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1 April 2016 

Re: Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee Inquiry 
into domestic violence and gender inequality 

Women’s Health Victoria (WHV) welcomes the Finance and Public Administration References Committee’s inquiry into 

domestic violence and gender inequality. It is heartening to see the Senate initiate this inquiry, extending the findings of the 

previous domestic violence inquiry, which highlighted the need to better understand the relationship between domestic 

violence and gender inequality. WHV also acknowledges the concurrent Senate inquiry into economic security for women. 

Increasing women’s economic security is an essential step towards improving gender equality in Australia. 

The evidence tells us that gender inequality is the underlying driver of violence against women. Just this week, the report of 

the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence has emphasised the need to address gender inequality in order to 

effectively prevent violence against women. However, our submission demonstrates that the benefits, both social and 

economic, of improving gender equality extend far beyond the prevention of domestic violence. The benefits of a gender 

equal society will be far reaching not just for individual women and their families, or even for women as a group, but also for 

the productivity and culture of Australia and the wellbeing of all our citizens.  

WHV is a Victorian statewide women’s health promotion, information and advocacy service. We work collaboratively with 

women, health professionals, policy makers and community organisations to influence systems, policies and services to be 

more gender equitable to support better outcomes for women. 

As a statewide body, WHV works with the nine regional and two other Victorian statewide services that make up the 

Women’s Health Association of Victoria (WHAV).
1
 The Victorian women’s health services network offers a unique approach 

to women’s health across Victoria by providing an infrastructure which focuses solely on gender equality, health promotion 

and improving women’s health outcomes. This submission builds on our expertise and that of the other members of WHAV, 

as well as collaboration with Women with Disabilities Victoria.  

WHV, WHAV and other specialist women’s services around Australia have longstanding specialist expertise in prevention of 

violence against women and promotion of gender equality – we urge the Commonwealth and state governments to draw on 

this expertise in developing and implementing violence prevention and gender equality strategies. To facilitate this, 

Commonwealth funding for the Australian Women’s Health Network should be reinstated. 

WHV’s submission to this Inquiry has been endorsed by Women’s Health in the North (WHIN), Women’s Health in the South 

East (WHISE), Women’s Health Gippsland, Women’s Health Goulburn North East and Women with Disabilities Victoria, as 

well as by the Public Health Association of Australia Women’s Health Special Interest Group. 

We would welcome the opportunity to provide any further information that may be useful to the Committee or expand upon 

any points or examples raised in this submission.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

Rita Butera 

Executive Director 

                                                      
1
  The three statewide services are Women’s Health Victoria, the Multicultural Centre for Women’s Health and the Royal Women’s Hospital. The 

nine regional services are Women’s Health and Wellbeing Barwon South West, Women’s Health Grampians, Women’s Health Loddon Mallee, 
Women’s Health Goulburn North East, Gippsland Women’s Health Service, Women’s Health West, Women’s Health in the North, Women’s 
Health East and Women’s Health in the South East. 
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OVERVIEW 

Women’s Health Victoria (WHV) welcomes the Finance and Public Administration References Committee’s inquiry 

into domestic violence and gender inequality. We understand that addressing gender inequality as the driver of 

domestic violence emerged as a key theme from the Committee’s 2015 domestic violence inquiry, and that the current 

inquiry provides an opportunity to explore the connection between gender inequality and domestic violence in greater 

depth, and more broadly to examine the role of gender inequality in all spheres of life, with a particular focus on 

gender stereotypes and young people.  

Gender inequality and domestic violence 

Gender inequality is recognised internationally, and increasingly in Australia, as the key driver behind domestic 

violence. This week in Victoria, the Royal Commission into Family Violence released its report and recommendations, 

informed by the 1000 submissions it received, as well as expert testimony. The Commission found that ‘there is no 

doubt that violence against women and children is deeply rooted in power imbalances that are reinforced by gender 

norms and stereotypes’.
2 In the words of Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull in 2015,  

disrespecting women does not always result in violence against women. But all violence against women 

begins with disrespecting women. 

Specifically, we understand that the underlying determinants we must address in order to prevent violence against 

women are: 

 Condoning of violence against women 

 Men’s control of decision making and limits to women’s independence 

 Stereotypes construction of masculinity and femininity 

 Disrespect towards women and male peer relations that emphasise aggression.
3
   

 

Violence against women must be addressed. It has been referred to as the major law and order issue of our time, and 

in Victoria we know it to be the leading cause of death and disability in women under 45 and the biggest contributor to 

women’s ill health.
4
 However, our submission demonstrates that the benefits, both social and economic, of improving 

gender equality extend far beyond the prevention of domestic violence. 

The drivers of gender inequality and the role of the media, entertainment and advertising 

Gender inequality is expressed and maintained through norms, practices and structures that support rigid gender 

stereotypes and the unequal distribution of power between men and women at every level of society. These formal 

and informal systems are mutually reinforcing, creating a self-fulfilling cycle of inequality and making the task of 

achieving gender equality a daunting one. Addressing both the structural and normative drivers of gender inequality is 

the key to preventing violence against women and creating a more equal, prosperous and healthy Australia. 

Media, entertainment and advertising play a highly influential role in shaping norms and attitudes relating to gender 

and the role and value of women. Children and young people may be particularly vulnerable to the influence of media 

because they may not have fully developed critical thinking skills, but media also play a key role in shaping norms and 

expectations for adults. 

                                                      
2
  Victoria. Royal Commission into Family Violence (2016) Royal Commission into Family Violence : summary and recommendations, p. 2. 

Available from: URL 
3
  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. Available from: URL 
4
  VicHealth (2007) Preventing violence before it occurs : a framework and background paper to guide the primary prevention of violence against 

women in Victoria. Available from: URL 

http://www.rcfv.com.au/Report-Recommendations
http://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/1462998c-c32b-4772-ad02-cbf359e0d8e6/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children.pdf.aspx
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/media-and-resources/publications/preventing-violence-before-it-occurs
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To date, gender equality initiatives in Australia have paid little attention to the critical role of media in perpetuating 

gender norms and stereotypes and its potential to contribute to their transformation. Portrayals of women which 

demean and perpetuate stereotypes of women as sexualised ‘objects’ de-humanise women and normalise forms of 

masculinity which emphasise male entitlement and dominance.  

The impact of media in shaping gender expectations is a longstanding area of expertise of WHV. Our submission 

highlights the need to engage and mobilise media as a key setting for advancing gender equality, and draws from 

international examples to show how this work might be progressed in Australia, including through the strengthening of 

existing regulatory frameworks for advertising.  

The role of the Commonwealth and the need for a national gender equality strategy 

We have come a long way since women were unable to vote and married women were legally considered their 

husband’s property. In recent years, we have had our first female Governor General, our first female Prime Minister 

and several female state premiers. In the corporate world, a small but growing number of women are now CEOs and 

chairs of major companies.  And yet, in other ways, the pace of structural reforms to support gender equality has often 

been frustratingly slow. For example, not until 1987 was the first female judge appointed to the High Court in Australia. 

Rape in marriage was not recognised in law in all Australian states and territories until 1992. Key indicators, including 

the widening gender pay, suggest that gender inequality is worsening rather than improving in Australia. Gender 

inequality is deeply entrenched and creating a gender equal society is a long-term project.  

For the purposes of this inquiry, WHV has focused its attention on the role of the Commonwealth Government and 

opportunities for national reform. The Commonwealth Government has a critical role to play in driving the whole-of-

society normative and structural change required to achieve gender equality. The Commonwealth has an obligation to 

address gender inequality under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW) and controls a number of critical policy levers for gender equality, including employment and industrial 

relations, social security, superannuation and child care, as well as providing a large share of the funding for state-run 

services, including health services and schools.  

The Commonwealth Government must take action to address gender inequality within its own areas of responsibility, 

as well as leading, resourcing and coordinating national efforts, and setting the bar for the states and territories to 

initiate and implement strategies at the state level. WHV recommends that the Commonwealth follow the lead of the 

Victorian Government, which has committed to develop a statewide gender equality strategy, and drive the 

development of a national gender equality strategy through the Council of Australian Governments (COAG), as part of 

the forthcoming Third Action Plan under the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 

2010-2022. 

A national gender equality strategy should be developed with input from priority groups including women with 

disabilities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander women. As well as driving the agenda for national change, the 

Strategy should set out a road map for how the Commonwealth Government itself can take action to promote gender 

equality, including through ‘gender mainstreaming’ across all Commonwealth policy and programs.  

The timing of this inquiry coincides with the Victorian Government’s consultation on the development of a statewide 

gender equality strategy. As part of this consultation, WHV has made a submission proposing a conceptual framework 

for a Victorian gender equality strategy, supported by research and evidence gathered at the state, national and 

international levels. We refer the Committee to this submission for a more comprehensive and detailed analysis of a 

whole-of-community approach to addressing gender inequality.
5
 

Women’s Health Victoria’s expertise 

WHV brings significant specialist expertise to this submission. We have long recognised that, in order to improve 

women’s health and wellbeing, we must address gender inequality. WHV has been at the forefront of Victorian efforts 

                                                      
5
  Women's Health Victoria (2016) Submission to the Victorian gender equality consultation. Available from: URL 

http://whv.org.au/publications-resources/publications-resources-by-topic/post/victorian-gender-equality-strategy-consultation/
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to prevent violence against women, working alongside VicHealth and other Victorian women’s health services to 

develop best practice models and a strong evidence base for effective prevention practice. As a statewide body, WHV 

supports and coordinates regional action planning for the prevention of violence against women across Victoria. Our 

core work also includes sharing our expertise in gender equity through delivery of applied gender analysis training and 

development of tools, resources and research papers that build the capacity of our partners and stakeholders 

including health professionals, community organisations and local governments to apply a ‘gender lens’ to their work.  

WHV has particular expertise in best practice workplace interventions to prevent violence against women; we have 

been delivering our multi-award winning program, Take a Stand against domestic violence: it’s everyone’s business, 

for nearly a decade. We also have specialist expertise in the role of media and advertising and the impacts of 

objectification of women, and the intersection of violence with women’s sexual, reproductive and mental health. 
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A. The role of gender inequality in all spheres of life in 
contributing to the prevalence of domestic violence 

An Australia free of violence against women and their children is an Australia where women are not only safe, 

but respected, valued and treated as equals in private and public life.
6
  

Policy, research and practice to prevent violence against women must be informed by global, national and local 

evidence about the drivers of men’s violence against women and what works to prevent it. It must be firmly based on 

the evidence that the most significant underlying driver of violence against women is normative and structural gender 

inequality in public and private life.
7
 

Victorian women’s health services have been advancing gender equality as the key means to promote women’s 

health for over 25 years and have been leaders in the prevention of violence against women for over a decade. 

Gender equity is our core business, and is at the heart of all projects, programs and partnerships.  

Nationally, our ability to draw from and contribute to this evidence base has been considerably strengthened through 

two significant initiatives under the National Plan to Address Violence against Women and their Children 2010-2022. 

These are the establishment of the Australian National Research Organisation on Women’s Safety (ANROWS), and 

the creation of Our Watch, the first nationwide body specifically focused on preventing violence against women. Each 

of these new bodies has consistently highlighted the evidence that gender inequality is the underlying driver of 

violence against women.
8
 

As the causes and consequences of violence against women become more visible in the public consciousness, the 

links between gender inequality, harmful attitudes towards women and gender-based violence are becoming more 

widely accepted. This raised awareness provides a new opportunity to strengthen the link between domestic violence 

and gender inequality in the development of policies and programs related to the prevention of violence against 

women. 

Note on terminology 

Language relating to domestic violence and gender equality has evolved since the 1970s, as our understanding of the issues has 

grown, and continues to be debated. It is important to have a shared understanding of the implications of specific terminology, and 

what it makes visible or invisible in terms of policy development. 

Violence against women 

WHV notes that domestic violence is one of several interrelated forms of violence against women. All forms of violence against 

women share the same underlying determinants related to gender inequality. 

The following terms may assist the Inquiry to understand and separate various forms of violence which have tended to be collapsed 

under the umbrella term of domestic violence: 

 Family violence includes partner, child, sibling and elder abuse. Intimate partner violence perpetrated by men against women 

in the most prevalent form of family violence. 

 Intimate partner violence refers to violence against an intimate partner or ex-partner (often referred to as family violence or 

domestic violence).  

                                                      
6
  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. 4. Available from: URL 
7
  (2015) Getting serious about change : the building blocks for effective primary prevention of men’s violence against women in Victoria : a Joint 

Statement, p. 7. Available from: URL 
8
  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, pp. 23-26. Available from: URL 

http://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/1462998c-c32b-4772-ad02-cbf359e0d8e6/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children.pdf.aspx
https://www.ourwatch.org.au/MediaLibraries/OurWatch/Our-Watch-Content/Getting-serious-about-change-Joint-Statement-28052015.pdf
http://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/1462998c-c32b-4772-ad02-cbf359e0d8e6/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children.pdf.aspx
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Violence against women refers to all forms of men’s violence against women, whether occurring in private or public life or 

perpetrated by strangers or people known to the victim (also referred to as gender-based violence). Forms of violence include 

physical violence, threats, sexual assault and sexual harassment of women by strangers.
9
  

Prevention of violence against women 

Primary prevention refers to whole of population initiatives that address the universal or underlying drivers of violence against 

women. The aim of primary prevention is to stop violence from occurring in the first place. 

An effective primary prevention strategy for men’s violence against women is one that works across society as a whole to change 

the structures and social norms that enable all forms of violence against women to occur. This submission focuses on primary 

prevention. 

Secondary prevention (or early intervention) aims to prevent further violence from occurring, or to mitigate the high risk of 

violence occurring. Secondary prevention efforts are aimed at individuals of groups who are at highest risk of perpetration or 

victimisation. 

Tertiary prevention (or response) supports survivors and holds perpetrators to account after violence has occurred.
10 

Gender equality 

Gender equality means the realisation of equal and measurable outcomes for women, men and gender-diverse people.  This is 

sometimes referred to as substantive equality, equality of outcomes or equality of results, as opposed to ‘formal’ equality, which 

assumes a ‘level playing field’ and does not account for the disadvantage women experience.  

Depending on the context, what actually constitutes gender equal outcomes may differ. In some contexts, we may be aiming for 

‘sameness’ (for example, equal representation), in others ‘difference’ (for example, gender-responsive healthcare which addresses 

the particular risk factors, symptoms and treatment needs of women) and in other contexts still, ‘transformation’ (for example, 

parental leave and flexible work arrangements that shift gendered assumptions that women are responsible for child-rearing).
11 

 

Gender equity is the process of intervening in or changing structures or norms that drive inequality in order to produce more equal 

outcomes. Moving towards gender equality will require that gender equity measures are deliberately put in place to:  

a) compensate for the historical disadvantage women have experienced; and 

b) engage the whole of society in transforming the norms, practices and structures that contribute to widening gender inequality. 

For many women, the impact of gender inequality is compounded by the way that gender-based discrimination intersects with other 

experiences of inequality. This interaction, in which one form on inequality impacts on another, is termed intersectionality. In order 

to achieve equality in outcomes for all groups of women, we must balance universal strategies with specialist, tailored approaches 

for women who experience intersectional disadvantage. 

                                                      
9
 Each specific form of violence against women can include:  

 physical abuse and aggression such as slapping, hitting, kicking and beating 

 rape and other forms of sexual coercion, unwanted sexual advances or harassment, forced prostitution and trafficking for the purposes of 
sexual exploitation 

 intimidation, belittling, humiliation and other forms of psychological abuse 

 controlling behaviours (such as isolating women from their family and friends, monitoring movements, or restricting access to economic 
resources, information, assistance and other resources) VicHealth (2011) Preventing violence against women in Australia : research 
summary . 

Technology-facilitated abuse is an emerging form of men’s violence against women which has serious and ongoing impacts for women’s health and 
wellbeing and ability to participate equally in public life. Technology facilitated abuse includes: 

 hacking social media accounts, 

 posting sexual videos or photographs on social media in order to humiliate, 

 online stalking and sexual harassment, and 

 using GPS tracking to monitor women’s whereabouts.  
10

  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. 18. Available from: URL 

11
  Walby (2005) Gender mainstreaming : productive tensions in theory and practice. Social Politics: International Studies in Gender, State and 
Society. 12 (3):321-43. Available from: URL 

http://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/1462998c-c32b-4772-ad02-cbf359e0d8e6/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children.pdf.aspx
http://eurogender.eige.europa.eu/documents/s-walby-gender-mainstreaming-productive-tensions-theory-and-practice
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Gender norms, practices and structures 

Gender inequality is expressed and maintained through norms, practices and structures that support rigid gender stereotypes 

and unequal power structures between men and women. Gendered norms, practices and structures overlap in our everyday lives 

and have a cumulative impact over time, profoundly influencing outcomes for women and men across the life course.  

Gender norms refer to values, attitudes and beliefs that construct masculinity, femininity and gender difference. Gender norms are 

deeply engrained, learned and imposed on us from childhood. Gender norms shape and maintain gender stereotypes. 

Gender norms are internalised by individuals, groups and institutions and become gender practices. Gender practices are 

behaviours that express and reinforce gender inequality.  

Structural gender inequality relates to laws and institutions that formalise gender inequality and the way power and wealth is 

shared (or not) in society. The under-representation of women at all levels of government and in key civil institutions, legislation that 

discriminates against women, and widening inequality in pay, savings and superannuation are all examples of structural inequality. 

Improving gender equity 

Public policy has the capacity to either perpetuate or eliminate discrimination and gender inequality. It is only by making gender a 

central consideration in the development and implementation of public policy that we can hope to advance gender equality and 

women’s human rights in Australia. 

Gender mainstreaming is the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, including 

legislation, policies or programs, in all areas and at all levels. It is a strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and 

experiences an integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programs in all political, 

economic and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated.
12

 

Gender unequal policies contribute to gender inequality either directly, for example lack of access to sexual and reproductive 

health services, or indirectly, through a gender blind approach – that is, an approach that appears to be gender neutral, but which 

in effect disproportionately harms women. 

A gender-sensitive approach involves incorporating a gender perspective into policy and practice, but does not necessarily take 

action to redress gender-based inequities.  

Gender-responsive policy and practice builds on a gender-sensitive approach by not only identifying how gender norms and 

structures influence outcomes, but also taking remedial action to respond and ameliorate the impacts of discrimination, bias and 

inequities. 

Where possible, government should aim to take a gender-transformative approach to policy and programs. A gender-

transformative approach proactively and intentionally transforms and alters the underlying gender structures, norms and relations 

that perpetuate gender inequality. A gender transformative approach, though ambitious, ultimately benefits men and gender diverse 

people as well as women by breaking down rigid and limiting gender stereotypes, structures and norms, and the systems of 

privilege and discrimination that accompany them. 

The gendered nature of domestic violence 

Gender inequality is the core of the problem and it is at the heart of the solution.
13

 

National victimisation data demonstrate that intimate forms of violence, such as family and sexual violence, are highly 

gendered. The vast majority of victims are women, and the vast majority of perpetrators are male. The Australian 

Bureau of Statistics’ 2012 Personal Safety Survey found that in the 12 months prior to the survey, irrespective of 

gender, respondents were three times more likely to experience violence by a man than by a woman.
14

 Victoria Police 

data show that women represent 92 percent of victims of sexual assault, while 99 percent of offenders are male, 

                                                      
12

  United Nations. General Assembly (1997) Report of the Economic and Social Council for 1997.  (United Nations General Assembly 
[Proceedings] , 1997 : 52nd Session (Sep 18) : A/52/3). Available from: URL 

13
  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. 4. Available from: URL 

14
  ABS (2013) 4906.0 - Personal safety survey Australia 2012. Available from: URL 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/docs/52/plenary/a52-3.htm
http://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/1462998c-c32b-4772-ad02-cbf359e0d8e6/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children.pdf.aspx
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4906.0
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consistent with figures across Australia and internationally.
15

 An Australian Human Rights Commission study of sexual 

harassment found that, in 90 per cent of cases experienced by women, the perpetrator was male.
16

 

There are also differences in the ways men and women use violence. Men are generally more likely to use violence to 

threaten, control and create fear.
17

 Women, on the other hand, are more likely to use violence in self-defense.
18

 The 

same research shows that men over-estimate while women under-estimate their experiences of violence. Men also 

typically use violence more frequently than women do and at levels more likely to cause physical and emotional harm. 

An important distinction in the context of health and wellbeing is that women are more likely than men to be living in 

fear of a male partner or ex-partner.
19

 This is also reflected in data of young people’s experience of relationship 

violence where young women between the ages of 12 and 20 were four times more likely to have been frightened by 

the experience of violence than young men.
20

 

Men’s violence against women has serious short and long-term impacts on physical, mental, sexual and reproductive 

health for women and for their children, and leads to high social and economic costs (explored later in Part A).  

At an individual level, the biggest risk factor for experiencing intimate partner violence or sexual assault is being 

female. The most consistent predictor of the use of violence against women by men is their agreement with sexist, 

patriarchal, and/or sexually hostile attitudes.
21

 Gender norms and attitudes reinforce and support violence in different 

ways. Internalised beliefs about rigid gender roles can make women vulnerable to believing they must accept male 

violence. Traditional beliefs about decision-making and financial power can leave women vulnerable to not being able 

to leave an abusive relationship. Attitudes and norms about gender roles frame both men’s and women’s attributions 

of responsibility, blame, cause, and affective responses of victim sympathy. Social and cultural norms that maintain 

conservative gender roles, trivialise or deny violence and its effects, blame the victim, insist on the privacy of the 

family, and encourage the sexual objectification of women, all contribute to collective beliefs which support and 

normalise men’s violence against women.
22

  

To stop men’s violence against women from occurring we must address what the evidence tells us are its underlying 

gendered drivers, which are common across all population groups: 

 condoning of violence against women 

 men’s control of decision making and limits to women’s independence 

 stereotypes construction of masculinity and femininity 

 disrespect towards women and male peer relations that emphasise aggression.
23

  

We must therefore work with, and across, the community as a whole to change the power imbalances, attitudes and 

behaviours that cause men’s violence against women. 

Difficult conversations are not only inevitable, they are essential. We need difficult conversations for change to 

occur. It’s through conversations that we get to name, examine and potentially shift the personal and cultural 

attitudes and practices that contribute to violence against women.
24

 

                                                      
15

  Powell (2010) Sex, power and consent: Youth culture and the unwritten rules 
16

  Australian Human Rights Commission (2012) Working without fear : results of the 2012 Sexual Harassment National Telephone Survey. 
Available from: URL 

17
  Flood (2006) The debate over men’s versus women’s family violence. In:  AIJA Family Violence Conference; (Adelaide: 23-24 February. 
Available from: URL  

18
  ibid. Available from: URL 

19
  ibid. Available from: URL 

20
  Indermaur (2001) Young Australians and domestic violence. Available from: URL 

21
  VicHealth (2010) National survey on community attitudes to violence against women 2009 : changing cultures, changing attitudes : preventing 
violence against women. Available from: URL; and World Health Organization (2014) Violence against women : intimate partner and sexual 
violence against women. Available from: URL 

22
  Council of Australian Governments (COAG) (2010) The national plan to reduce violence against women and their  children 2010 – 2022. 
Available from: URL 

23
  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. 10. Available from: URL 

24
  VicHealth (2014) Managing difficult conversations. Available from: URL  

https://www.humanrights.gov.au/working-without-fear-results-sexual-harassment-national-telephone-survey-2012
http://www.aija.org.au/Family%20Violence%2006/Presentations/Flood.pdf
http://www.aija.org.au/Family%20Violence%2006/Presentations/Flood.pdf
http://www.aija.org.au/Family%20Violence%2006/Presentations/Flood.pdf
http://www.aic.gov.au/documents/C/8/B/%7BC8BCD19C-D6D0-4268-984F-B6AF9505E5EA%7Dti195.pdf
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/media-and-resources/publications/national-community-attitudes-towards-violence-against-women-survey-2009
https://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/media-and-resources/publications/national-community-attitudes-towards-violence-against-women-survey-2009
https://www.dss.gov.au/our-responsibilities/women/programs-services/reducing-violence/the-national-plan-to-reduce-violence-against-women-and-their-children-2010-2022
http://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/1462998c-c32b-4772-ad02-cbf359e0d8e6/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children.pdf.aspx
http://www.thelookout.org.au/sites/default/files/Managing-Difficult-Conversations-PVAW.pdf
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Contributing factors 

The evidence tells us that factors such as alcohol and drug use contribute to rates and severity of violence against 

women. However, by themselves, alcohol and drug use, mental illness or childhood exposure to violence have been 

found to be neither necessary nor sufficient conditions for violence against women to occur. They are contributing 

factors and can exacerbate the frequency or severity of violence, but only when they occur in conjunction with the key 

determinants related to gender norms, gender inequality and power.
25

  

With increasing attention being given to domestic violence, an issue kept literally hidden for so long, it is 

understandable that as a society we are more comfortable with the analyses of the causes of violence that we are 

most familiar with – such as alcohol and drugs, mental illness and trauma. Historically, these factors, while important, 

have enabled us as a society to avoid confronting the prevalence and gendered nature of violence against women by 

individualising instances of violence against women, focusing on individual-level factors such as alcohol, drugs, the 

‘choices’ of the victim, or the monstrous and unique nature of the perpetrator. As a result we have side-stepped what 

the vast majority of incidents of domestic violence have in common: a male perpetrator who chooses to use violence 

against his female partner or ex-partner in order to coerce and control her, within a broader social context where 

violence against women is minimised and excused. 

Prevention of violence against women activity should be conceptualised as having ‘common cause’ with policy and 

practice agendas to address factors that contribute to violence against women such as alcohol abuse, and socio-

economic disadvantage, and should seek to inform and strengthen such agendas (and be informed and strengthened 

by them). But the bulk of investment and resources for prevention of violence against women must be dedicated to 

addressing the structural and normative gendered drivers of such violence if we are to have any sustainable impact.
26

 

Maintaining a strong focus on addressing gender inequality as the driver of violence, while recognising that other 

factors play a role, is a key challenge. This includes the need for alcohol and drug specialists and policy makers to 

recognise that they can learn from gender equality experts rather than defaulting to old analyses. 

Drivers of gender inequality  

Gender inequality is a social condition characterised by unequal value afforded to men and women and an unequal 

distribution of power, resources and opportunity between them. It often results from, or has historical roots in, laws or 

policies formally constraining the rights and opportunities of women, and is reinforced and maintained through more 

informal mechanisms including gender norms and practices.
27

 While definitions of gender inequality often refer only to 

women and men, gender inequality – and gendered norms, practices and structures – also adversely impact gender 

diverse people.  

Gender inequality permeates all aspects of society, and forms of gender inequality at one level or within one system 

are interrelated with inequality in other spheres. Across Australia, gender inequality causes violence in our homes and 

impacts how we raise our sons and daughters; it is evident in our workplaces through unequal pay and sexual 

harassment. Men continue to be over-represented in our parliaments and other key civil institutions such as the police 

and the courts, resulting in an overall system which privileges men and compounds disadvantages and harm to 

women over the life course.  

Gender inequality is so interwoven into the fabric and traditions of our society that it often seems invisible. In fact, it is 

expressed and maintained through longstanding norms, practices and structures that overlap in our everyday lives 
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and have a cumulative impact over time, profoundly influencing outcomes for women and men across the life 

course.
28

  

Case study 1: How gender norms, practices and structures interact to shape a young 

woman’s life 

Olivia is 12 years old and likes sports. She has always been called a tom-boy and, increasingly, gender norms, 

practices and structures are influencing her choices and health.  

When Olivia starts high school …. 

Gender norms influence Olivia’s choice of sports. The soccer and football teams are boys only. At lunch the boys 

play sports on the oval, and the girls sit around the outside of the oval and watch. When Olivia tries to join in with boys 

sports she is called a flirt and a show-off. 

Gender practices mean that Olivia’s school uniform is a knee length dress, while the boys wear shorts and pants. 

Olivia gets in trouble when a teacher notices she is wearing bike shorts under her school dress. The girls around her 

start wearing make-up, shaving their legs and going on diets. Olivia misses sports and starts running by herself after 

school but her parents tell her to stop because it’s not safe for her to be out alone. Olivia begins to feel anxious about 

how she looks and begins skipping meals. 

Gendered structures mean that when Olivia becomes more anxious and starts visibly losing weight, and her Mum 

tries to get some help, Olivia’s experiences and symptoms are minimised, due to a lack of specialist health services 

for women (and a lack of gender sensitivity in generalist health services). Olivia is told that she is still in a healthy 

weight range and not to be so vain.  

Research shows that structural and norms-based change are interdependent and must be aligned to be successful. 

For example, evidence from workplace-based interventions shows that when trying to change a culture of 

discrimination or inequality, structural changes must be supported by, and in alignment with, changes to social norms 

and attitudes. On the one hand, efforts to change individual attitudes and behaviours are difficult to sustain without 

structural changes to support individual efforts.
29

 On the other, structural gender equity interventions (for example, 

quotas for women in leadership positions) that are not supported by efforts to change attitudes are more likely to result 

in resistance or ‘backlash’.
30

 For example, the inclusion of family violence leave within an Enterprise Bargaining 

Agreement will be meaningless if the absence of buy-in from management and lack of training for relevant staff means 

that women trying to access such provisions are met with ignorance or hostility.  

Commonwealth and national strategies to promote gender equality must therefore simultaneously target – and aim to 

transform – gender norms, practices and structures. Historically, however, gender equality interventions have focused 

on structural gender inequality, and have neglected the critical role of norms and practices in maintaining gender 

inequality. For example, little attention has been paid to the role of media in perpetuating gender norms and 

stereotypes and its potential to contribute to their transformation. (This is discussed further in Part B.) 

The need to take an intersectional approach 

The impact of men’s violence is compounded by the fact that gender-based discrimination interacts with other types of 

lived experiences of inequality. This interaction is termed ‘intersectionality’. Social and structural inequalities, such as 

class, race, sexuality, disability and residency status impact the severity, nature and forms of violence that women are 

subjected to. Programs for the primary prevention of violence against women in Australia must take this into account, 

and be tailored accordingly. Equality for all women can only be achieved with specific and intensive effort for those 

experiencing the most disadvantage. 

                                                      
28
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The prevalence of men’s violence against women means that women in all cultures, socio-economic groups and areas 

across Victoria are at risk, and most women know the men who are violent towards them. However, certain groups of 

women experience much higher rates of violence than others, because:  

 they experience additional barriers to escaping violence and seeking appropriate support, and  

 they may be harder to reach through universal primary prevention (or early intervention) strategies due to social 

isolation and other factors.  

These groups include women with disabilities, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, immigrant and refugee 

women, same-sex attracted women, young women, ageing women and women in rural and regional areas. 

Primary prevention (gender equality) programs must take into account the way that gender-based discrimination 

interacts with other social determinants. Different groups will require specialist, targeted approaches. Case study 4 

and Case study 7 in Part C illustrate the importance of an intersectional approach to violence prevention and gender 

equality. 

Broader benefits of addressing gender inequality  

In addition to preventing violence against women, gender equality is a worthwhile and long overdue pursuit in itself, 

and one which promises to deliver a wide range of social and economic benefits to Australia.  

Equality between women and men is a matter of human rights and social justice. Women are entitled to full 

participation in social, economic and civic life and to live with dignity and freedom from gender-based fear, violence 

and discrimination. In other words, gender equality is a value in its own right, and not only a means to other ends.
31

  

Further, greater equality between women and men is a precondition for (and an indicator of) equitable, prosperous 

and healthy communities. Gender is increasingly recognised as an important social determinant of health.
32

 In fact, 

gender ‘cross-cuts all of the other biological and social determinants that construct human health. Gender influences 

education, income, reproductive roles, and caring responsibilities, among other determinants.’
33

 Empowered women 

contribute to the health and productivity of whole families and communities, and they improve prospects for the next 

generation.
34 

 When women and girls live free from violence, poverty, and rigid stereotypes that limit their potential, our 

neighbourhoods are safer, our economy is stronger, and our pool of future leaders is more diverse. Helping women 

and girls moves us all forward.
35

 

Greater gender equality also has a dual economic benefit. Firstly, a number of studies have identified increased 

female workforce participation as a ‘game changer’ for Australia’s economic prosperity. Female workforce participation 

is identified in a 2012 Grattan Institute report as one of the three big opportunities to increase the size of the Australian 

economy by around $25 billion — more than one per cent of Australian GDP.
36

 

Secondly, gender equality supports increased productivity and better organisational performance.
37

 At a business 

level, the case for gender equality is made in terms of greater profit margins, enhanced organisational performance, 

workplace innovation, more effective recruitment, more productive working environment and better company image. 

Gender equality can also generate benefits in relation to workplace governance, through enhanced decision-making, 

improved shareholder value and lower risk-taking.
38
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Addressing gender inequality will also result in enormous cost savings. The most robust evidence for this is in relation 

to the impact of violence against women. In addition to the serious physical health, mental health and social impacts 

on the individual, violence against women gives rise to enormous preventable downstream costs to the policing and 

justice systems, housing and homelessness services, health system and child protection services.
39

  A recent study 

commissioned by Our Watch and VicHealth, and conducted by PriceWaterhouseCoopers, estimated that violence 

against women costs $21.7 billion a year, including $7.8 billion a year in direct costs to governments.
40

 

The PwC report also demonstrates the potential economic benefits of investment in gender equality. It estimates that if 

a similar reduction in violence against women were achieved as has been the case for other community mobilisation 

and individual/direct participation programs, the benefits would range from $35.6 to $71.1 million over a lifetime for 

community mobilisation programs, and from $2.2 to $3.6 billion over a lifetime for individual and direct participation 

programs. These benefits far outweigh the initial program investment.
41

 

The Commonwealth’s obligations and role in preventing violence against 

women and promoting gender equality 

Over the last 50 years, both at the state and national level, interest in addressing gender inequality has fluctuated.  

State and federal governments have implemented a number of positive strategies and actions to promote gender 

equality over time. However, in the main, such strategies have been short or medium-term, involved a series of 

piecemeal initiatives, and focused on addressing structural drivers of inequality without addressing norms and 

behaviours. Achieving comprehensive, long term change will require an approach and strategy, resourcing, 

coordination and commitment that is entirely new in the Australian context. 

History has shown that men’s support for women’s equality in the public and private sectors has been 

sporadic, selective and conditional, dismantled when priorities perceived to be more pressing took 

precedence.
42

 

Australia’s international obligations 

Australia became a signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW) in 1983. In signing CEDAW, Australia committed itself to being a society that promotes policies, laws, 

organisations, structures and attitudes that ensure women are guaranteed the same rights as men. The rights listed in 

CEDAW cover many aspects of women’s lives, and relate to political participation, health, education, employment, 

housing, marriage, family relations and equality before the law. All States that have signed CEDAW commit to take all 

appropriate measures, including legislation, to ensure the full development and advancement of women, for the 

purpose of guaranteeing them the exercise and enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms on a basis of 

equality with men (Article 3).
43

  

The Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth) gives effect to some of Australia’s international human rights obligations under 

CEDAW by making it against the law to discriminate against someone on the basis of gender, sexuality, marital status, 

family responsibilities or because they are pregnant. Australia has two reservations to CEDAW which relate to women 

in the armed forces and provision of paid maternity leave.
44

 While these reservations do not prevent the government 

from tackling these issues, WHV recommends that these outdated reservations be withdrawn, particularly in relation 
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into paid parental leave, which must be a critical plank in any strategy to promote gender equality in Australia. (An 

example of international best practice in relation to paid parental leave is detailed in Case study 8 in Part C.) 

Policy reform to give effect to Australia’s international human rights obligations 

To give effect to its international human rights obligations under CEDAW, governments must take action to address 

gender inequality in each of the policy areas where they have responsibility. 

Different levers for influencing gender equality are available at the state and national levels. In the context of this 

federal Senate Inquiry, this submission focuses on the role of the Commonwealth Government.
45

 The Commonwealth 

controls most macro-economic policy, including employment and industrial relations, social security, superannuation 

and child care, as well as providing a large share of the funding for state-run services, including health services and 

schools. These areas of policy have very significant implications for women and gender equity. 

As noted above, the Commonwealth has played an important role in legislating the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 and in 

establishing the Australian Human Rights Commission (and the role of Sex Discrimination Commissioner). Large 

employers are also now required to report annually to the Workplace Gender Equality Agency against gender equality 

indicators under the Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012. These laws and statutory bodies have been influential in 

changing community attitudes and helping advance gender equality in Australia.  

Historically, the Commonwealth has also been responsible for introducing important gender equity measures, 

including allowances for single parents (primarily mothers), paid parental leave entitlements and child care subsidies. 

It is encouraging to note that the Senate is undertaking an inquiry into women’s superannuation and the ‘retirement 

income gap’.
46

 However, in recent years, some of these programs have been cut back or changed, with 

disproportionate impacts on women.  

Strategies relating specifically to violence against women have also been adopted at the national level by the 

Commonwealth and all state and territory governments in recent years, including:  

 The National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children (2010 – 2022); 

 Change the Story: A Shared Framework for the primary prevention of violence against women and their 

children in Australia (2015);  

 The establishment of a National Advisory Panel on violence against women to advise COAG in 2015   

These are important achievements. The focus on prevention and addressing gender inequality in the National Plan is 

particularly welcome.  

However, in recent decades a tendency has emerged (which is not unique to Australia) for federal governments to 

primarily see gender equality as a foreign policy issue – despite a wide range of indicators clearly showing that  

gender inequality is worsening rather than improving in Australia. For example, in 2006, the international Gender Gap 

Index (which combines economic, education, health and political indicators to form an overall comparative ranking) 

ranked Australia 15 (out of 115 countries compared). Today, Australia has dropped to 36 (out of 145, as at 2015).
47

 

Yet in 2016 we have a Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Strategy 
48

 in relation to foreign aid, but no 

national gender equality strategy for Australia.  

A national gender equality strategy 

The Commonwealth Government must take action to address gender inequality within its own areas of responsibility, 

as well as leading, resourcing and coordinating national efforts, and setting the bar for the states and territories to 
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initiate and implement strategies at the state level. WHV recommends that the Commonwealth follow the lead of the 

Victorian Government, which has committed to develop a statewide gender equality strategy, and drive the 

development of a national gender equality strategy through the Council of Australian Governments (COAG), as part of 

the forthcoming Third Action Plan under the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 

2010-2022. A national gender equality strategy should be developed with input from priority groups, including women 

with disabilities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander women.  

As well as driving the agenda for national change, the Strategy should set out a road map for how the Commonwealth 

Government itself can take action to promote gender equality, both through specific measures within its key areas of 

policy responsibility and through ‘gender mainstreaming’ across all Commonwealth policy and programs.  

There are many specific measures that the Commonwealth Government could introduce in its key areas of policy 

responsibility that would make a significant contribution to gender equality. Examples include: 

 increasing income support (and reducing conditionality) for single parents, the majority of whom are single 

mothers; 

 developing tax-related strategies to boost women’s superannuation savings, including the re-calibration of 

income tax concessions to benefit the lowest paid workers; 

 advocating for an increase to the compulsory superannuation guarantee to at least 12%;
49

  

 driving structural and cultural change across workplaces so that skills, traits and jobs that are traditionally 

associated with women, are ascribed equal value in the workforce; and 

 facilitating women’s equitable labour market participation by recognising that high quality, accessible childcare 

provides a significant return to the economy and increasing access for families to high quality, locally-based, 

culturally-appropriate and affordable child care.
50

 

However, as important as these measures are, on their own they will not deliver the change required to achieve 

gender equality and end domestic violence. To achieve this, a comprehensive national gender equality strategy must: 

 target the norms, practices and structures that sustain and perpetuate gender inequality; 

 adopt a whole-of-community approach to gender equality; 

 reflect an enduring government commitment to achieving gender equality at the highest levels within the 

government and the public sector; 

 ‘mainstream’ gender equality into all legislation, policy, budgeting, service delivery and procurement; and 

 drive a comprehensive and systematic approach to gender equality across the country.  

These approaches are discussed further in Part C. 
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B. The role of gender stereotypes in contributing to 
cultural conditions which support domestic 
violence, including, but not limited to, messages 
conveyed to children and young people  

Part B of this submission emphasised the critical role of gender norms and practices in creating and perpetuating 

gender inequality. Dominant gender norms, such as that boys are/should be more active, noisy and aggressive, mean 

that these traits are accepted and encouraged in boys whereas the same traits are discouraged in girls. Boys who are 

interested in activities or traits that have been constructed as feminine (such as dressing up as princesses or wearing 

makeup) are also problematised and may be subjected to bullying and other discriminatory treatment.  

The media play a highly influential role in shaping norms and attitudes relating to gender and the role and value of 

women.
51

 Everyday media including television, radio, advertising, entertainment and news are powerful forces in 

setting and perpetuating social norms and practices. 

The media is the single most powerful tool at our disposal; it has the power to educate, effect social change, 

and determine the political policies and elections that shape our lives.
52

 

Everyday media set the bar for what constitutes acceptable attitudes or behaviour. The use of sexist jokes, gratuitous 

depictions of sexual violence, derogatory remarks and attitudes which regard women as possessions contribute to a 

society that dehumanises women and trivialises gender equality. The prioritisation of men’s sports over women’s, the 

disproportionate number of children’s shows aimed at and starring boys instead of girls, and the characters and roles 

allotted to men and women which reinforce rigid gender stereotypes (for example, children’s books and television 

programming that over-represent boys as leaders, stars or adventurers and relegates girls to the roles of carers, 

mothers and objects of male desire) all contribute to cultures permissive of sexism and discrimination.  

Other forms of oppression, including oppression based on race, class and sexual orientation, come together with 

gender-based discrimination to create specific narratives about different groups of women and men in society (known 

as ‘representational intersectionality’). Depiction of marginalised groups – where they are depicted at all – may include 

stereotypes that are used to maintain oppression, justify inequality and reinforce the superiority of the dominant group 

or culture.
53

 These may include representations that suggest that violence is cultural or that gender oppression is 

normal or acceptable in particular communities or use of negative stereotypes (for example, portrayals of Asian 

women as submissive or passive, or portrayals of single mums as ‘dole bludgers’). These intersectional narratives 

shape and inform policies, laws, and institutions. 

To date, gender equality initiatives in Australia have paid little attention to the critical role of media in perpetuating 

gender norms and stereotypes and its potential to contribute to their transformation. However, the effectiveness of 

gender equality interventions in settings such as schools, workplaces and local communities will be compromised if 

undermined by media and marketing messages that contribute to and normalise gender inequality. 

Media as a setting for preventing violence against women and fostering 

gender equality 

During the past decade, advances in information technology have facilitated a global communications network 

that transcends national boundaries and has an impact on public policy, private attitudes and behaviour, 
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especially of children and young adults. Everywhere the potential exists for the media to make a far greater 

contribution to the advancement of women.
54

  

‘Media’ was identified under the VicHealth framework Preventing violence before it occurs as a key setting for primary 

prevention interventions as early as 2007.
55

 More recently, Change the Story has reiterated that media and popular 

culture are priority settings for preventing violence against women.  

Although there have been some promising initiatives focused on this setting since the VicHealth Framework was 

developed in 2007, these have tended to focus on how the media reports on specific incidents of violence against 

women. For example, the Victorian Elimination of Violence Against Women Awards (or EVAs), which have 

subsequently evolved into Our Watch’s National Media Engagement Project (NMEP), aims to increase the quality of 

reporting of violence against women and their children. NMEP includes a National Survivors’ Media Advocacy 

Program and a National Awards Scheme to recognise and encourage accurate reporting of violence against women 

specifically. 

Primary prevention strategies rely on consistent, clear messaging in multiple settings (reinforcing one another) to 

change community attitudes over time. If we are going to effectively target the underlying conditions in relationships, 

communities and society that make violence possible, we must challenge ourselves to develop a more ambitious 

strategy for addressing the impact of harmful gender norms propagated through media, advertising and entertainment. 

Because of media’s pervasive impact, all of our efforts to challenge violence-supportive attitudes and gender 

stereotypes in sporting clubs, in schools, with parents and beyond will be undermined if we cannot influence the 

counter-messaging of everyday media. 

i. The marketing of toys and other products 

Media, advertising and the marketing of children’s toys, clothes and other products both mirror and (by catering to 

perceived demand) perpetuate the gender norms and expectations of the wider public. 

There are numerous examples of the gendering of toys and other products that reinforce harmful and rigid gender 

stereotypes. Products for girls and young women tend to focus on caring roles and on cultivating a submissive and 

attractive appearance in order to attract boys and men. Toys and other products for boys and young men tend to 

emphasise a masculinity built on aggression, physicality and unilateral heroism.  

Toys and clothes targeted at boys and girls are often located and displayed separately in stores, making it more 

difficult for children to interact with toys marketed at the opposite sex and reinforcing the rigidity of gender stereotypes. 

The marketing of toys in this way reinforces harmful and oppositional gender stereotypes that are internalised by 

young people and children as they grow. 
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Impacts for children and young people 

Children are still forming their values and beliefs regarding gender.  Media sources often create and/or reinforce 

gender stereotypes by promoting ‘ideal’ and ‘normal’ depictions of masculinity and femininity, which may lead to a 

higher value being placed on being traditionally masculine or feminine and lowered self-esteem or depression when 

children do not feel they fit into this mould.
56

  

Gendered and sexualised content in the media can also have an impact on self-image. Children may compare 

themselves to the ‘ideal’ characters present in the media and, as a result, may feel the need to change their own 

bodies to fit in. Standards of beauty that are portrayed in the media are often unattainable for young boys and girls. 

For girls, a failure to achieve said beauty may lead to unhealthy behaviour (e.g. dieting, eating disorders) and 

decreased body satisfaction. For boys, pressures from the media to live up to masculine stereotypes of being 

muscular, powerful and manly may lead to decreased body satisfaction and increased use of muscle-building 

techniques.
57

 

The portrayal and reinforcement of women as sexualised objects has serious physical and mental health implications 

for young women. It is linked to eating disorders, depression and sexual dysfunction, each of which is more prevalent 

among women than among men.
58

 

 Objectification undermines women’s confidence and comfort in their bodies and increases body dissatisfaction 

and appearance anxiety. Young women who read fashion magazines rather than news magazines prefer to 

weigh less, are less satisfied with their bodies, more frustrated about their weight, more preoccupied with the 

desire to be thin, and more afraid of gaining weight than their peers.
59

 

 Objectification impacts on physical performance. The more girls view their bodies as objects and are 

concerned about their physical appearance, the more likely they are to have poor motor performance in 

physical activities. Objectification limits the effectiveness of their movements, the likelihood that they will 

participate in physical activity, and it also limits the health benefits they would get from being physically 

active.
60
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Accepting gender stereotypes and roles can also have longer-term negative influences on children’s beliefs, attitudes 

and future behaviours. For example, surveys of 12-18 year olds have found that:  

 One in three think exerting control over someone is not a form of violence.  

 One in four don’t think it is serious if a man who is normally gentle with his partner slapped her when drunk.  

 One in four think street harassment is not serious.  

 One in six think women should know their place.
61

  

The impact of exposure to pornography on young people, in terms of health, development and their ability to develop 

healthy and respectful relationships, is an area of increasing attention in Australia. A nationwide survey launched in 

March 2016 found that seven out of ten Australian girls aged 15-19 believe online harassment and bullying is 

endemic, and receiving unwanted and uninvited sexually explicit content online is now considered common 

behaviour.
62

  

We need some sort of crack down on the violent pornography that is currently accessible to boys and men. This 

violent pornography should be illegal to make or view in Australia as we clearly have a problem with violence 

and boys are watching a lot of pornography which can be very violent … This is influencing men’s attitude 

towards women and what they think is acceptable. Violent pornography is infiltrating Australian relationships. – 

Young woman, aged 18 years.
63

 

Adults are impacted too 

Prevention strategies for violence against women tend to focus on engaging young people and schools and there is 

strong evidence to support this emphasis. When we think about the generational change required, investing in young 

people makes sense. Norms, attitudes and behaviours are formed from a young age, and work with young people 

aims to support healthy attitudes about gender, love and respect before young people begin their first intimate 

relationships. 

However, efforts to shift harmful gender norms must engage with people at every life stage. Parents, grandparents, 

teachers, and the community in general all play a role in teaching children about gender norms – and not just as 

buyers of toys for children. Children learn about gender expectations from: 

 how roles and tasks are shared both within and outside the home (i.e. cooking, cleaning, child-rearing, 

mowing the lawn, managing household finances, taking kids to the park and going to work);  

 themes and colours of clothes, toys and presents given to children; 

 language used based on gender, such as commenting on the appearance of girls and commenting on the 

actions and abilities of boys; and  

 how parents reward or discipline behaviour that adheres to accepted notions of gender, for example, through 

statements such as ‘boys don’t cry’ or ‘boys will be boys’ to excuse inappropriate behaviour.
64

 

And, of course, it is not only young people to whom products and values are marketed. Harmful gender stereotypes 

are also interwoven into the marketing of a vast array of products and media that are marketed to adults. Products for 

adults, from clothes and make up to household products, alcohol and food have all been marketed in ways that 

construct and reinforce gender inequality and rigid gender stereotypes.   

Products marketed to women (and girls) often emphasise the importance of looking attractive to men, contributing to a 

culture which disproportionately sexualises and objectifies women.  

Sexualised and objectified depiction of women and girls are also used to sell products to men, as demonstrated in the 

examples below. Masculinity is constructed as inextricably linked to the degradation or devaluing of women. 
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Research on objectification has shown that women and men exposed to sexually objectifying images from mainstream 

media were found to be significantly more accepting of rape myths, sexual harassment, sex role stereotypes, 

interpersonal violence, and adversarial sexual beliefs about relationships.
65

 Men who were shown print 

advertisements in which women are presented as sex objects were more accepting of violence against women than 

men exposed to other kinds of advertisements.
66

 Exposure to sexualised content has also been shown to affect how 

women actually behave and how men treat and respond to real women in subsequent interactions: after being 

exposed to sexualised content, men’s behaviour toward women became more sexualised, and they treated women 

more like sexual objects.
67

 

Even public health campaigns can reinforce gender stereotypes. The advertisement below by Drug and Alcohol 

Service London (DASL) is aimed at curbing harmful levels of alcohol consumption by women, but reinforces harmful 

norms by focusing on impacts on looks and perceived attractiveness rather than real health impacts.  
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There has long been recognition that, in addition to contributing to harmful social norms and stereotypes, the way 

products are marketed for men or women also reinforces structural inequalities. The ‘pink tax’ refers to when very 

similar or identical products (such as deodorant or toothbrushes) are made more expensive if they are marketed to 

women, and cheaper if they are marketed to men. Across the life time, this cost difference contributes to the economic 

inequality experienced by women. 

Promising practice 

Some examples of initiatives to improve gender equitable marketing of children’s toys include videos and toys 

designed to break down gender stereotypes and empower girls by GoldieBlox. Examples of their television 

advertisements (and toys that challenge gender stereotypes) can be found on their website: GoldieBlox.
68

  

At GoldieBlox, our goal is to get girls building. We’re here to help level the playing field in every sense of the 

phrase. By tapping into girls' strong verbal skills, our story + construction set bolsters confidence in spatial skills 

while giving young inventors the tools they need to build and create amazing things. 

In a world where men largely outnumber women in science, technology, engineering and math, girls lose 

interest in these subjects as early as age 8.  Construction toys develop an early interest in these subjects, but 

for over a hundred years, they've been considered "boys' toys”. GoldieBlox is determined to change the 

equation. We aim to disrupt the pink aisle and inspire the future generation of female engineers. 

There are also occasional examples of gender transformative toy marketing: 
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However, these isolated, international efforts are drops in the ocean when compared to the number of advertisements 

that reinforce gender stereotypes and/or sexualise and objectify women. However, there are opportunities to leverage 

respectful relationships education programs in schools (discussed in Part B, Section ii) to include consideration of 

promoting and using toys that deliberately challenge and transform gender stereotypes. Strategies to improve the 

representation of gender in media and advertising are discussed in Part B, Section iii. 

ii. Education 

Targeting gender equality initiatives to the settings in which people live, work, play is the best way to achieve reach 

and saturation of messages and interventions across Victoria. 

Settings are places where social and cultural values are produced and reproduced.
69

 Evidence supporting the strength 

of a settings-based approach has long been recognised by health promoters as an optimum way to improve 

population health.
70

 Government bodies, workplaces, media, sports and recreation, schools and education, health and 

community services, faith-based communities, the justice system and the arts all have a role to play to promoting 

gender equality. A settings approach enables us to work across all levels of society by using settings as ‘intervention 

gateways’.   

Schools and other education services are a key setting for addressing gender inequality. Young people’s adult 

relationships are shaped by norms and practices they take on in childhood and adolescence. Consequently, 

intervening at this stage can change young people’s relationship trajectories. Young women are particularly vulnerable 

to relationship violence and the school setting enables programs to be delivered in a context in which the promotion of 

respectful, non-violent relationships can be normalised and have (near) universal reach. 

For more information about working with young people to prevent violence against women, see: Department of 

Education and Early Childhood Development (2009) Respectful Relationships Education: Violence Prevention and 

Respectful Relationships Education in Secondary Schools.
71

 

Respectful relationships education (RRE) is internationally one of our best-evidenced strategies for preventing 

violence against women and promoting gender inequality.
72

 RRE builds young people’s capacity to engage in gender 
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equitable, respectful intimate relationships. By engaging teachers, parents and principals through ‘a whole of school 

approach’, RRE can simultaneously contribute to mutually reinforcing change across a ‘micro-community’. Ideally, 

RRE should not be limited to a single ‘subject’, but should be integrated across the curriculum. For example, it is 

promising to see that the Victorian Government has recently introduced an initiative to help students bring a critical 

gender lens to the books they read.
73

 

In Victoria, RRE is being introduced into the school curriculum from 2016 (for Prep to Year 10) to support students to 

learn how to build healthy and more equitable relationships to prevent family violence. WHV understands that Year 10 

students will analyse pornography, sexting and raunchy music videos as part of the curriculum.
74

 Under the National 

Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and Children, RRE content has now been included in the national 

curriculum. The next step is to ensure it is effectively implemented and supported in all schools nationwide, and 

resourcing is provided to ensure appropriate programs are delivered in schools for children with a disability and for 

those children not engaged in mainstream schooling.
75

 Ongoing evaluation will help us to develop a world-leading 

model for RRE, and inform the development of curriculum for other education levels and age groups including primary 

schools.  

Another important setting for gender equality work is the workplace. Both VicHealth and the more recent national 

prevention framework, Change the Story, have highlighted workplaces as another setting where there is significant 

practice expertise or evidence that demonstrates their potential for impact.  In 2007, WHV developed Take a Stand 

against domestic violence: it’s everyone’s business, Australia’s first whole-of-organisation workplace-based violence 

prevention program, with funding from VicHealth (Case study 2). There is significant potential for programs like Take a 

Stand to be rolled out nationally. 

Case study 2: Using the workplace as a setting for promoting gender equality – Take a 

stand against domestic violence: it’s everyone’s business 

Take a Stand addresses the underlying causes of violence and builds capacity within workplaces to model, promote 

and facilitate respectful and non-violent gender relations. The program aims to influence change at both individual and 

organisational level, through three key elements: leadership (e.g. executive engagement; anti-violence policy 

development), training (about the causes, prevalence and impact of domestic violence and how to ‘take a stand’) and 

message promotion (e.g. use of promotional materials to reinforce messages; participation in events like White Ribbon 

Day). 

The Take a Stand program engages employees in skills development to speak up against attitudes and behaviours 

that sustain violence in our community. The ‘bystander approach’ is what made Take a Stand an Australian first; this 

approach has since been adopted by a number of other organisations delivering workplace-based programs. Take a 

Stand also ensures that employees who are experiencing domestic violence are supported.   

The 2011 evaluation of the Take a Stand pilot found that participants felt they had a better understanding of domestic 

violence and how things people say or do can support domestic violence, and were more likely to challenge violence-

supportive attitudes and behaviours as a result of the training.
76

 Together with its partners Women’s Health Loddon 

Mallee and Women’s Health and Wellbeing Barwon-South-West, WHV has now delivered Take a Stand to over 4000 

employees at more than twenty workplaces across Victoria. WHV has also recently formed a partnership with 

Rockhampton Women’s Health Centre to deliver Take a Stand to workplaces in regional Queensland. 

iii. Entertainment 

Everyday entertainment media (including print, television and advertising) play a key role in influencing expectations of 

what are acceptable roles and behaviours for men and women. The objectification of women and girls in media 
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therefore represents a significant barrier to the broader cultural change that the government and community are 

working together to achieve in other settings to prevent violence against women.  

A 2014 study from the United States reviewed 700 popular films for portrayals of gender, race and LGBT status. It 

confirmed that women are under-represented in popular film, and over-represented in sexualised roles. 

 

Source: Inequality in 700 popular films: examining portrayals of gender, race, & LGBT status from 2007 to 2014
77

 

Key findings from this study included that: 

 Only 30.2% of the 30,835 speaking characters evaluated were female across the 700 top‐grossing films from 

2007 to 2014.  

 Only 17 of the 100 top films of 2014 featured a lead or co-lead actor from an underrepresented racial and/or 

ethnic group (male or female). 

 Only 19 Asian directors worked across the 700 top‐grossing films. This is an overall percentage of 2.4%. Only 

1 Asian director was female across the films analysed and was listed as a co‐director.
78

 

Taking an intersectional approach to the representation of women and girls in media enables us to see that 

discrimination on the basis of race compounds inequality for many women. In the Australian context, there is a 

particular need for up-to-date research investigating the representation and inclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

islander women (and men) in everyday media. 

Marginalised groups are often invisible in youth media. Consequently, young girls with disabilities, for example, grow 

up without role models of empowered disabled girls and women. Aboriginal children don’t see respectful Aboriginal 

relationships reflected in the media.  

For women with disabilities, a 2012 report from the United Kingdom found that: 

 disabled people are under-represented both in terms of employment in the media and portrayal in the media; 

 lots of media forms are inaccessible and broadcasting tends to be at inaccessible times; 

 mainstream media does not recognise art, media culture created by people with a disability.
79

 

Aside from being largely invisible in the media, men from marginalised groups may also be demonised (for example,  

the characterisation of ‘baddies’ as having brown skin or ‘Eastern’ accents), or hyper-masculinised (as with men with 

disabilities displaying status through the objectification of women and other tropes of rigid male roles – see example 

below). This creates an absence of gender equal modelling for the large proportion of Australians who do not fit the 

media marketing model.  
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Images: Pacific Coast News, GQ (depicting Peter Dinklage).
80

 

However, tackling the issue of representation of women and male-female relationships in everyday media and popular 

culture has largely remained in the ‘too hard basket’.  

At an international level, as far back as 1995, the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing set 

out two strategic objectives relating to the need for both normative and structural change in relation to media: 

 promote a balanced and non-stereotyped portrayal of women in the media (changing norms), and 

 increase the participation and access of women to expression and decision-making in and through the media 

(structural change).
81

 

In Australia today, the harmful gender norms that are perpetuated by everyday media are symptomatic of, and 

reinforce, structural gender inequality. The media industry itself is highly gendered. In Australia women outnumber 

men in the industry, including as journalists. However, the percentage of women in leadership roles is well below the 

global average, with only 20 per cent of governance roles occupied by women and just 10 per cent of top-level 

management roles.
82

 Sexism is also entrenched in the Australian film industry, which has been preventing women 

from working in key creative roles. In feature film-making, women account for only 32% of producers, 16% of directors 

and 23% of writers.
83

   

It is essential that strategies to improve gender equality across the media setting are sophisticated enough to improve 

gender norms and the portrayal of women while simultaneously shifting structural barriers to inequality by improving 

the representation of women at senior levels within the industry itself. 

The need for a more ambitious strategy for addressing gender inequality 

through advertising and popular culture 

While the need to improve the representation of women and gender equality in everyday media has long been spoken 

of, strategies for taking action have been piecemeal at best. Codes of conduct tend to be voluntary, and the onus is 

placed on individual parents to mitigate and minimise their own children’s exposure to everyday media – mainly by 

focusing on limiting hours spent watching television.  

However, mitigating the impacts of media and gender stereotypes at an individual level is highly unrealistic when we 

consider that: 

 positive efforts by parents in the home will be undermined by a saturation of counter-messaging from other 

settings, media and peers; 

 parents may hold harmful views regarding gender themselves and may even be perpetrators of violence; 
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 discussing gender stereotypes and the harms of gender inequality can be hard. Even with the best of 

intentions, parents are unpractised in having this discussion and it is a complex problem that goes beyond 

‘don’t drink and drive’. 

An efficient and effective way to have an impact on a large scale is to work with media to improve gender equitable 

representations of women and men, boys and girls in advertising and media. 

Industry codes and guidelines 

The Australian Association of National Advertisers (AANA) is the peak body ‘championing the interests of advertisers’ 

and is responsible for the self-regulatory system for advertising communications, including the (non-binding) AANA 

Code of Ethics and AANA Code for Advertising and Marketing Communications to Children, as well as other industry 

codes. Complaints under these Codes are reviewed by the Advertising Standards Board through a panel of public 

representatives from a broad cross-section of the Australian community.
84

 The role of the ASB is not underpinned by 

legislation, so there is no obligation for advertisers to respond and complaints may be left unresolved. 

Because media and advertising are important social determinants that influence women’s health, WHV has regularly 

engaged in research and advocacy related to advertising and entertainment that degrades women. Over recent years 

WHV has undertaken specialised research on the health and other impacts for women and men, and on models and 

strategies for improvement.  

For example, prior to 2012, the objectification of women was not identified as grounds for complaint in the AANA Code 

of Ethics. Due in part to WHV’s advocacy, the revised Code (section 2.2) now states that ‘advertising or marketing 

communications should not employ sexual appeal in a manner which is exploitative and degrading of any individual or 

group of people’.
85

  

While changing the Code was a significant achievement, there is much more to do. The Code remains a voluntary 

‘self-regulatory’ framework with very limited consequences for non-compliance and, as such, is more symbolic than 

effective. Given the ASB has limited gender expertise and little incentive to enforce compliance with the Code, very 

few complaints relating to objectification of women are upheld.
86

  

A 2014 research report commissioned by the ASB on use of section 2.2 of the Code noted that ‘depictions of women 

are historically the most complained about issue in advertising’ but found that ‘Board decisions in relation to the use of 

sexual appeal in an exploitative and degrading manner are aligned with community opinions. This provides the Board 

with confidence that it is applying this new provision appropriately’.
87

 It failed to recognise that community attitudes 

about what is acceptable are themselves shaped by advertising. In addition, a serious weakness of the existing 

‘regulatory system’ is its focus on reviewing specific advertisements in isolation from one another, which limits 

opportunities to understand how a culture of sexist advertising cumulatively denigrates women. There is a clear need 

to educate the ASB (which is made up of community representatives) about the harmful effects of sexualised and 

stereotyped depictions of girls and women, and the link with violence against women. 

Other weaknesses in the current system are that the onus is on the individual to make a formal complaint and the 

process is time-consuming and non-transparent. And because the process takes time, problematic advertisements 

have often been viewed repeatedly by a wide audience and have stopped running by the time a ruling has been 

made.  
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Furthermore, sexual objectification is just one way that an advertisement can perpetuate sexist and degrading 

representations of women, and promote gender inequalities. The Code identifies sexualisation and objectification as 

grounds for complaint, but not the exploitation of rigid gender stereotypes. Stereotyped advertisements (for example, 

advertisements that depict girls as unintelligent or incapable of certain activities or as only capable of domestic work 

(or men as incapable of domestic work)) arguably fall within the scope of section 2.1 of the Code, which ‘prohibits’ 

discriminatory advertising,
88

 but the Code has not been interpreted in this way. 

It also appears that the general Code of Ethics is not applied in practice to advertisements that are otherwise 

regulated under other codes. For example, during Octoberfest 2015, a staff member from Women’s Health Gippsland 

registered a complaint with the ASB about advertisements displayed on public billboards at Southern Cross Station 

which used sexualised images of women, citing the connection between objectifying women and a culture that 

supports men’s violence against women. The complaint was considered by the Board and rejected under the Alcohol 

Beverages Advertising Code standards, as there are no standards regarding messaging that supports or contributes 

to men’s violence against women. 

In 2009, the Commonwealth Government published a Voluntary Industry Code of Conduct on Body Image, which 

outlines principles to guide the media, advertising and fashion industries to adopt positive body image practices.
89

 It 

encourages more diversity in the selection of models, a wider range of clothing sizes in retail fashion, the use of 

realistic and natural images of people, and disclosure when images have been digitally manipulated. A 2012 study In 

found that women who viewed images in fashion magazines with a warning about digitally manipulated images 

reported lower levels of body dissatisfaction.
90

  

However, the Eating Issues Centre conducted a study to see whether magazines were adhering to the voluntary code. 

They found that only three of the 10 magazines included in the study were upholding all criteria in the Code. It noted 

that while most magazines seem to be attempting to adhere to the Code in their editorial content, the advertisements 

featured in these magazines counteracted any intentions to uphold the Code.
91

 Given the significant impact of 

negative body image on the mental and physical health of girls and young women, this is concerning. 

Promising practice 

Making Change: Nordic Examples of Working Towards Gender Equality in the Media (2015) presents a collection of 

inspiring media practices in the Nordic region spanning advertising, computer gaming, television programming, 

journalism and film as well as and a compilation of comparative data on gender equality in the Nordic media sector.
92

 

Examples of Nordic initiatives that could be adapted to the Australian context include: 

 establishing an independent statutory body on gender equality for coordinating effort, gathering evidence 

and measuring progress in the media setting (similar to the Danish Centre for Information on Gender, 

Equality and Diversity); 

 improving training for teaching and media students to include consideration of the harms of, and alternatives 

to, gender stereotyping; 

 commissioning a series of children’s books aimed at improving the representation of specific marginalised 

groups; 

 establishing networks or ‘communities of practice’ bringing together experts in the media industry with 

experts in progressing gender equality. 

Other positive initiatives related to improving the representation of girls in media, popular culture and entertainment 

include initiatives such as the Geena Davis Institute on Gender and Media. The Institute (based in the United States) 
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is the only research-based organisation working within the media and entertainment industry to advocate for the need 

to dramatically improve gender balance, reduce stereotyping and create diverse female characters in entertainment 

targeting children aged 11 and under. Their ‘See Jane’ video campaign both identifies and challenges gender 

stereotypes in a way that children and parents can understand. 

Closer to home, the Victorian Department of Premier and Cabinet has developed Gender Portrayal Guidelines for 

implementation by all government departments and agencies and statutory authorities.
93

 The Guidelines are a useful 

mechanism for ensuring portrayals of women and men are positive and seek to contribute to the elimination of 

systemic discrimination based on gender.
 
The guidelines state that: 

 advertising should portray women and men as equally competent in a wide range of activities both inside 

and outside the home, including the workplace. Advertising should avoid the stereotyped representation of 

gender roles including a narrow or unrepresentative view of women's roles, occupations, professional status, 

power in the community and level of intelligence. 

 advertising should portray both women and men in the full spectrum of diversity, including age, appearance, 

and background. 

Within the film industry, Screen Australia’s Gender Matters plan, announced in December 2015, includes a small pool 

of funding for film projects with female-driven creative teams and female protagonists. It also aims to support 

storytelling by women, and the professional development of women in the industry – particularly writers and directors. 

While this is a step in the right direction, there is scope to take this further, by requiring gender parity in creative roles 

in all government-funded film projects. In March 2016, Canada’s National Film Board announced that over the course 

of the next three years, half its production funding would be allocated to female film-makers. Rather than creating a 

separate funding stream for female film-makers, it has made a full commitment to gender equality among directors in 

funding requirements.
94

 

Proposed actions 

In addition to the proposed initiatives adapted from the Nordic model above, priorities in Australia should include: 

 engaging the media industry as a key setting for primary prevention of violence against women and gender 

equality; 

 collection and use of data to measure the problem and any progress (for example, data relating to the roles 

and representation of men and women, speaking time given to women and men, sexualised roles, etc, as well 

as publication of complaints data disaggregated by type/grounds of complaint) – potentially by an independent 

gender equality body; 

 moving away from self-regulation of advertising and programming towards incentivising or mandating the 

media industry to stop advertisements and programming that sexualise or objectify women from airing in the 

first place (for example, through legislation enforced by an effective ‘watchdog’ body);  

 ensuring relevant regulatory bodies (including self-regulatory bodies) receive training in intersectional gender 

analysis and understand the harmful impacts of sexualised and stereotyped depictions of women and girls 

and the link with violence against women; 

 making the Commonwealth Government’s Voluntary Industry Code of Conduct on Body Image mandatory; 

 adoption of gender portrayal guidelines that address gender stereotyping (such as those developed by the 

Victorian Department of Premier and Cabinet) at the national level; 

 broadening (or clarifying) the AANA Code of Ethics to include exploitation of gender stereotypes (in addition to 

sexualisation) within the scope of grounds for complaint;  

 streamlining the complaints system so that individuals and groups can more easily make complaints; 

 making complaint review processes more transparent (including publishing disaggregated complaints data, as 

recommended above); 
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 using proven gender equality programs for workplaces (such as WHV’s Take a Stand against domestic 

violence: it’s everyone’s business) and tailoring them for the media industry, to assist the industry to adopt 

and model more equitable gender relations, including in relation to recruitment and promotion practices;  

 requiring gender parity in the creative teams for all government-funded film and television projects; and 

 including critical media engagement skills development in respectful relationships education programs in 

schools. 
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C. The role of government initiatives at every level in 
addressing the underlying causes of domestic 
violence, including the commitments under, or 
related to, the National Plan to Reduce Violence 
against Women and their Children 

Achieving gender equality will require strong, long-term leadership and a coordinated strategy that builds momentum 

for comprehensive and sustained social change. Governments at all levels have a key role to play in leading and 

coordinating a whole-of-community approach to preventing violence against women and achieving gender equality. 

Focusing on the federal level, the Commonwealth Government has a critical role to play in:  

 Setting the agenda for change by demonstrating an enduring commitment to achieving gender equality at 

the highest levels within the government and public sector; 

 ‘Mainstreaming’ gender equality into all legislation, policy, budgeting, service delivery and procurement, 

taking a ‘gender transformative’ approach wherever possible; and 

 Leading and coordinating efforts to ensure a comprehensive and systematic approach to gender equality 

across the country, drawing on the expertise of specialist women’s services.  

Government leadership must be underpinned by adequate, long-term investment, reflecting the long-term nature of 

attitudinal and structural change. A bi-partisan commitment and sustained funding beyond the three to four year 

electoral cycle will be critical to the success of efforts to promote gender equality. It is not realistic to expect to achieve 

broad scale cultural change within a three to four year funding cycle, and funders will need to understand that gender 

equality requires long-term investment and be realistic about the timescales in which they would expect to see 

changes. A long term-funding model will also enable successful programs and initiatives to be scaled up, 

systematised and embedded into ongoing practice, while short- to medium-term funding will support evidence-building 

through innovation. 

Adopt a whole-of-community approach to achieving gender equality 

Gender inequality permeates all levels of society, from the individual and interpersonal level to the institutional and 

societal level. It manifests across all life stages and all domains of public and private life. Given the scale and 

complexity of addressing gender inequality, a comprehensive, long term, whole-of-community approach is required.
95

 

The ecological model of social change provides an evidence-based foundation for a whole of society approach to 

gender equality that accounts for the relationships and dependencies between the different levels of society in 

perpetuating inequality, from individual relationships to our key civil institutions.
96

 The ecological model makes clear 

that it is not sufficient to target efforts to change attitudes and behaviours at the individual level, but that we must also 

address systemic and institutional barriers to change. As outlined in Part A, any approach to promoting gender 

equality must simultaneously target gender norms, practices and structures.  

A gender equality strategy must also engage with people at every life stage. This includes, among other approaches, 

working with young people to support healthy attitudes about gender and respect, recognising the barriers women with 
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caring responsibilities face in the workforce, and addressing the significant financial disadvantage experienced by 

many older women. 

A statewide gender equality strategy will need to address the four life domains that cut across all settings and levels 

of society: the political, economic, social/cultural, and natural and built environments, and engage people across the 

different settings in which they live, work, learn, socialise and play (such as schools, workplaces, sport and 

recreation settings, and media). Examples of interventions in education and workplace settings are outlined in Part B, 

Section ii and interventions in the media setting in Part B, Section iii. Evidence suggests that government should also 

adopt a coordinated multi-strategy approach, using different levers (for example, legislation, community education 

and social marketing) to achieve mutually-reinforcing impacts on gender inequality.
97

  

The scale and complexity of this whole-of-society change requires an overarching framework and strategy that 

enables policy makers to coordinate interventions, and practitioners to locate their efforts within a shared broader 

picture. 

Governments must set the agenda for change 

It is critical that governments set the agenda for gender equality in Australia through their own actions. This will 

require governments to ‘get their own houses in order’ as a model for progressing gender equality for others to follow. 

Increasing the political participation of women has been shown to advance laws and policies to address gender-

based violence and inequality.
98

 Yet, as of January 2016, women made up only 27 per cent of the federal Cabinet (six 

women in a Cabinet of 21 Ministers). Opportunities remain for Commonwealth and state governments to implement 

measures that will increase the representation of women in federal and state parliaments, national, state and local 

governments, and the public sector (for example, through the introduction of quotas) and bring greater emphasis to 

gender issues in parliament (for example, through parliamentary gender equality committees and gender-sensitivity 

training). For example, in Victoria a commitment to gender equity in public sector boards and court appointments has 

been welcomed.  

As major employers, it is essential that governments role model a commitment to gender equality by actively creating 

more gender equitable workplaces (beyond pursuing quotas and other mechanisms to ensure women are equally 

represented at senior levels). For example, government EBAs should reflect international best practice in terms of 

paid parental and family violence leave, and gender-related KPIs should be established for senior bureaucrats.  

‘Mainstream’ gender equality into all legislation, policy, budgeting, 

service delivery and procurement 

Public policy has the capacity to either perpetuate or eliminate discrimination and gender inequality. It is only by 

making gender a central consideration in the development and implementation of public policy that we can hope to 

advance gender equality and women’s human rights in Australia. The risk in failing to do so is that public policy 

responses will not only perpetuate existing forms of oppression against women and limit women’s and men’s 

autonomy, but will also create new forms of gender oppression and undermine broader efforts to achieve equality. 

‘Gender mainstreaming’—or the process of ensuring policies and practices meet the needs of men and women 

equitably—is a key strategy for removing barriers to equality through policy, law making and resource allocation.  

The United Nations defines gender mainstreaming as the process of assessing the implications for women and men of 

any planned action, including legislation, policies or programs, in all areas and at all levels. It is a strategy for making 

women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring 

and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men 
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benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated.
99

 A 2014 study undertaken by the OECD outlines some of the most 

effective elements of a gender mainstreaming approach and the ongoing challenges.
100

 

In Australia, governments should introduce gender mainstreaming or gender equality laws at state and national 

level, which would require ministers to outline how they will promote gender equality within their portfolios, a gender 

impact assessment or statement of compatibility to be undertaken for all legislation, policy and funding initiatives, 

and regular reporting to parliament on outcomes and/or monitoring by a parliamentary committee or independent 

commissioner. All governments should implement gender responsive budgeting, which involves undertaking a 

gender or audit of all fiscal and economic policies,
101 

and reinstate Gender Budget Statements (discontinued at the 

federal level since 2014).
102

  

At the federal level, introducing gender mainstreaming would expose the gendered impacts of Commonwealth laws 

and policies, recognising that the Commonwealth controls many of the policy levers required to achieve gender 

equality (including laws and policy relating to employment, social security, superannuation and immigration). As an 

example, Case study 3 illustrates some of the gendered impacts of employment and social security policy.  

Case study 3: The gendered implications of employment and social security policy – single 

mothers 

A good example of how policies and programs have fostered gender inequality by centralising the needs of men over 

women is the way the Australian welfare state was designed around the needs of the male breadwinner. In the 1907 

Harvester case, a ‘fair and reasonable’ wage was determined to be the amount a man needed to support himself, his 

wife and three children, even though at this time, women were frequently in paid work and often the sole supporters of 

their families.
103

 In the decades that followed, income support was provided to men long before the government 

provided allowances to widowers, single mothers or young women.  

To this day, single mothers are trapped within a policy construct that cycles between incentivising mums to stay at 

home to raise children and using punitive welfare policies to force single mums to work. This structural inequality is 

compounded by norms and practices that perpetuate stigma and discrimination against single mothers.  Contradictory 

norms dictate that ‘good mothers’ should be at home putting their children first. But ‘stay at home single mums’ set a 

bad example for their children, contributing to intergenerational poverty. There is a comparative silence on the role of 

men either as single fathers or as providers of child support.  

A gender impact assessment, supported by sex-disaggregated data, would highlight the disproportionate impact of 

single parent policies (including funding cuts) on women and the need for a gender transformative approach to 

addressing the structures, norms and practices that penalise single mothers. 

An intersectional approach to gender mainstreaming will recognise and be responsive to the ways in which the 

experience of disability, cultural or racial minority status, sexuality and gender diversity, rurality or socio-economic 

status intersects with gender to intensify gender-based inequality. Case study 4 demonstrates the need for an 

intersectional approach to immigration policy to prevent and respond to violence against women from immigrant and 

refugee backgrounds.  
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Case study 4: Violence against women from refugee and immigrant backgrounds and the 

role of immigration policy104 

Violence against women occurs in all Victorian communities and across all cultures. While there is no evidence to 

show that any one immigrant/refugee community or culture is any more violent than another, due to structural 

inequalities, immigrant and refugee women as a group are more vulnerable to violence, and have a lower level of 

access to family violence services.  

Immigrant and refugee women experience a range of barriers when they act on family violence, and as a result are 

under-represented as participants in early intervention programs, and over-represented as crisis service users.  

Many of the factors that increase women’s vulnerability to violence and limit access to services are linked to residency 

and visa status, including:  

 migration policy and legislation that reduce women’s rights;  

 structural racism in the workplace and the education system;  

 lack of access to appropriate early intervention and prevention programs; 

 refusal of homelessness services due to residency status and quotas in refuges based on residency or visa 

status; and 

 refusal of service due to lack of income. 

Women on temporary visas, such as international students, are more susceptible to exploitation and violence. For 

example, temporary residency visa status can increase women’s social isolation from the community. 

This vulnerability and isolation is compounded when access to income support or work rights, and health and 

community services (including domestic violence and legal services), is contingent on permanent residency status. 

Each visa category carries different entitlements and these entitlements change regularly. 

Research indicates that perpetrators use spousal visas as a tool to further perpetrate and complement other forms of 

family violence. Deportation threats, and fear of further persecution in country of origin, even if threats are un-founded 

(and exemptions theoretically allow women who have experienced domestic violence to stay in Australia), keep 

women in a state of fear for themselves and their children, and make women reluctant to report family violence, seek 

assistance, or leave the violent situation. A lack of specialist training in the dynamics of intimate partner violence 

means that immigration agents and relevant government departments are often ill equipped to assess their clients’ 

needs in relation to domestic violence. 

There is a clear role for the Commonwealth in further analysing the extent to which temporary and dependency visas 

exacerbate women’s experiences of violence, and amending the visa system to improve women’s independence and 

capacity to gain employment and income. 

The Government also has significant power to promote gender equality through direct service delivery and through its 

influence over projects and programs funded through grant programs and tenders. It is imperative to ensure that 

public funds are not being spent in a way that reinforces gender inequality. For example, governments should 

mandate gender equality requirements and reporting and provide incentives to ensure that contracted organisations 

demonstrate what steps they are taking towards delivering gender-responsive or gender-transformative services and 

becoming gender equitable workplaces. Interventions must also target groups at higher risk of experiencing gender 

inequality through services such as disability, health, mental health and aged care settings. For example, service 

agreements with community organisations could require delivery of gender equitable services, including the NDIS and 

Home and Community Care (HACC). 

A comprehensive monitoring and accountability framework, which involves regular reporting against priority 

outcomes, and is supported by gender-disaggregated data, will be essential for prioritising effort towards gender 

equality, holding government and stakeholders accountable, and tracking progress over time. In addition (or linked) to 
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a Gender Budget Statement, the Commonwealth could adopt the approach taken by NSW and Western Australia, 

who publish annual women’s report cards – ‘dashboard’ reports that measure progress against key gender equality 

indicators.
105

 Ultimately, a Gender Equality Index should be developed, which synthesises gender indicators into a 

single summary measure. 

Governments must invest in research and evaluation of gender equality initiatives to build the evidence base for 

further investment, and support the development of resources and tools to support gender mainstreaming and 

implementation of gender equality initiatives. Women’s health services have already developed applied gender 

analysis training and tools to assist policy makers and implementers in identifying gender equality concerns.
106

 

Significant investment in workforce development and capacity building is required to support gender 

mainstreaming – both to increase the supply of trained gender equity specialists and to ensure public officials and 

mainstream services have the requisite gender analysis skills.  

Aim to take a gender-transformative approach to policy and programs 

Gendered approaches to policy and programs can be understood along a continuum, from gender unequal to gender 

transformative. We have translated this continuum into the flow chart below (see Figure 1 below).  

Despite the profound impacts of gender inequality over the life course, historically government policy and programs 

have tended to take a ‘gender-blind’ approach, assuming that women’s experiences are the same as men’s. As a 

result, strategies, interventions and services across all portfolio areas have not been tailored for women, and 

opportunities to improve outcomes for women have been missed, reinforcing gender inequality. 

There is a need to move away from gender unequal and gender ‘blind’ policy and programs (which wrongly assume 

and reinforce the notion that policy is gender neutral), towards gender transformative policies that not only recognise 

and respond to the different ways policies impact women and men, but simultaneously contribute to breaking down 

gender norms and stereotypes. 

In ‘mainstreaming’ gender across all policy, programs and funding arrangements, WHV recommends that government 

demonstrate real leadership and maximise its impact on gender inequality by taking a gender transformative 

approach where possible. 
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Figure 1: Consideration of gender in policy development – from gender unequal to gender 

transformative107 

 

Gender unequal policies contribute to gender inequality either directly, for example lack of access to sexual and 

reproductive health services (see Case study 5 below), or indirectly, through a gender ‘blind’ approach – that is, an 

approach that appears to be gender neutral, but which in effect disproportionately harms women. A gender ‘blind’ or 

gender-neutral approach assumes that gender-based differences do not exist, minimises identified gender-based 

differences or ignores gender norms, roles and relations. Consequently, gender blind policy and practice often serve 

to reinforce and perpetuate gender-based discrimination and inequities.
108

 Gender-neutral approaches are common in 

‘mainstream’ policy areas, where gender is not perceived to be relevant. Case study 6 highlights the deadly 

consequences of a gender-blind approach to heart disease. 

The concept of gender equality has evolved over time: initially, gender equality was concerned with treating 

everyone the same. Treating everybody the same, however, perpetuates existing inequalities. By 

acknowledging and addressing different needs, interests and values, health services and professionals can 

work to overcome these inequalities and arrive at equitable outcomes.
109

 

Case study 5:  Gender unequal policy and service delivery – Access to contraception and 

termination services 

Denial or lack of access to sexual and reproductive health services, including contraception and abortion, is an 

example of gender unequal policy and service delivery. For biological as well as social reasons, women and girls bear 

the primary burden of sexual and reproductive health management, associated costs and decision-making. Barriers to 

sexual and reproductive health contribute significantly to unequal health outcomes between women and men. 

Access to reproductive health services is essential for every woman’s health and wellbeing. A comprehensive 

national sexual and reproductive health strategy is necessary to address the continuing barriers to women’s 

access to essential basic sexual and reproductive health services, including:
110
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 Lack of access to safe and legal abortion for all Australian women: abortion remains under the criminal code 

in some states and territories; 

 Community attitudes: ‘Lack of support from family/partner is huge, with some women continuing with 

pregnancies they don’t want due to significant pressure from family.’  

 Lack of availability of local services and specialists, leading to long wait times: ‘At the moment it seems that a 

lot of women are “shipped off” to Melbourne, there is limited amount of local counselling available and they have 

to find their own way to appointments etc. This is archaic.’ 

 Lack of privacy and anonymity: ‘In some towns they are only available at local shops. I had a young person tell 

me that the shop keeper refused to serve them and threatened to tell their mum (who was a friend).’  

 Cost, including for contraception, appointments, travel and time off work: ‘Cost is a big factor in young 

people not getting the emergency contraception or getting contraception in general.’  

 Lack of accurate and up to date information about contraception and abortion services for clients and 

health professionals, including a lack of comprehensive education for both clients and health professionals around 

contraceptive options. In addition, women from immigrant and refugee backgrounds, including international 

students, may lack awareness of family planning services and methods, and there is a lack of interpreting services 

and in-language print information regarding contraception and abortion.  

 

Case study 6: The deadly consequences of a gender-blind approach to heart disease 

A gender-neutral approach to the detection and treatment of diseases, such as cardiovascular disease (CVD) can 

have devastating consequences. CVD is the leading cause of premature death in Australian women.
111 

While men 

suffer twice as many heart attacks as women, women are more likely to die from them.
112 

Women are also more likely 

to die of stroke than men.
113 

 

 

Australian and international studies have found that, because women’s symptoms are less likely to be recognised by 

women themselves and by health professionals, women are less likely to be told they are at risk
114 

 and given 

appropriate medical treatment,
115

 which may contribute to women’s high mortality rates.  

Women are less likely to experience chest pain and more likely to experience less recognised symptoms of coronary 

heart disease such as fatigue, shortness of breath, nausea, pain between the shoulder blades and jaw pain. However, 

these symptoms are often mistaken for flu, stress or being ‘run down’.
116

 Women also experience additional risk 

factors and treatment complexities for CVD as a result of pregnancy and menopause,
117

 and the later presentation of 

CVD in women contributes to the likelihood of co-morbidities, including depression, which influences their treatment 

and outcomes.
118

 

Risk factors for women are also compounded by intersectional disadvantage: 

 Women from the most disadvantaged areas of Australia have CVD death rates 29% higher than those women 

from the least disadvantaged areas;
119
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 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women commonly have more risk factors for CVD than non- Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander women, including higher rates of smoking, diabetes and obesity;
120

 

 

A lack of trained health professionals, particularly in rural and remote areas, and entrenched beliefs about CVD in 

medical training and education, can be barriers for addressing CVD in women.
121

 Under-representation of women in 

cardiovascular trials and research has also resulted in a gender-neutral approach to treatment which can lead to 

ineffective or harmful treatment regimens.
122 

  

 

The differential experience of CVD for women has significant implications for the delivery of health care services. A 

gendered approach to CVD should include: 

 Increased representation of women in cardiovascular trials and research to ensure treatments are effective for 

women; and 

 Education about the differential risk factors for, and symptoms of, CVD in women, for both health professionals 

and women, particularly targeting higher risk population groups.
123

 

Gender-sensitive and gender-responsive policy and practice   

Undertaking a gender analysis which identifies how policies and practice are explicitly or implicitly gendered enables 

policy makers and service providers to consider how they can make policies and programs more gender-sensitive and 

gender-responsive. A gender-sensitive approach involves incorporating a gender perspective into policy and practice, 

but does not necessarily take action to redress gender-based inequities.159 Gender-responsive policy and practice 

builds on a gender-sensitive approach by not only identifying how gender norms and structures influence outcomes, 

but also taking remedial action to respond and ameliorate the impacts of discrimination, bias and inequities. Case 

study 7 provides examples of a gender-responsive approach to addressing violence against women with disabilities. 

Case Study 7: A gender-responsive approach to counter the marginalisation of women with 

disabilities  

Violence against people with disabilities has recently become a key focus of governments and oversight bodies. 

Development of policy in this area has not been concerned with gender equality and so has not connected with a 

gendered body of knowledge about violence response and prevention.  

For example, the National Disability Insurance Scheme’s ‘Operational Guideline on Responding to Abuse, Neglect 

and Exploitation 2014’ instructs on managing safety and risks. However, the Guideline appears not to have been 

developed with any input from experts in violence response and prevention. If it had, it would reflect awareness of the 

gendered nature of violence against women with disabilities. 

Gender-based and disability-based discrimination increase the risk of violence for women and girls with disabilities. 

Men who use violence often target victims who they perceive are less powerful, such as women who are unable to 

communicate to others what has happened to them, and those restricted in their physical movement.
124 

Women and 

girls with disabilities are twice as likely as women and girls without disabilities to experience violence throughout their 

lives. Over one-third of women with disabilities experience some form of intimate partner violence.
125
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Disappointingly, this reality is not reflected, and therefore not responded to, in the Guideline. Nor are the additional 

risks well known to specialists in Family Violence, Sexual Assault and Violence Prevention, such as being older, living 

in a remote area, coming from a non-English speaking background and being socially isolated.  

The Guideline represents a lost opportunity for raising awareness of violence against women (including domestic and 

family violence) amongst National Disability Insurance Scheme workers, and reinforces and perpetuates gender 

inequality. 

By contrast, the Victorian Office of the Public Advocate’s ‘Guideline for Addressing Violence, Neglect and Abuse’ 

(IGUANA) was developed in conjunction with violence specialists and women with disabilities. IGUANA clearly states 

what actions should be taken in cases of neglect or when abuse is reported, or is witnessed or suspected by a staff 

member or volunteer. It makes explicit the gendered nature of violence against women with disabilities: “Staff and 

volunteers should be aware that women with disabilities are more likely to experience violence than both men with 

disabilities and women in the general population.”
126  

A good example of best practice in intersectional program design is the Gender and Disability Workforce Development 

Program run by Women with Disabilities Victoria. This program is designed to change culture across whole 

organisations, and works with clients, staff, managers and executives. The aim is to improve gender equitable service 

delivery as a strategy for increasing women’s well-being and reducing gender based violence. The package is co-

delivered by women with disabilities and professionals from relevant sectors. Ongoing communities of practice within 

the organisations support and sustain cultural change.  

A recent evaluation of the pilot showed evidence of positive cultural change at both an individual and organisational 

level. For example, participants reported:
127 

“Now when we have conversations, we introduce concepts of gender; it’s actually discussed as a point in decision 

making. There has been a shift in our conversations since the training.” (Manager) 

“I have observed a marked difference in staff approaches to working with women with disabilities, in particular 

between staff who have completed the training and those that have not. Moving from managing one residential service 

to another has highlighted this for me.” (Support Worker) 

“We lose sight of gender issues in ‘individual person centred planning.’ It needs to remain at the forefront.” (Manager) 

The current major reform of disability services through the National Disability Insurance Scheme provides an 

opportunity to consider how cross-portfolio policy development can embed gender equality strategies in new 

programs. Given the high levels of disadvantage that women with disabilities experience, the disability policy portfolio 

appears an ideal setting for a greater focus on gender equality. This could consider areas of governance, data 

collection, service specifications and workforce development strategies as well as specific gendered program 

development. 

Towards gender-transformative policy and practice 

Advancing gender equality and women’s human rights is not simply a matter of including women’s voices or removing 

barriers to women’s participation. It also requires the adoption of positive measures to bring about a transformation in 

the institutions and structures that cause or perpetuate discrimination and inequality.
128  

A gender-transformative approach proactively and intentionally transforms and alters the underlying gender structures, 

norms and relations that perpetuate gender inequality. It involves actively challenging rigid gender roles, norms and 
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imbalances in power between women, men and gender-diverse people. Gender-transformative practice also seeks to 

establish and strengthen the structures that promote diverse and equal gender roles, relations and norms.
129

 

For example, the work of Sonke Gender Justice Network in South Africa focuses on challenging stereotypical and 

destructive understandings of masculinity, and on developing greater solidarity between men and the women in their 

lives. Sonke mobilises men to challenge gender inequality and rigid and inequitable gender norms by helping men 

understand the high price they pay as men for contemporary gender roles and inequalities – costs in terms of their 

own health, safety and wellbeing, costs in terms of the harm caused to women they care about, and costs in terms of 

diminished joy, happiness and quality of life.
130

 It creates ‘safe spaces where [men] can try out new ways of being men 

under the guidance of positive male leaders and role models.’
131 

Bringing men and masculinity into the conversation 

on gender equality takes a step toward breaking down the expectations of both genders,
132

 and there is some 

evidence that it is effective in building men’s support for gender equality and may assist in reducing resistance to 

change or ‘backlash’.
133

 

By contrast, Men’s Sheds do not take a gender-transformative approach. Men’s Sheds have been designed as part of 

strategy to improve men’s mental health and social isolation, particularly in regional areas. Men typically visit their GPs 

less than women (reflecting constructions of masculinity that deter men from sharing feeling or concerns about their 

health or vulnerability) and Men’s Sheds are seen as a gender-sensitive way of bringing men together in a supportive 

environment to improve health and wellbeing. However, while well regarded, and a good example of gender-

responsive programming, Men’s Sheds arguably reinforce rather than break down gender stereotypes. 

Ultimately, policy and programs should aim to create gender transformation whereby the structures and norms that 

disadvantage women (and men) on the basis of gender, and the construction of gender difference as a whole, are 

dismantled, leading to gender equality. However, in some instances where sex is a factor (for example, pregnancy) a 

gender-transformative approach may not be possible and a gender-responsive approach may be more appropriate. 

As an example, paid parental leave schemes have the potential to be gender-transformative by promoting a more 

equal distribution of household and caring responsibilities between couples, as demonstrated by Case study 8 below. 

Case study 8: Gender transformative approaches – Paid Parental Leave in Norway and 

Sweden 

In Australia, women do more unpaid work than men. Though workforce participation by women has increased over 

time, women do an average of 33.75 hours of household work (including caring for children as well as domestic 

activities) compared to 18.3 hours for men.  Australia also has one of the lowest employment rates for mothers in 

developed countries at 62%, compared to 72% in Sweden.  

Currently, in Australia, policies and debates regarding paid parental leave (PPL) tend to target mothers, excluding 

fathers or partners. Under the Commonwealth PPL scheme, the primary carer of a child (usually the birth mother) is 

entitled to 18 weeks’ leave at minimum wage, while the father or partner is entitled to two weeks’ Dad and Partner Pay 

(DAPP) leave at minimum wage. This reinforces gender norms and stereotypes that prescribe that women are 

responsible for child care and unpaid household labour.   

Norway and Sweden have introduced gender-transformative measures into their PPL schemes in order to encourage 

fathers to take a more active role in child care and domestic labour. Both Norway and Sweden have PPL schemes 

with high rates of income replacement (80-100%) and non-transferable mandated ‘daddy (or co-parent)’ quotas of 10 
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weeks and 90 days respectively.
134

 The introduction of mandatory ‘daddy quotas’ in the 1990s dramatically increased 

the proportion of fathers taking parental leave from between 4-7% before 1990, up to 90% in 2008.
135

  By contrast, in 

2014, only 36% of Australian eligible fathers took 2 weeks’ DAPP.
136   

 

Studies have shown that the ‘daddy quota’ in PPL schemes has a gender-transformative effect by increasing the 

distribution of household chores and childcare more evenly, even after the leave entitlements have been used up.
137

 

By promoting fathers’ engagement with childcare and housework, these schemes allow mothers greater employment 

opportunities and allow fathers an equal chance to develop close relationships with their children.
138  

The availability of government funded PPL and DAPP in Australia has made some fathers more willing to take leave 

following a birth and employers more inclined to see it as a normal leave obligation for men.
139

 However, Australia’s 

current policy of two weeks’ DAPP at minimum wage is not sufficient to effect any long-term change. An evaluation of 

the scheme found no change in the distribution of household chores or any other evidence of an increase in gender 

equity.
140

 Set at minimum wage, Australian fathers stated that the main reason they didn’t take DAPP was because 

they could not afford to.
141

 

The experience of Norway and Sweden is that a gender transformative PPL scheme must be well renumerated and 

flexible enough to be used at various intervals over the first few years of their child’s life.
142

 The Victorian Government 

could lead the way nationally by taking a gender-transformative approach to PPL and DAPP in public sector EBAs and 

lobbying the Commonwealth to include similar measures at a national level.  

Lead and coordinate effort across the country, drawing on the expertise 

of specialist women’s services 

The Commonwealth Government has a critical role to play in driving national action to prevent violence against 

women and promote gender equality, and the National Plan to Reduce Violence Against Women and their Children 

2010-2022 provides an ideal platform. Building on the evidence that shows a strong link between violence against 

women and their children and how people view the roles of women and men,
143

 the Second Action Plan identifies 

whole-of-community action to prevent violence as the first national priority.  

WHV would like to highlight in particular two key initiatives  that have been delivered under the Plan so far, which have 

already made a strong contribution towards supporting a consistent approach to the prevention of violence against 

women and building capacity at the state and national levels. These are the establishment of Australia’s National 

Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS) and Our Watch, which focuses on the prevention of violence 

against women through addressing gender inequality. Our Watch is already playing a key role in driving nation-wide 

change in the culture, behaviours and attitudes that underpin and create violence against women and children.   

Our Watch, ANROWS and VicHealth have recently released Change the story: A shared framework for the primary 

prevention of violence against women and their children in Australia. Change the story brings together the 

international research, and nationwide experience, on what works to prevent violence against women and children. It 

clearly identifies gender inequality as the primary driver of violence against women. Change the Story presents a 
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shared understanding of the evidence and principles of effective prevention, and provides a guide to assist 

governments and other stakeholders to develop their own appropriate policies, strategies and programs to prevent 

violence against women.
144

  

WHV recommends that the development and implementation of a national gender equality strategy be 

identified as a priority action under the Third Action Plan. The strategy should be developed with input from 

priority groups including women with disabilities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander women, and seek to 

influence policies specific to priority groups, such as The National Disability Strategy. 

In addition to driving national efforts to prevent violence against women and achieve gender equality, the 

Commonwealth Government must also ensure its own actions and strategies are coordinated by taking a whole-of-

government approach to gender equality across all portfolio areas, and supporting a whole-of-community approach 

through partnerships with the non-government sector. 

High level whole-of-government coordination is imperative in overcoming policy fragmentation within government, 

maximising the linkages between interdependent strategies, and supporting cooperation across government 

departments. A strong governance and accountability framework will be required, which mandates and facilitates 

involvement of all government departments, as well as cross-sector partners. The governance framework should 

involve monitoring by an independent body, a cabinet committee to drive whole-of-government action, a coordinating 

unit within a central agency, gender ‘focal points’ in all departments, and an interdepartmental committee with senior 

representation.  

The whole-of-community change required to realise gender equality will depend on the ability of government to 

mobilise and coordinate strategic partners in all portfolio areas across business, local government, faith-based 

communities and the community sector, and to leverage established organisations and networks. The collective 

impact model provides a structured approach to making collaboration work across government, business, 

philanthropy, non-profit organisations and citizens to achieve significant and lasting social change,
145

 and should be 

supported by the Commonwealth. 

Specialist networks (such as the network of women’s health services) have expertise in gender equity and can 

provide advice, as well as coordinating and resourcing regional work and undertaking quality control on behalf of 

government. The critical role of specialist women’s services in addressing gender inequality has been highlighted in a 

number of studies:
146

 

‘Civil society is fundamental for providing independent research and women’s NGOs are crucial for advocating 

policy and funding changes and contesting budgetary processes and outcomes. In other words, 

predominately [sic] internal government exercises need to engage external actors to be effective.’
147

  

Valuing and resourcing national women’s health services and other specialist women’s services at both state and 

national so they can continue to advocate for change, share best practice, build the capacity of others, and coordinate 

local gender equity initiatives, should be a key pillar of the government’s gender equality strategy. WHV is concerned 

the decision to de-fund the Australian Women’s Health Network (AWHN) will impact the government’s ability to 

leverage the specialist knowledge of women’s services at the national level. WHV recommends that AWHN’s 

funding be re-instated to ensure its continued existence as a source of specialist expertise in women’s health 

and gender equality at a national level.  
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D. Any other related matters 

The timing of this inquiry coincides with the Victorian Government’s consultation on the development of a statewide 

gender equality strategy. As part of this state-based consultation, WHV has proposed a conceptual framework for a 

Victorian gender equality strategy, supported by research and evidence gathered at the state, national and 

international levels.  

Our comprehensive whole-of-community model for addressing all forms of gender inequality extends the frameworks 

put forward by VicHealth (at the state level) and Our Watch (at the national level) for the prevention of violence against 

women.  

In particular, WHV’s submission to the Victorian gender equality consultation elaborates on the need to target gender 

norms, practices and structures, and provides more detail on our model for whole-of-community change. It also 

identifies particular opportunities for state government leadership and explains gender mainstreaming in greater detail. 

This submission can be found via the Women’s Health Victoria website:  

http://whv.org.au/publications-resources/publications-resources-by-topic/post/victorian-gender-equality-strategy-

consultation/ 
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CONCLUSION 

Violence against women is both an expression, and an enforcer, of gender inequality. 

Gender inequality is expressed and maintained through norms, practices and structures that support rigid gender 

stereotypes and the unequal distribution of power between men and women at every level of society. These formal 

and informal systems are linked and mutually reinforcing, creating a self-fulfilling cycle of inequality and making the 

task of achieving gender equality a daunting one. 

The inclusion of respectful relationships education within the national curriculum and the development of best practice 

programs for gender equality in workplaces represent significant strides in this work. However, there is much more to 

do. This submission has highlighted two key areas for action, namely engagement with the media, advertising and 

entertainment industries, and development of a comprehensive national gender equality strategy. 

The absence of effective strategies for addressing structural and normative gender inequality within the media, 

entertainment and advertising industries represents a major gap in current efforts because of their influential role in 

reinforcing gender norms and expectations. Best practice prevention work in other settings such as schools and 

workplaces will be undermined by counter messaging in the media if we do not develop a more ambitious strategy. 

This submission has suggested several strategies that the Government could adopt for the media setting, including 

strengthening the regulation of advertising that sexualises and objectifies women, and exploits harmful gender 

stereotypes. 

The Commonwealth Government also has a critical role to play in leading Australia towards a more gender equitable 

future. WHV strongly recommends that the Government lead development of a comprehensive national gender 

equality strategy. Such a strategy should simultaneously target the norms, practices and structures that drive gender 

inequality and take a whole-of-community approach to reversing it. It should require all governments to show 

leadership by role-modelling change and mainstreaming gender across all policy and programs. In addition to gender 

mainstreaming, the Commonwealth should also take action in its key areas of policy responsibility to improve women’s 

civic and economic participation and economic security. 
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