘oh you 

probably deleted it’. I 

couldn’t win (Lauren, 28) 



 

  24 
 

He had my passwords to everything…  that’s when I saw that a lot of my friends weren’t 

on any of my social media anymore (Jasmine, 16). 

Jasmine’s account above was typical among the women and represents what is viewed in the literature as 

not so much a new approach to abuse, but part of a pattern of control that has simply moved along with 

the communication tools of the time (Reed, et al., 2018). Desiree (45) described experiencing many years of 

severe physical abuse as well as a broad range of other non-physical mechanisms of control, including being 

unable to speak on the telephone in private: ‘when I was on the phone he always wanted to know who I 

was talking to while I was talking to them’. Lauren’s account below illustrates the same pattern where her 

abuser would check her mobile phone. 

I was like, ‘you can go through my phone. You can go through my messages’. Like, ‘I 

don’t care. I’ve got nothing to hide’. I just used to let him go through everything and he 

would just scan through my entire phone looking for evidence of me doing the wrong 

thing. That was planted in his head. And then he’s like ‘oh you probably deleted it’. I 

couldn’t win (Lauren, 28). 

Furthermore, Jessica felt that her lack of knowledge about non-physical forms of IPV, such as those 

perpetrated with the use of technology, contributed to her not recognising IPV in her own first serious 

intimate partner relationship. She felt that had she realised, she may have sought help or attempted to find 

ways to stop the abuse; instead she tried to behave the way that her partner was demanding: 

…if someone that I don’t really know sends me a friend’s request I’m like, who’s this? I 

accept it, you know, and just curious as to find out why. But of course, he then thought 

about them trying to hit on me and all this sort of stuff or whatever it was and then he’d 

get annoyed at me. And I’m like, ‘okay fine, I’ll delete them’. So, I’d delete them and I’d 

delete all these other people because I wanted to stop an argument before it happens, 

sort of thing. … I was stopping something before it happened (Jessica, 21). 

There is strong evidence that new technologies are a 

normal part of young people’s lives and represent one 

of the most important contemporary ways of 

communicating and socialising. Studies that have 

examined the role of new technology in young people’s 

lives are divided. One arm of research, for example, 

examines the risks to young people posed by new 

technology (e.g. sexual predators, cyberbullying, social 

isolation). On the other hand, youth researchers suggest 

that adults need to accept that there is no way to avoid 

new technologies and that adults should support young 

people develop skills to recognise and avoid risk, and to 

minimise harm (Hellevik, 2019).  

The experiences of the young country women in this study suggest that it would be more appropriate to 

adopt the latter approach and support young people to navigate new technologies in ways that lead to the 

development safe, positive and respectful intimate partner relationships. The findings also suggest that 

there need to be easily accessible avenues for young women to seek support and advice regarding non-

physical IPV with a focus on online abuse. At both the organisational and community level and the individual 

and relationship level, digital technology is an important means of communication. Organisational and 

 

‘So it was definitely eye-opening 

to have my best friend, who I was 

then confiding in for things like if I 

was having a bad day with him or 

if we’d had a fight or if we’d had 

something, I would talk to her 

about it … but she would then 

pass on anything I said to him’ 

(Jessica, 21). 



 

  25 
 

community systems could be better utilised to call out and condemn the use of digital technology for the 

purposes of reproducing gender inequality, gender stereotyping, discrimination and violence. 

Four of the five women who had experienced IPV between the ages of 16-25 years had survived long-term, 

severe, physical IPV and one of the women had experienced severe non-physical IPV which had led to her 

developing post-traumatic stress disorder. The four women who experienced physical abuse also 

experienced severe non-physical abuse and described the types of support that assisted them to separate 

from their partners safely, often after years of trying to separate but being caught in an intractable cycle of 

abuse. The next section outlines the sources of support that women sought or were offered.  

 

 

  

Recommendation 1. Individual and relationship level (cont.): Young women (16-25) are experiencing and 

witnessing DV intimate partner violence, therefore UCSA should: 

a) Build the capacity of Youth Workers and Domestic violence workers to increase their 

understanding of intimate partner violence among young people (e.g. use resources such as the 

online Partners in Prevention and ANROWS); 

b) Adapt Domestic Violence services to include women under 18 years and work with, rather than 

immediately refer to, Youth Services; 

c) Include intimate partner violence assessment as part of Youth Workers’ holistic program of case 

work; and, 

d) Provide Youth Workers with the tools needed to:  

i) keep up to date with new technologies (e.g. Snapchat, Instagram) that their clients may 

be accessing;   

ii) be able to provide interventions to prevent and reduce the impact of new technologies 

being used as tools for abuse; and,  

iii) keep up to date with new technology that may be used to prevent and reduce the 

impact and severity of intimate partner violence.  
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Women’s experiences of support  
Women who experienced IPV spoke about a wide range of avenues of support and gave examples of where 

they sought, were offered or denied support. The women’s experiences highlight the importance of system 

and institutional level and organisational and community level support, and how these are influenced by 

dominant social norms at the societal level. The women’s accounts of seeking support were complex. Most 

of the women described seeking informal support, with six speaking about family support. Two of the young 

women drew on support from their parents to help them to separate from their abusive boyfriends. 

Generally, however, parental support was not sought by young women - either at all, or until after they had 

made a decision to leave their abusive partner - with Nicole’s (48) statement being typical regarding her 

past experience: ‘Oh no, no. You don’t want to tell your mum. I mean she knew that he was an arsehole but 

I wasn’t going to admit it to her was I’. Before deciding to leave an abusive partner, even when parental 

support was offered, it tended to be rejected by the women – in part because of the influence of their 

abuser telling the woman that her parents were against him.  

For some, particularly the young women experiencing 

homelessness, seeking parental help was not viewed as an 

option. Three of the women spoke about having fraught 

relationships with their parents and felt unable to seek support 

from them.  For a further three women, the main source of 

family support was their parents-in-law. While those women 

viewed their parents-in-law as supportive, parents-in-law tended 

to prevent the women from seeking external support because of 

their preference to protect their son. The women described 

being reticent about betraying their parents-in-law, often 

because they were the only people who understood what was 

happening and their only source of support, illustrated by Lauren 

below. 

We were living with his parents…I was close to his family and they would always, they 

would actually say to me, ‘I know what [partner] has done, blah blah blah but if we can 

avoid involving the police’. But … I had respect for them and I felt like they would lose 

respect for me if I involved the police (Lauren, 28). 

Some of the women spoke about gaining support from friends, although given that their abusers had often 

isolated the women from their friends, seeking help from friends was difficult and for some, even 

exacerbated the problem.  Three of the women had felt betrayed by their friends because their abuser had 

manipulated their friends to gain information about them. 

So it was definitely eye-opening to have my best friend, who I was then confiding in for 

things like if I was having a bad day with him or if we’d had a fight or if we’d had 

something, I would talk to her about it … but she would then pass on anything I said to 

him (Jessica, 21). 

Similarly, Lauren (28) had confided in her friend regarding her plans to leave her abuser and her friend 

subsequently told him, thwarting her plans. Further, some of the women described how their abusers 

would try to seduce their friends when other forms of isolation hadn’t worked, with Nicole’s account below 

illustrating this. 

 

‘Even if you don’t know 

[the worker] 

directly…you’re country 

people because everyone 

does know everyone, 

gossip spreads like wildfire’ 

(Hannah, 21) 
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He was having an affair with my best friend, which I didn’t 

know about…. I think, for me, I didn’t click but he hated all my 

friends. If I had a good friend, he would find fault in that friend 

… to the point where it was just easier not to have friends 

(Nicole, 48). 

A few of the women who had been in long-term IPV relationships felt 

ashamed about returning to their violent partners when others had 

tried to support them to leave, and so stopped talking to their friends 

about the violence, as described by Lauren, below. 

So sometimes, like I know personally I wouldn’t tell people 

about what’s going on because I knew that, of that cycle, that I 

would probably go back and then they wouldn’t support me. 

Cos I’d already done it a couple of times so I knew what the 

process was and yeah, I just knew that I was too weak to 

actually leave-leave and then a lot of stuff went on without 

them actually knowing the severity of it (Lauren, 28). 

The second most common source of support women talked about were avenues of formal support such as 

schools (e.g. school counsellors) or community support services (e.g. domestic violence support services, 

counsellors). Two women who talked about receiving support from school counsellors had not sought their 

support but appreciated it when offered. Tamsin (18) was referred to the school counsellor by her teachers 

because she was falling behind at school and Lauren’s (28) guidance counsellor noticed a bruise on her 

cheek and assisted her to formulate a safety plan, despite Lauren not admitting to experiencing IPV. Three 

of the older women sought support from domestic violence support services, although not until after 

making the decision to leave their partners. Tamsin’s account below illustrates the importance of school 

counsellors being available and being knowledgeable about IPV. 

When I was living with mum I was falling a lot a lot a lot a lot behind at school, when I 

reached year 10. And by the time the end of year 10, start of year 11 I basically was non-

existent at school…. I spoke to my student counsellor about it because I was too scared 

to talk to anyone… Like, I was 14. Got raped, terrifying experience, from the person that I 

thought, you know, like, I had a crush on him in primary school so I got with him and I 

thought, you know, everything would be good (Tamsin, 18). 

None of the young women who had experienced IPV had sought support from domestic violence or youth 

services, whereas four out of five of the older women had sought domestic violence services. The young 

women did not seem to know how to access domestic violence services and expressed concern about 

potential repercussions of seeking services, for example not being believed or their boyfriend getting in 

trouble. In addition, young women were concerned about potential lack of confidentiality living in the 

country, as described by Hannah.  

I mean we do have pretty good access to some things in the country [but] obviously 

you’re limited in the country, who you can see, compared to in the city where you have 

access to a wider range of professionals.… especially in a small country town … you tend 

to know, even if you don’t know [the worker] directly, you know someone through them… 

or they’re afraid of what they’re going to think or even the fact that you’re country 

people because everyone does know everyone, gossip spreads like wildfire and everyone 

 

‘There was no one 

there to witness it 

and I tried to go to 

the police about it 

but he denied 

everything and his 

best mates stuck up 

for him and said he’d 

never do that so it 

completely backfired 

for me really, cos no 

one believed me’ 

(Jasmine, 16) 
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talks so I think there’s kind of a fear that you’re going to be talked about or if you say 

something you’re gonna get misconstrued and passed along (Hannah, 21). 

Women also seemed concerned about what happens next if they should seek support. Maddy (32) 

mentioned the signs on the back of public toilet doors that provide phone numbers to seek help for 

domestic violence, but the signs do not explain what the repercussions may be if women call. Women were 

concerned about repercussions for both themselves (i.e. reprisals) as well as for their violent partner, for 

example, if it would it mean he would go to prison.  

The women gave mixed accounts of support from police – some found police helpful, however this seemed 

to be only if there was evidence of physical abuse, and then only if there were witnesses. Women spoke 

about the domestic violence-specific police officers being helpful although the younger women did not 

seem to know they were available. Jasmine’s account, below, was particularly disturbing because she found 

that the police did not believe she had been abused. 

He had me on the ground so I couldn’t really get up or anything like that… There was no 

one there to witness it and I tried to go to the police about it but he denied everything and 

his best mates stuck up for him and said he’d never do that so it completely backfired for 

me really, cos no one believed me… I thought ‘well no one else would believe me. If the 

police don’t believe me, who else is going to believe me’ …That’s when it kind of all went 

downhill was when the police said, ‘oh we can’t do anything because it didn’t happen’. … 

They were like, ‘oh [the bruising] is probably just from some random injury. Stop trying to 

make up lies. It’s a serious matter’ (Jasmine, 16). 

The third most common source of support was from the community, for example employers, colleagues, 

strangers or businesses. Carol (65), who had experienced many years of IPV, described how her employer 

offered to open a bank account for her and to deposit money in there that was not recorded on her payslip: 

The boss come and said to me, ‘oh your husband just called in and brought a carton and 

said take it out of your pay’. Right. He said, ‘did you know about it?’ I said, ‘no’. So, in the 

end my boss and them used to take money out of my pay and they put it in a bank account 

for me but didn’t register it on my pay slip. …They said, ‘do you want us to take some 

money out and start up a bank account for you?’ I said, ‘if you will please’ (Carol, 65). 

One of the young women, Jessica (21), described experiencing panic attacks after separating from her 

abusive boyfriend. She said that he would often be waiting at her car when she was leaving work, so her 

colleagues offered to walk her to her car. Nicole (48) described the support she received from a rental 

agency and furniture shop when she moved out of the family home to escape her violent partner. She also 

mentioned that some banks offer women experiencing IPV emergency credit cards to assist them to leave, 

stating that: 

[Bank] has taken it on and seen that it is something that women need help with and they 

do actually have a card [they can offer if] the customer’s in a domestic violence situation... 

Because finances are one of the biggest hurdles as well (Nicole, 48). 

After many attempts to leave her abusive partner, Lauren (28) had finally left, however her abuser broke 

into her house and she managed to escape. She still would not have reported the abuse to police however, 

a woman living near her, who was a stranger, reported her abuse. Her abuser was arrested, which gave 

Lauren to time to heal, and to build her confidence and emotional resolve not to return to her abuser.  
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One night he actually broke into my house and pulled me out of bed and just completely 

went to town on me, pissed on me, kicked me in the ribs. Everything…. I managed to get 

out of the house… So, I was like limping and I literally had a nightie on, I smelt like piss, I 

looked like absolute shit … running/limping down the street. And then I hid in some front 

yard of some lady. The light came on, the sensor light … the lady said, ‘oh are you okay?’ I 

was like, ‘yeah, I’m alright’. She’s like, ‘no you’re not’. She goes ‘I’m going to ring the 

police’. I said, ‘please don’t ring the police’. And she’s like, ‘oh ok, do you want to come 

inside’ and what not. I said ‘no, I’ve got to go’ and I like left her house and kept walking 

and then yeah, the police and the ambulance rocked up so she obviously rang them 

(Lauren, 28). 

To summarise, women’s sources of support were wide-ranging, suggesting that approaches toward 

preventing or reducing the impact of IPV need to also be both broad and community-wide. For the 

purposes of this report, it is noteworthy that the younger women did not tend to seek support to address 

IPV from formal domestic violence or youth services. Rather, they tended to seek either informal support 

from friends or family, or from school counsellors, or potentially from police. This is in line with the 

literature outlined above regarding young women, and country women in particular (e.g. Ragusa, 2017; 

Bundock, et al., 2018).  

These findings suggest that a community-wide approach could facilitate potential informal supporters 

accessing information and develop skills to provide high level support (Coker, et al., 2002). This section 

highlights the importance of using a socio-ecological model to address IPV among young people.  

  

Recommendation 2. Organisational and community level: Young women tend to seek informal rather than 

formal support and the response they receive the first time they tell someone is crucial, therefore UCSA 

should: 

a. Provide community capacity building, including provision of resources for potential informal 

support givers (e.g. parents, friends, school counsellors) to identify and support young women 

who may be, or be at risk of, experiencing intimate partner violence; 

b. Provide information about intimate partner violence to young people (particularly aged 14-18). 

Information should be engaging for young audiences, for example by utilising youth-designed 

tools available from OurWatch and #BecauseWhy (e.g. YouTube videos) and developing such 

tools that are relevant for young country women (e.g. use tools such as Partners in Prevention); 

c. Increase accessibility of formal support services to young people; and, 

d. Provide evidence to and actively lobby non-government and government funding bodies to 

increase resources for activities that support gender equality generally and among young people 

in particular. 
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Women’s barriers to separating from their abuser 
The women who had experienced IPV gave a range of reasons why they found it difficult to leave, to stay 

away from, or be safe from their abusers. Further, the women blamed themselves as if being unable to 

leave was a personal character flaw or failing, demonstrating the power of centuries of woman-blaming and 

a culture of victim-blaming more generally (O’Toole, et al., 2007).  

Their barriers to safe separation were stark illustrations of the ways in which the current generation of 

leaders allocate resources in a way that ensures structures, norms and practices at societal and systems and 

institutional levels condoned and failed to promote women’s economic, legal and social autonomy. For the 

women who had experienced long-term IPV, living together, feeling that they were to blame or did not 

deserve better, fear of escalating violence, having jointly owned property, children or pets were the most 

common reasons to stay. Lauren, one of the women who had experienced long-term IPV illustrated her 

struggle to leave: 

Cos we had a house together he would refuse to actually leave, which meant that I 

would have to leave and uproot [our child] and [then] it wouldn’t be long before […] I 

would just go back just because it’s home […] It was easier living with that than living 

uncomfortably in someone else’s house and out of routine (Lauren, 28). 

Men’s controlling behaviours such as mental and emotional abuse and manipulation cannot be 

underestimated and reduced the likelihood for the women in this study to leave their abuser. Some of the 

women described ways in which their abuser would threaten to harm themselves if the woman left them, in 

addition to using put-downs and threats. Furthermore, for the women who had experienced abuse as a 

child, IPV was almost expected. If the IPV was non-physical it was unlikely to be identified because the 

women presumed IPV was restricted to physical abuse.  Similarly, Jasmine stated that: 

 Some of the things he said were pretty hurtful and I just sat there and thought that 

maybe I can’t get any better than this. He just made me feel that I can’t do better and I 

don’t deserve better and this is what I have to put up with, kind of thing (Jasmine, 16). 

A few of the women who had experienced child abuse felt they were 

‘damaged goods’, with Nicole (48) stating succinctly: ‘This is how I 

was, you believe what you get told, that you’re tainted goods, you 

know’. For the three younger women experiencing homelessness, an 

inadequate choice between homelessness or living with their 

intimate partner was also a strong motivation to stay, illustrated by 

Tamsin (18) when she stated that, ‘my mum became homeless so she 

had to move so I moved in with my partner’. 

There is a great deal of evidence that it is extremely difficult and indeed dangerous to separate from a 

violent partner (FaHCSIA, 2009). There is no guarantee for women that their abuser will stop the abuse 

after separation and it is difficult for women to find the support required to maintain safety after 

separation. Despite the introduction of domestic violence legislation, these findings suggest that the onus 

to leave still rests on the woman rather than her abuser being made to leave (Murray, 2008). The findings in 

this study suggest that women need to feel mentally and emotionally strong in order to leave their abuser, 

however it is virtually impossible to gain mental and emotional strength while being abused. The 

importance of organisational and community level support is a strong thread throughout these findings and 

was also identified by the women when they spoke about what they felt could help in the next section. The 

findings also highlight the importance of multi-level support – at all levels of the social ecology. 

 

My mum became 

homeless so she had to 

move so I moved in 

with my partner 

(Tamsin, 18) 
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Women’s ideas about what might help 

Community awareness raising 

All the women felt that there needs to be greater public awareness 

about what constitutes IPV, particularly regarding non-physical 

controlling behaviours. Although one of the women talked about having 

seen a YouTube video that provides such an example (demanding to 

look at the woman’s phone) most accounts suggest that they only 

recognised these types of behaviours as violence when they 

experienced it themselves or witnessed a friend’s experience. 

Nevertheless, the young women identified social media as the best 

avenue for raising awareness, noted by Jessica: 

The adverts that they have on the TV [are] about the physical 

side. I feel like the emotional side also should be, like, […] 

having an ad where there’s a girl, she’s messaging her friends 

and then the boyfriend’s like ‘oh what are you messaging your 

friends about’. And she’s like, ‘oh it’s nothing’ [and he’s] 

insisting that they see it … just showing people that it’s not the 

right thing to be experiencing ... Cos yeah I think, media, social 

media is like one of the biggest thing for teenagers … the 

biggest way of communicating at the moment and yeah I think 

it’s definitely having more awareness and more exposure of 

that sort of stuff is definitely what’s needed (Jessica, 21). 

The women also felt that IPV education needs to be strengthened in schools, again with a stronger 

emphasis on non-physical abuse. This is crucial because no woman in an IPV relationship recognised their 

partners’ behaviours as violence until they were experiencing the effects. Examples include having low self-

esteem and blaming themselves for their relationship not being how they hoped, by which time they felt it 

was very difficult to leave the relationship. 

Tamsin’s account below suggests that it may be helpful to increase acceptance of students accessing school 

counsellors. She felt that students ought to be encouraged to see student counsellors so they do not view 

visiting a student counsellor as a personal failing: 

I think that’s the biggest thing though, is the kids aren’t talking to counsellors. They’re 

just keeping it bottled up or like they’re just telling their friends about it. Well your 

friends can’t help you. They’re not professionals. Like don’t be scared to seek a 

professional. Like I was terrified to come here. I didn’t want people to know, that like, 

Mum, like my home life was bad, or as bad as it was. I didn’t want people to go, ‘oh she 

needs help’, like, ‘eeew’. It’s nothing like that. If you need the help, you go get it (Tamsin, 

18). 

Some of the other women felt that other avenues could be used by schools, or places where young people 

go, for example clubs. There was a consensus that young women are unlikely to feel comfortable accessing 

someone in authority, like police officers, as a first step. In addition, Maddy (32) pointed out that speaking 

up can be difficult because young women may fear whatever consequences followed speaking up: 

 

‘Media, social media 

is like one of the 

biggest things for 

teenagers … the 

biggest way of 

communicating at the 

moment and yeah I 

think it’s definitely 

having more 

awareness and more 

exposure of that sort 

of stuff is definitely 

what’s needed’ 

(Jessica, 21) 
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Like you know when you go into the pub and you’ve got that sticker on the inside of the 

bathroom door, 1800RESPECT, I looked at that heaps of times, I was going to call but I’m 

like: ‘what’s going to happen after that?’ (Maddy, 32) 

Role models 

Hannah felt that the use of role models could be helpful, saying that for her, having strong women role 

models was what helped her understand the difference between what was healthy and unhealthy in 

intimate partner relationships. She felt that it would be good to find avenues for such role models being 

available to young women who did not have direct access to role models like herself. 

Women also viewed access to a range of role models who can talk about what a positive relationship looks 

like could be helpful, with Jessica (21) only really recognising that she was in an abusive relationship when 

one of her close family member’s new boyfriend talked about it with her. Jessica’s first serious relationship 

was when she was 18 and she had not been listening to her family and friends’ warnings that her 

relationship did not seem to be good for her: 

So my [family member] got a new boyfriend … he’d never met me before, he didn’t know 

anything about me … and was talking to me about things and I was, at the time, having a 

really rough moment so I decided to talk to him and he sort of went, ‘look, I really don’t 

actually know you but from everything I’ve heard … and everything you’re telling me right 

now, that’s not a good thing to be in and was sort of showing me, explaining to me the 

things I should be experiencing, rather than what I was experiencing. So yeah, it was him, 

that was really my turning point [and] hearing from a guy it was definitely really helpful as 

well (Jessica, 21) 

Similarly, some of the women spoke about the importance of peers as role models, with one of the older 

women saying that younger women may not want to listen to older people, and in her case, their mothers: 

I’ve got [teenagers], they don’t listen. They don’t listen. [My daughter] didn’t listen to me - 

she wasn’t going to listen to me. Even though she’d watched her mum nearly get killed, 

she was, you become caught up in that, like ‘he loves me’ (Nicole, 48). 

On the other hand, three of the women felt that talking with friends and/or family would be the best way 

for young women to seek support, with Nicole stating: 

I would say that, you know, ‘go to like somebody that you trust and confide in them and 

then get them to help support you to go and see the next person’. … Like somebody that’s 

been in that situation (Nicole, 28) 

In summary, the women’s ideas about ways to prevent and reduce the impact of IPV point towards a whole-

of-community approach, including the development and use of role models (particularly peers) and more 

accessible information about where to go and what the repercussions of seeking help may be. Some of 

these ideas are woven throughout the findings and also in the literature, particularly regarding the 

importance of helpful informal responses. Nevertheless, the international evidence that prevention 

programs are effective is thus far inconclusive, particularly those aimed at an individual behaviour level 

(Fellmeth, et al., 2013). It is therefore imperative that that any interventions be evaluated for their 

effectiveness and that results be disseminated to contribute to the overall goal of reducing violence against 

women in future generations.  
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This study has found that work needs to be done at a system and institutional level to improve formal 

responses to young women who seek support regarding their stated experiences of IPV (e.g. the police). 

Moreover, especially in country community services, at an organisational and community level, there needs 

to be some emphasis regarding the importance - and legality - of maintaining client confidentiality. Young 

women need to be reassured that even where there is a possibility that they, their abuser, or their families 

may be known to community service workers, their experiences will be taken seriously and remain 

confidential.  

Recommendation 3.  System and institutional level: Intimate partner violence cannot be addressed by 

individual services, therefore UCSA should: 

a) Actively seek opportunities for Domestic Violence and Youth Services to collaborate with young 

people, other UCSA services, external agencies and country communities to work together to 

prevent and reduce the impact of IPV; and, 

b) Advocate for increases in funding for country domestic violence services and capacity building of 

associated agencies and services (e.g. SAPOL). 

Recommendation 4.  Societal level: Intimate partner violence is a component of the broader phenomenon 

of violence against women that is a consequence of a patriarchal system in which women are devalued 

compared to men across communities and institutions, therefore UCSA should: 

a) Advocate for a cultural shift across country communities to change attitudes and reduce power 

imbalances between women and men, which tend to be more prevalent in country areas. 

Recommendation 5.  Evidence about the effectiveness of IPV interventions, particularly for rural 

communities, is inconsistent, therefore UCSA should develop evaluation tools to measure intervention 

effectiveness and share findings with other services and agencies to contribute to knowledge of what 

works. 
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Summary and recommendations 

Summary 

Our study contributes evidence that young country women, from at least the age of 16 years, experience 

similar types of intimate partner violence to those reported in the Australian and international literature 

(AIHW, 2018). This generation of young country women suffer the types of IPV common in urban settings, 

including the use of new technologies to heighten and perpetrate abuse in new and pervasive ways (Henry, 

et al., 2018). Young women described forming intimate partner relationships in similar ways as young urban 

women, for example through social media, dating apps and messaging apps, leading to ‘hooking up’ and 

oftentimes immediate intimacy rather than getting to know each other in person first.  

It was striking to learn that young women did not recognise the start of intimate partner violence; 

particularly when the violence was non-physical. The effects of this type of violence, however, were both 

insidious and profound. Several participants had witnessed domestic violence between their parents or 

step-parents as children and a few had experienced physical and/or sexual abuse; both strong predictors of 

IPV victimisation (e.g. Temple, et al., 2016). Generally, if the violence the women had witnessed as children 

was physical abuse, when they experienced non-physical IPV themselves, they did not necessarily consider 

the behaviour violent. It is concerning for the prospects of the next generation to flourish to learn that 

young women tended to normalise the violence as being just how men are. Such assumptions are in line 

with the effects of the socio-ecological model of violence against women whereby (predominantly men) with 

power use political and institutional structures (e.g. government leaders and the judiciary) to normalise and 

justify violence while denigrating the victim (O’Toole, et al., 2007; Our Watch, et al., 2015). 

In congruence with the Australian literature, we found that this generation of young women were unsure 

where to seek support (e.g. Harris, et al., 2015; AIHW, 2018). It is alarming to learn that some of the young 

women did not receive helpful support even when sought, given the strong evidence that poor support 

leads to adverse physical and mental health outcomes (e.g. see Coker, et al, 2002; Fanslow and Robinson, 

2010; Exner-Cortens, et al., 2013; Bundock, et al., 2018). Too few of the young women and some of the 

older women who experienced IPV received support that they found helpful. Such sources of support (or 

not), included parents, parents-in-law, friends, teachers, school counsellors, domestic violence workers and 

employers, demonstrating the importance of harnessing and encouraging community effort to reduce IPV. 

We have the opportunity to take seriously ideas that that the young women offered about strategies to 

prevent or reduce the impact of IPV. The most common ideas were to include information about the range 

of behaviours that could be warning signs of IPV at school, embedded in the curriculum, and to use new 

technology such as social networking and social media such as Facebook and YouTube. Only one of the 

young women recalled seeing a YouTube video that depicted non-physical domestic violence and the 

description she provided was most likely an OurWatch video. The use of such videos could be a starting 

point for UCSA to engage with young country people using strategies developed by young people. However, 

young women cannot be expected to avoid IPV on their own. There needs to be a whole-of-community 

approach that supports young people and demands country women are safe from IPV. 

UCSA now has powerful data and the potential to involve young people to collaborate across the UCSA 

footprint with both internal and external services and with the broader community to work towards 

reducing intimate partner violence among young people. Being smaller in population than urban centres, 

country communities are well placed to work collaboratively by drawing on place-based, service sector (e.g. 

government and non-government agencies), community and organisational knowledge and networks to 

develop and implement local solutions toward ending intimate partner violence in future generations.  
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With violence against women currently receiving unprecedented attention in the media and public policy, 

there is an opportunity for UCSA to drive change in country communities to enable future generations to 

flourish. Drawing on existing frameworks such as Change the Story (Our Watch, et al., 2015) and 

interventions such as Saturation Primary Prevention (Walden & Wall, 2014) are recommended as starting 

points. We recommend UCSA goes beyond individual behaviour change approaches by adopting a socio-

ecological model to end violence against women. To that end, we have adapted the socio-ecological model 

from that developed by Our Watch, ANROWS and VicHealth (2015), based on our study findings, to assist 

UCSA develop strategies across the social ecology.  

Finally, given the enormous amount of evidence that violence against women is one of the most pervasive 

and dangerous ways in which power imbalances between women and men operate in Australian society, it 

is a travesty that there is very little evidence regarding what works to reduce violence against women. 

Therefore, a valuable contribution that UCSA can make toward reversing intergenerational inequity would 

be to evaluate actions taken according to these recommendations and share findings to assist other 

communities in their endeavours to end violence against women.  

Recommendations 

1.  Individual and relationship level: Young women (16-25) are experiencing and witnessing DV intimate 

partner violence, therefore UCSA should: 

e) Build the capacity of Youth Workers and Domestic violence workers to increase their understanding 

of intimate partner violence among young people (e.g. use resources such as the online Partners in 

Prevention and ANROWS); 

f) Adapt Domestic Violence services to include women under 18 years and work with, rather than 

immediately refer to, Youth Services; 

g) Include intimate partner violence assessment as part of Youth Workers’ holistic program of case 

work; and, 

h) Provide Youth Workers with the tools needed to:  

i) keep up to date with new technologies (e.g. Snapchat, Instagram) that their clients may be 

accessing;   

ii) be able to provide interventions to prevent and reduce the impact of new technologies being 

used as tools for abuse; and,  

iii) keep up to date with new technology that may be used to prevent and reduce the impact and 

severity of intimate partner violence.  

2.  Organisational and community level: Young women tend to seek informal rather than formal support and 

the response they receive the first time they tell someone is crucial, therefore UCSA should: 

e) Provide community capacity building, including provision of resources for potential informal 

support givers (e.g. parents, friends, school counsellors) to identify and support young women who 

may be, or be at risk of, experiencing intimate partner violence; 

f) Provide information about intimate partner violence to young people (particularly aged 14-18). 

Information should be engaging for young audiences, for example by utilising youth-designed tools 

available from OurWatch and #BecauseWhy (e.g. YouTube videos) and developing such tools that 

are relevant for young country women (e.g. use tools such as Partners in Prevention); 

g) Increase accessibility of formal support services to young people; and, 

h) Provide evidence to and actively lobby non-government and government funding bodies to 

increase resources for activities that support gender equality generally and among young people in 

particular. 
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3.  System and institutional level: Intimate partner violence cannot be addressed by individual services, 

therefore UCSA should: 

c) Actively seek opportunities for Domestic Violence and Youth Services to collaborate with young 

people, other UCSA services, external agencies and country communities to work together to 

prevent and reduce the impact of IPV; and, 

d) Advocate for increases in funding for country domestic violence services and capacity building of 

associated agencies and services (e.g. SAPOL). 

4.  Societal level: Intimate partner violence is a component of the broader phenomenon of violence against 

women that is a consequence of a patriarchal system in which women are devalued compared to men across 

communities and institutions, therefore UCSA should: 

b) Advocate for a cultural shift across country communities to change attitudes and reduce power 

imbalances between women and men, which tend to be more prevalent in country areas. 

5.  Evidence about the effectiveness of IPV interventions, particularly for rural communities, is inconsistent, 

therefore UCSA should develop evaluation tools to measure intervention effectiveness and share findings with 

other services and agencies to contribute to knowledge of what works. 

 

 

Figure 1. Socio-ecological model of violence against young country women, adapted from the model developed by Our Watch, ANROWS and VicHealth, 

2015 
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