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Note on terminology

It is regrettable that there is no standard language in Australia to describe
violence against women by the men who they live with. There are no standard
definitions between, or even within, states and territories of what constitutes
domestic and other forms of violence against intimate partners. This situation
needs urgent redress, and it is to be hoped that the federal government, via its
National Plan to End Violence Against Women and Children 2022—-2032, might
lead the way. It is confusing, to say the least, when there are so many terms
whose definitions overlap, and which often appear to be used interchangeably.
Such terms include ‘domestic violence’, ‘domestic and family violence’, ‘domestic
abuse’, ‘intimate partner violence’, ‘family violence’, ‘partner violence’, and
‘gender-based violence’, to name the most commonly used.

This report will use ‘domestic violence’ when referring to violence against women
in the home or by their current or former partners. | prefer that we use language
that is widely known and understood. This is the term that is used most in the
media and people are coming to understand that its meaning has expanded to
include forms of violence such as emotional abuse and coercive control, as well
as physical and sexual assault. When reporting the Australian Bureau of Statistics
findings in the customized data from its 2016 Personal Safety Survey prepared
for this report, | will use the ABS term ‘partner violence’, which refers to physical
and/or sexual violence by a current or former cohabiting partner.



Abbreviations and acronyms

AIHW
ALSWH
ANROWS
ABS
CALD
DFV
HILDA
IPV
LGBTQI
PRF
PSS

PV

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare

Australian Longitudinal Study on Women'’s Health
Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety
Australian Bureau of Statistics

Culturally and linguistically diverse

Domestic and Family Violence

Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
Intimate Partner Violence

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and intersex
Paul Ramsay Foundation

Personal Safety Survey

Partner Violence

Key government payments

Family Tax Benefit

JobSeeker

Newstart

Payments made to families according to the numbers and ages
of their children

Replaced Newstart as the unemployment benefit in 2020

The benefit paid to unemployed people

ParentsNext A compulsory federal government program for young parents

receiving the Parenting Payment whose youngest child is
under 6, whose stated objective is to ‘help eligible parents to
plan and prepare for employment by the time their youngest
child reaches school age’

Parenting Payment Single

An income-support Payment for single parents whose youngest
child is aged under 8
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I didn’t like the path | was going. There was domestic violence.
My partner at the time, her dad, we broke up. It wasn’t nice
... 1 didn’t want that for my daughter ... | packed three
suitcases, climbed out a window, pushed my car down the
drive and went.

Leah Purcell
Actor and director

I don’t know any single mothers who haven’t
experienced violence.

Asher Wolf
Human rights activist

In my consultations with children, young people and families
on ‘Keeping kids safe and well’, | have been staggered at

how many homeless young mothers | am meeting who are
couch-surfing or cycling through caravan parks and short-term
refuges with babies and toddlers in tow. Typically, they have
left violent relationships and end up homeless.

Anne Hollonds
National Children’s Commissioner, Australian Human Rights Commission

Sources:
1. Leah Purcell, quoted in Garry Maddox, ‘My grandmother was considered sub-human:
The drive behind Leah Purcell’'s new film’, Sydney Morning Herald, 23 July 2021

2. Asher Wolf to author; quoted with permission.
3. Commissioner Anne Hollonds to author; quoted with permission.
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Women experiencing domestic violence in Australia today have two choices:

» to stay in the violent relationship, or
* toleave.

Each year several hundred thousand women are forced to make this choice.
It is not easy, as the experiences of women in 2016 reveal.

Those who stayed

The numbers'

According to the 2016 Personal Safety Survey (PSS), an estimated 275,000
Australian women suffered physical and/or sexual violence from their
current partner. Of these women, 81,700 (30 per cent) had temporarily left
the violent partner on at least one occasion but later returned. Mostly they
returned because they still loved their current partner, wanted to work things
out, or the partner had promised to stop the threats and the violence (69,000
or 85 percent). But for around 15 per cent*? of these women (12,000%),

1 All figures cited in this section are from the ABS, from the Personal Safety Survey 2016 or
from the customized data drawn from the 2016 PSS prepared by the ABS in 2021 for this
report, which can be viewed from the link in the Appendix.

2 Figures in this report that are flagged with an asterisk have a relative standard error of
25-50%. The ABS notes that while such figures are still suitable for analytical purposes,
they should be used with caution.



the reason for returning was that they had no money or nowhere else
to go.3 Returning to their violent partner seemed a better choice than
being homeless or trying to subsist in poverty.

The vast majority of these 275,000 women — 193,400 or 70 per cent of
them — chose to remain. Not all of them did so happily. Aimost 90,000
of them wanted to separate but were unable to do so, with 22,600*
saying that lack of money and financial support was the main reason
they were unable to leave their violent partner.

The consequences

By staying in the violent relationship, the woman hoped to be able to
have financial security for herself and her children. But she may pay a
price:

+ The violence will likely continue and could escalate.

* The social stigma attached to remaining: the 2017 National
Community Attitudes Towards Violence against Women Survey,
conducted by Australia’s National Research Organisation for
Women'’s Safety (ANROWS), found that 32 per cent of respondents
believe that a female victim who does not leave her abusive partner
is partly responsible for the abuse continuing.

* Being at risk of loss of independence and agency: only 85,800 of
these 275,000 women were employed full-time, with almost 110,000
of them either unemployed or not in the labour force, and therefore

having no income of their own.*

See ABS Customized data 2021, Table 18, Women aged 18 years and over
who experienced violence by a current partner since the age of 15 and who had
temporarily separated, Reasons for returning to violent current partner.

Of the 275,000 women who experienced violence by their current partner, at the time
of the survey in 2016:
* 165,100 (60%) were employed
+ 85,800 (31.2%) full-time
+ 81,200 (29.5%) part-time
* 10,800* (3.9%*) were unemployed
* 98,400 (35.8%) were not in the labour force
* Estimate has a relative standard error of 25% to 50% and should be used with caution.

See ABS Customized data 2021, Table 10, Women aged 18 years and over, whether
experienced partner violence since the age of 15, by labour force status.
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Those who left

The numbers

In 2016, there were an estimated 185,7005 women who had experienced
violence by a previous partner they lived with in a married or de facto
relationship, and were now living as single mothers with all children under
the age of 18. An estimated 168,000 of these women experienced violence
while living with their most recently violent previous partner. Thirty-nine per
cent said the main reason for leaving their most recently violent previous
partner was the partner’s assaults or threats to them or their children, and
a further 36 per cent said the main reason for leaving was the partner’s
controlling or emotionally harmful behaviour towards them. Forty-two per
cent of the 168,000 who experienced partner violence while living with the
perpetrator said they experienced violence while they were pregnant, and
for 35,000 of these women (about half of them) the violence occurred for
the first time while they were pregnant. More than half the women said
their children had seen or heard the violence. By leaving they hoped to
escape the violence and to begin to remake their lives. For far too many
of these women, this dream is unrealizable due to circumstances beyond
their control.

The consequences

» For 37 per cent of the 124,100 single mothers who had experienced
violence more than once while living with their most recently violent
previous partner, the violence increased after the final separation.

» 75 per cent of the 99,700 women who moved out of home after the
relationship with their most recently violent previous partner ended left
behind property or assets.

» Although 60 per cent of the 185,700 single mothers who had
experienced partner violence were in employment, for many their
earnings were insufficient to support themselves and their children and
they experienced considerable financial stress.

* 50 per cent of the 185,700 women were reliant on government benefits

as their main source of income.

5 An explanation of all the numbers used in the ABS customized data can be found in
Appendix 2



» Single mothers receive the Parenting Payment Single (PPS) of
$892.20° per fortnight until their youngest child turns eight, when they
are forced to go onto JobSeeker, the unemployment benefit.

« JobSeeker, at $691.00 per fortnight, is the second-lowest
unemployment benefit in the OECD (after Greece), at just 27 per
cent of the average wage, compared with the OECD average of
58 per cent. It was worth 89 per cent of the single pension (for age
pensioners) in 2000; in 2021, despite being increased by $25 per
week, JobSeeker was worth just 66 per cent of the pension.7

The choices, and the consequences, are very stark for women wanting to
escape domestic violence.

Government policy, through the current National Plan to Reduce Violence
Against Women and their Children 2010-2022%is ostensibly to encourage
and support women to leave violent relationships. But government
policy, through payments policy and other welfare measures,
ensures that as many as half the women who choose to leave will
end up in poverty. These two arms of government policy are in direct
conflict with each other when it comes to tackling domestic violence.

The government may not be able to immediately stop domestic violence,
but it could stop poverty. It chooses not to.

The report that follows lays out in detail the consequences of this choice
for women escaping domestic violence.

These rates are as of 20 March 2022:

Brendan Coates & Matt Cowgill. ‘Now is an especially bad time to cut unemployment
benefits’. Grattan Institute News, 25 February 2021,

This Plan was due to end on 30 June 2022, and to be replaced by a new Plan, a draft of
which had been circulated by the previous Coalition government, which lost office on 21
May. At the time of writing (12 June 2022), a final new Plan had yet to be released.
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Executive summary

The data that is published here for the first time reveals both the shocking
extent of domestic violence suffered by women who are now single mothers,
and outlines in grim detail the economic, health and other consequences of the
choice these women made to leave the violence. The findings are both new and
confronting and have major policy ramifications for how we address domestic
violence, and to the policy-induced poverty that is its outcome for far too many
women and children.

Although there is extensive, and growing, awareness about domestic violence in
contemporary Australia, the true extent, and the consequences, of this violence
remain largely hidden. Perhaps as a result, the conversations about domestic
violence are mostly focused on how to deal with its victim-survivors, rather than
how to stop the violence from happening. The same is true of much policy.
Prevention policy is mostly long-term, based on the assumption that we need full
gender equality in our society for domestic violence to end, yet there is no federal
government plan for how to achieve gender equality in Australia. (Nor is there
any evidence that countries with greater gender equality than Australia have
lower rates of domestic violence. In fact, the opposite is often the case.g) Another
major focus is teaching respectful relationships in schools — another long-term
approach that will hopefully pay dividends in the future but cannot be expected to
have much impact on violence being perpetrated today.

All this suggests that a policy reset is required, and for that to happen the
conversation needs to change. And for the conversation to change, we need
new information. This was the overall context and rationale for the report that

9 For instance, Denmark ranks no. 2 in the Gender Inequality Index yet has a lifetime physical
and/or sexual intimate partner violence rate of 32%; Sweden, which ranks no. 4 in the Gender
Inequality Index has a lifetime violence rate of 28%. Australia ranks 24 in the Gender Inequality
Index and has a violence rate of 22.8% — lower than both Denmark and Sweden: evaw-global-
database.unwomen.org/en

13
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follows: the search for new information that might prompt us to take a fresh
look at domestic violence in Australia. Rather than continuing to look through
all the familiar lenses, rehashing all the known data, and continuing to reinforce
our existing findings and convictions, | thought it was necessary to seek a
fresh perspective. This might, | hoped, yield new knowledge which can, in turn,
suggest new ways of tackling our twin objectives: reducing domestic violence,
and providing better support for the women who escape it. | decided to do

this by examining the circumstances of single mothers who had experienced
domestic violence. My reason for this choice was that single mothers appeared
to experience domestic violence at a much greater rate than women in any other
household group.

My first discovery was that there was very little formal data about single mothers
and violence. The Personal Safety Survey (PSS), Australia’s main data collection
on violence, including domestic violence, which is conducted every four years by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), does not identify single mothers as a
discrete dataset. | had hoped to learn from the experiences of this group. | had
been surprised at how underrepresented they were in current domestic violence
research; perhaps the reason for this was the lack of data. To remedy this,

| submitted a request to the ABS for a customized dataset. The ABS was able

to extract from its PSS 2016 a dataset that comprised women in single parent
families with all children in the household aged under 18 (hereinafter referred
to as ‘single mothers’). They then produced a set of tables that presented
information about the experience, and outcomes, of the ‘partner violence’

(the ABS term) these women had been subjected to since the age of 15.

The first, and most confronting, finding is that of the estimated 311,000 single
mothers living in Australia in 2016 who had lived with a previous partner, 185,700
— or 60 per cent of them — had experienced violence (physical and/or sexual) by a
previous partner since age 15. And that 71 per cent, or 220,200 of these women,
had experienced emotional abuse by a previous partner since age 15.

To put this finding in context, the PSS 2016 found that 1.6 million Australian
women aged 18 or over had experienced partner violence since the age of 15.
That equates to 17 per cent of all Australian women. However, if we only look at



women who have ever had a partner, that number rises to 22 per cent.

For all women who previously had a partner, but currently live alone,

the number is 40 per cent. But all these numbers are eclipsed by the startling
60 per cent of women who are now single mothers who experienced violence
from a previous partner.

FIGURE 1
rates of partner violence

AUSTRALIA 2016

17.3% 21.9%

of all women of all women who have
18 years and over ever had a partner

40.3% 59.7%

of all women who of single mothers
previously had a partner with kids under 18
and now live alone

Source: adapted from ABS Customized Data Table 1

The Choice: violence or poverty
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The second thing to note is that these women were all single mothers in 2016 when
the ABS collected the data, but they had been in a married or de facto relationship
with a violent previous partner in the past. (The ABS defines ‘partner violence’ as
any incident involving the occurrence, attempt or threat of either sexual or physical
assault by a person the respondent lives with, or lived with at some point in a
married or de facto relationship since age 15. This may also be described as a co-
habiting partner.) In other words, these single mothers were not single at the time of
the violence. Was the violence the cause of them becoming single? The customized
data documents their multiple attempts at temporary, and then final, separation from
their most recently violent previous partner — and this is laid out in exhaustive detail
in this report. It also documents that for 75 per cent of these women, their former
partner’s assaults, threats, or controlling or emotionally harmful behaviour were the
main reason the relationship ended. In other words, these now single mothers left
because of the violence.

That finding alone should make us rethink our assumptions about single mothers.
Too often single mothers are subjected to unfair and inaccurate stereotyping
suggesting that they are amoral, unfit, or otherwise undeserving of sympathy

and support. This research should prompt a rethinking of the most effective way

to understand the causes and consequences of domestic violence. Much of

the current literature highlights groups who, statistics show, are most at risk of
experiencing violence: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) women, LGBTQI women, women with disabilities, and
women living in rural, regional or remote areas. But by focusing exclusively on risk,
rather than examining outcomes, we overlook some extremely relevant factors.

We take note of deaths due to domestic violence. We count dead women, but we
have overlooked other consequences of the violence. We do not count the physical
and emotional injuries, the hospitalizations, the permanent disabilities resulting
from domestic violence, the often lifelong injuries to mental health or psychological
well-being. And we have not taken into the account the most frequent, and the
most obvious, consequence of all: that if women who have children leave violent
relationships they become single mothers — and all that results from that. We
ignore the fact that these single mothers include Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander,
LGBTAQI, cultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds and women from rural or
remote areas. And that not only are there often tough economic consequences,
health risks and other problematic outcomes for single mothers who have left
violent relationships, but single mothers are themselves often at risk of continuing to
endure violence — especially from previous partners.



This report documents in excruciating detail the violence (physical and sexual)
and emotional abuse experienced by these women at the hands of their
former partner. It makes for painful reading, but it is a necessary resource

for understanding the lives of these women — and the health and other
consequences, many of which last a lifetime, long after the relationship is over.

| also document the risks of intergenerational perpetuation of this violence. We
know that being exposed to violence against one’s parents, especially one’s
mother, as a child increases the likelihood of growing up to be either a victim

or a perpetrator of violence. Sadly, our data shows that just over half of the
single mothers said the violence was ‘seen or heard’ by their children. We are
talking about 88,600 women here. We know that a third of single mothers in this
study have one child and 40 per cent have two. That’s a lot of kids who today
are potentially setting out in life with this grim prognostication about their future
hanging over them. In reality, the figure could be even higher, since children
can be impacted by violence occurring between the adults in their household
even if they do not actually witness it. They are likely to be aware of the tension,
the anxiety, any physical signs of abuse. The customized PSS data shows that
67 per cent of the women who are now single mothers had children in their
care at the time they were experiencing the violence; many, if not all, of these
children were potentially impacted by this violence

Equally grim is the finding that almost one-third of these single mothers had
themselves witnessed violence against one or other of their parents when they
were children.

The section of my report that sets out the consequences for these single
mothers of having experienced partner violence is detailed and revelatory. The
economic consequences are perhaps the most serious, but also the easiest

to measure. We do not know enough about the health outcomes except in

the most general terms, but work done by the Australian Longitudinal Study
on Women'’s Health, and reported in Chapter 2, indicates that long-lasting
physical and mental health consequences are common for women who have
experienced domestic violence.

My report on the economic outcomes includes the findings of a path-breaking
study conducted for this report by Professor Bruce Chapman and Mr Matt
Taylor, both economists from the ANU, of Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) data on the incomes of women who separated
following partner violence. HILDA is a longitudinal study and therefore able to
trace outcomes over time (unlike the PSS which is a cross-sectional snapshot
of a situation). This is the first time HILDA data has been used to analyze

17
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the financial outcome of domestic violence. The findings are that women who
leave violent relationships suffer a drop in income of as much as 45 per cent.
These findings are intrinsically important for what they reveal about the impact of
partner violence on a woman’s household income, but they also point to a whole
new avenue of research that Professor Chapman intends to pursue, hopefully in
conjunction with future work stemming from this report.

Finally, this report analyses the dire economic situation of the 50 per cent of the
single mothers in my study who rely on government payments as their main source
of income. | identify their situation as ‘policy-induced pover’(y’,10 a description that
might sound hyperbolic were it not for what successive Australian governments

have done to payments policy for single mothers over the past two decades.

In summary, in 2006 the Howard government introduced Welfare to Work so-
called reforms that took single mothers off the Parenting Payment Single (PPS)
once their youngest child turned 8 and forced them onto the much lower-paying
Newstart allowance, which was the name then for unemployment benefits. That
benefit is now called JobSeeker and is even lower in value in 2022 in relation to the
PPS and other government payments and pensions such as the age pension than
was the case in 2006. This harsh treatment of welfare recipients, single mothers

in particular, has been a bipartisan policy, with the Rudd and Gillard governments
introducing measures that exacerbated the impact of the original Welfare to Work
policies. These included compounding the disadvantage built into the JobSeeker
allowance by changing the indexing to prices rather than — as for pensions and as
had been for single parents — to male earnings. This means the gap between the
two sets of government payments continues to widen, and single parents, along
with the unemployed, are expected to subsist on an amount that is significantly
below what social scientists and economists refer to as the poverty line. In addition,
changes to the Child Support legislation between 2006 and 2008, which made
various changes to the payment formula, including from parental income to a

‘cost of children’ model, have decreased child support payments for many single
mothers."

All this means that thousands of women and children who have escaped from
violent families have been forced by the government to live in policy-induced
poverty.

| have taken this evocative phrase from S. Maury, S. Olney, K. Cook, E. Klein, & S. Bielefeld (2022).
‘The social safety net as a complex system failure for women’,

18
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Introduction

The purpose of this report is to shine a very bright light on an area of
domestic violence that has not been previously reported or discussed in
Australia. As a result, it has been overlooked or ignored by policymakers,
with significant consequences for both the women and children affected.
This report publishes, for the first time, disturbing data about the startling
extent of violence against women who are now single mothers, almost
three-quarters of whom because of fleeing their violent partners, and
whose lives, and those of their children, are often severely disadvantaged
as a consequence.

These findings are based on customized data that was prepared by the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) specifically for this report and which
has not previously been made public. Together with other data from the
ABS’s Personal Safety Survey 2016 that has received scant previous public
attention, | am able to present — for the first time — the shocking figures

on the extent of partner violence (the term used by the ABS to describe
violence by a current or previous cohabiting partner) experienced by women
who were single mothers at the time of the survey in 2016."% | am also

able to present a detailed and, at times, disturbing account of the poverty

in which so many of these women have been forced to live because of
inadequate support by governments for women fleeing violence.

The ABS’s Personal Safety