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ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics

ACCOs Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations

Action Plan Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Action Plan 2023–2025 under the National Plan to 
End Violence against Women and Children 2022–2032 

ADFVDRN Australian Domestic and Family Violence Death Review Network

AG 2021 NCAS Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Advisory Group

AGIS Attitudes towards Gender Inequality Scale

AIHW Australian Institute of Health and Welfare

ANROWS Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety

AVAWS Attitudes towards Violence against Women Scale

COAG Council of Australian Governments

DSS Department of Social Services

DVS Domestic Violence Scale

GVIS Gendered Violence and Inequality Scale

HREOC Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission

LGBTQ+ An evolving acronym that stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans gender, queer/
questioning, asexual and other sexuality- or gender-diverse people

Main report
Coumarelos, C., Weeks, N., Bernstein, S., Roberts, N., Honey, N., Minter, K., & Carlisle, E. 
(2023). Attitudes matter: The 2021 National Community Attitudes towards Violence against 
Women Survey (NCAS), Findings for Australia. (Research report 02/2023). ANROWS.

National Plan 2022–
2032 National Plan to End Violence against Women and Children 2022–2032

NCAS National Community Attitudes towards Violence against Women Survey

NIAA National Indigenous Australians Agency
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PSS Personal Safety Survey

Recognise DV Subscale Recognise Domestic Violence Subscale

Recognise VAW 
Subscale Recognise Violence Against Women Subscale

RDD Random digital dialling

SAS Sexual Assault Scale

SEIFA Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018).  
See key term socio-economic status of area.

SHS Sexual Harassment Scale

SVS Sexual Violence Scale

Technical report
Coumarelos, C., Honey, N., Ward, A., Weeks, N., & Minter, K. (2023). Attitudes matter: 
The 2021 National Community Attitudes towards Violence against Women Survey (NCAS), 
Technical report. (Insights 02/2023). ANROWS. 

TFAS Technology-Facilitated Abuse Scale

Understand Gendered 
DV Subscale Understand Gendered Domestic Violence Subscale

UNDRIP United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

UVAWS Understanding of Violence against Women Scale
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Data symbols and table 
and figure notations

* Indicates a statistically significant result, meaning we can be confident 
(with 95% certainty) that the difference observed in the survey sample is 
meaningful and likely to represent a true difference in the Australian population 
(p < 0.05) that is not negligible in size (Cohen’s d ≥ 0.2 or equivalent)

^ Indicates an item was asked of one half of the sample 

~ Indicates an item was asked of one quarter of the sample

D Domestic violence item (used in item codes)

G Gender inequality item (used in item codes)

S Sexual violence item (used in item codes)

V Violence against women item (used in item codes)
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Key terms

Attitudes 

Evaluations or appraisals of a particular subject (e.g. person, object, concept) that 
usually exist along a continuum from less to more favourable. The NCAS measures 
attitudes towards violence against women, including attitudes towards specific 
types of violence such as domestic violence and sexual violence, as well as attitudes 
towards gender inequality. 

Backlash 
The resistance, hostility or aggression with which strategies to redress gender 
inequality or prevent violence are met by some people in the community (typically a 
minority). 

Bivariate analysis 

A statistical analysis that examines the direct or straightforward relationship 
between two variables only, such as an outcome of interest (e.g. understanding of 
violence against women) and one other variable (e.g. a demographic factor such as 
age), without taking into account the effect of any other variables. 

Cissexism Prejudice or discrimination against trans gender people.

Coercive control

A pattern of behaviours used to manipulate, intimidate, isolate and control a partner 
and create an uneven power dynamic in the relationship (Attorney-General’s 
Department, 2023; Department of Social Services [DSS], 2022a). Coercive control 
is often a significant part of a person’s experience of domestic violence. Coercive 
control is typically defined as a long-term pattern of non-physical and physical acts 
that are used by perpetrators to control or dominate an intimate partner (DSS, 
2022a). Forms of coercive control can include monitoring a partner’s daily activities, 
limiting their access to financial resources, manipulating children against them and 
isolating them from support networks (Relationships Australia, 2021).  

Domestic violence

Refers to violence perpetrated by current or past intimate partners, which causes 
physical, sexual or psychological harm. Major forms of domestic violence include 
physical, sexual, psychological and financial abuse. Domestic violence often includes 
coercive control. The term “domestic violence” is often used interchangeably with 
“intimate partner violence”. “Domestic violence” is used in this report, as many 
historical NCAS items use this terminology to describe violence between partners. 
(Note: some broader definitions of domestic violence in the literature include 
violence between other family members. Within this report, violence between family 
members is referred to as “family violence”.)  

Economic abuse See financial abuse.

9 Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents



Emotional and 
psychological abuse 

Forms of abuse that may include verbal, non-verbal or physical acts by the 
perpetrator that are intended to exercise dominance, control or coercion over the 
victim; degrade the victim’s emotional or cognitive abilities or sense of self-worth; or 
induce feelings of fear and intimidation in the victim and survivor (National Family 
and Domestic Violence Bench Book, 2023). 

Equality The state of being equal, especially in status, rights or opportunities. 

Equity

The state, quality or ideal of being just, impartial and fair. As related to 
racial and social justice, equity means meeting people and communities 
where they are by allocating resources and opportunities as needed to 
create equal outcomes for all – creating a “level playing field”. The concept 
of equity recognises that different people have different circumstances 
and needs that must be met in order to achieve equal outcomes. 

Family violence 

A broader term than “domestic violence”. Refers not only to violence between 
intimate partners but also to violence between family members. For Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people and communities, “family violence” typically 
encapsulates the broader issue of violence within extended families, kinship 
networks and community relationships, as well as intergenerational issues. “Family” 
may also refer to “chosen families”, as found, for example, in LGBTQ+ communities. 

Financial abuse 

Also termed “economic abuse”. A type of violence that often occurs alongside other 
types of domestic violence, such as physical or emotional abuse. It involves using 
money in ways to cause harm, such as by withholding funds, preventing a person 
being involved in financial decisions that affect them, preventing them from getting a 
job, controlling all household spending and many other tactics to restrict a victim and 
survivor’s freedom and independence. 

Forced sex

See sexual assault. ANROWS acknowledges that forced sex is the same as rape or 
sexual assault. “Forced sex” or “forces sex” is used in NCAS items, and therefore 
retained when reporting those items. “Forces sex” is interpreted as a less 
judgemental term than “rape” or “sexual assault” and therefore is less likely to invoke 
a social desirability bias when used in a survey item.

Gender 

The socially constructed and learned roles, norms, behaviours, activities and 
attributes that a society considers appropriate for people, usually based on their 
biological sex. Gender has historically been constructed as a binary between 
“man” and “woman” or “masculinity” and “femininity”, and as a hierarchy of 
“men” over “women”. These binaries and hierarchies can produce inequalities 
and discrimination based on gender. As a social construct, gender is not fixed: 
the acceptable roles and behaviours associated with “man” and “woman” can 
vary from society to society and can change over time. Gender identities of “man” 
and “woman” are often associated with the social expectations for members 
of the biological sex categories “male” and “female”. Where people identify 
their gender as matching their biological sex assigned or presumed for them at 
birth, this is called “cis gender”. However, many people do not subscribe to cis 
gender norms and describe their gender identity in terms that do not accord 
with the rigidity of the gender binary. For further information on how gender is 
used in the NCAS survey and this report, see Section 2.2 in the Main report.
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Gendered drivers 
of violence 

The underlying causes that create the necessary conditions under which violence 
against women occurs. The drivers relate to the particular structures, norms and 
practices arising from gender inequality in public and private life, as well as to the 
intersection of gender inequality with other forms of social discrimination and 
oppression against certain groups of women, including racism, classism, ableism, 
ageism, heteronormativity and cissexism.

Gender equality 

Refers to equality of opportunity and equality of results for all genders. It includes 
both the redistribution of resources and responsibilities between men and women 
and the transformation of the underlying causes and structures of gender inequality 
to achieve substantive equality. 

Gender stereotypes

Overgeneralised and oversimplified beliefs about individuals based on gender, 
leading to expectations that they will behave in certain ways (Moura et al., 2023). 
These attributes are often perceived as natural or innate, but they are actually the 
result of people of different genders being socialised in different ways (DSS, 2022a).

Gender norms Shared standards of acceptable and appropriate behaviour that are based on gender 
stereotypes held by members of a community, culture or group (Moura, 2023).

Heteronormativity 

The belief that heterosexuality is the preferred and “natural” sexual orientation, 
which assumes that gender is binary (i.e. men and women). Heteronormativity 
functions to legitimise social and legal institutions that devalue, marginalise and 
discriminate against people who deviate from this normative principle, such as gay 
men, lesbians, bisexuals, trans people (American Psychological Association, 2022). 
The dominance of heteronormative and cisnormative models of domestic and family 
violence also makes it harder to recognise this violence in LGBTQ+ communities. 
This bias can contribute to a culture of silence that leads to LGBTQ+ people staying 
in abusive relationships and not accessing services and other vital support (LGBTIQ+ 
Health Australia, 2022).

Intersectionality 

The interactions between multiple systems and structures of oppression (such as 
sexism, racism, classism, ageism, ableism, heteronormativity and cissexism), which 
can be reflected in policy, practices, services and legal contexts. Intersectionality 
acknowledges that some people are subject to multiple forms of oppression and 
the experience of this oppression is not just the sum of its parts. An intersectional 
approach is a lens for seeing how various forms of inequality can often operate 
together and exacerbate each other (Kimberlé Crenshaw quoted in Steinmetz, 2020).  

Justice system 

In this report, the justice system refers to all government institutions, agencies, 
departments and staff responsible for the management of alleged violations of the 
laws in Australia, including the police, criminal and civil courts, and institutional and 
community corrections services, at a jurisdictional and national level.

Men A gender identity. In this report, the term is used for respondents who identified as 
men when asked to state how they describe their gender. 
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Multiple linear 
regression analysis 

A statistical analysis that examines the relationship of a (continuous) outcome 
variable of interest (e.g. understanding of violence against women) to multiple factors 
(or input variables) considered together (e.g. multiple demographic characteristics). 
Unlike bivariate analysis, multiple linear regression analysis has the advantage that it 
can determine which of multiple factors:  

	� are independently related to or “predict” the outcome variable, after accounting for 
any relationships between the factors 

	� are most important in predicting the outcome variable. 

Multivariate analysis 
A type of statistical analysis that examines the interrelationships between three or 
more variables. Multiple linear regression analysis is a type of multivariate analysis.

Non-binary 

A gender identity that sits outside the gender binary of “men” and “women”. The 
term is often used as an umbrella term that encompasses a range of diverse gender 
identities. In this report, “non-binary” is used as a collective term for respondents 
who, when asked to state how they describe their gender: 

	� explicitly identified as non-binary 
	� provided another response that was consistent with a gender identity outside the 

gender binary. 

Non-physical violence 

Forms of violence and abuse which do not involve inflicting or threatening physical 
harm, such as financial abuse, psychological or emotional abuse, spiritual abuse or 
technology-facilitated abuse, among others. These forms of violence and abuse may 
involve coercive control.

Physical violence 

The use or threat of physical force with the intent to cause physical or psychological 
harm, such as physical injury, intimidation or fear. ”Violence against women” is 
broader than “physical violence” and can include patterns of behaviour constituting 
coercive control and other forms of abuse. 

Primary prevention
Initiatives that aim to stop violence before it starts by changing the underlying social 
drivers of violence, including attitudes and systems (DSS, 2022a; Our Watch, 2024).

Recovery and healing
Initiatives to reduce the risk of re-traumatisation among victims and survivors 
and support their recovery from trauma and the physical, mental, emotional and 
economic impacts of violence (DSS, 2022a). 

Response to violence

Also referred to as tertiary prevention. The provision of services and supports to 
address existing violence and support victims and survivors experiencing violence, 
including via crisis support and police intervention, and fostering trauma-informed 
justice systems to hold perpetrators of violence to account (DSS, 2022a).

Scale 

A psychometrically validated group of survey items that measure aspects 
of the same construct or topic. In the NCAS, scales are used to summarise 
and demonstrate understanding and attitudes at an overall or broad level. 
In this report, the scales are used to measure or assess overall change in 
understanding or attitudes over time, relationships between understanding 
and attitudes, and relationships between understanding or attitudes and other 
factors (such as demographic factors). See the Technical report, pp. 102–113.

Sexism 
Attitudes, stereotypes, prejudice and other cultural elements that promote 
discrimination based on gender. 
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Sexual assault 

A form of sexual violence. Any act of a sexual nature that is carried out against a 
person’s will using physical force, intimidation or coercion, including any attempts 
to do this (DSS, 2022a). Sexual assault occurs when a person is forced, coerced 
or tricked into sexual acts against their will or without their consent, including 
when they have withdrawn their consent. Forms of sexual assault include rape, 
attempted rape, aggravated sexual assault (assault with a weapon), indecent assault, 
penetration by objects, forced sexual activity that did not end in penetration and 
attempts to force a person into sexual activity (DSS, 2022a). 

Sexual harassment 

A form of sexual violence. An unwelcome sexual advance, sexualised comment, 
intrusive sexualised question, request for sexual favours or other unwelcome 
conduct of a sexual nature that makes a person feel offended, humiliated or 
intimidated. Can include, but is not limited to, staring or leering; indecent texts, 
emails or posts; indecent exposure; inappropriate comments; non-consensual 
sharing of intimate images; and unwanted touching. 

Sexuality

The experience of sexual attraction, behaviour and identity (Carman, Rosenberg, et 
al., 2020). In this report, when sexuality is discussed in relation to NCAS results, it 
refers to responses to the item, “How would you describe your sexuality?”, with the 
stated options of “heterosexual/straight”, “lesbian”, “gay”, “bisexual or pansexual”, 
“queer”, “another term (please specify)” and “prefer not to say”. 

Sexual violence 

An umbrella term that encompasses sexual activity without consent being obtained 
or freely given. It occurs any time a person is forced, coerced or manipulated into 
any unwanted sexual activity, such as touching, sexual harassment and intimidation, 
forced marriage, trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation, sexual abuse, 
sexual assault and rape. 

Significant 

Throughout this report, “significant” is used to refer to “statistically significant” 
results where we can be confident (with 95% certainty) that the difference observed 
in the survey sample is meaningful and likely to represent a true difference in the 
Australian population (p < 0.05) that is not negligible in size (Cohen’s d ≥ 0.2 or 
equivalent). Significant findings in this report are denoted by the * symbol. 

Social norms 
Shared standards of acceptable behaviour that may be an informal understanding 
within groups or across broader society that govern behaviour or may take the form 
of codified rules and conduct expectations. 

Socio-economic status 
of area 

In this report, socio-economic status of area is based on the Index of Relative Socio-
Economic Advantage and Disadvantage (ISRAD, a SEIFA index) – an Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (ABS) measure of the socio-economic conditions in geographic areas in 
terms of people’s access to material and social resources, and their opportunity to 
participate in society (ABS, 2018).

Stalking 

A form of violence that can occur in person or via the use of technology. It involves 
a pattern of repeated, unwanted behaviours intended to maintain contact with, or 
exercise power and control over, another person. These behaviours are typically 
enacted to intimidate, distress or control the target (Campbell, 2019; Victorian Law 
Reform Commission, 2021). Examples of stalking behaviours include tracking or 
following someone (in person or online) and loitering. 
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Subscale 

A component of a psychometrically validated scale that taps into a particular 
aspect of the construct underlying the scale, such as an aspect of understanding or 
attitudes towards violence against women or gender inequality. Factor analyses were 
used to subdivide items within a scale into subscales based on which items were 
answered most similarly to one another by respondents, most likely because they 
are more conceptually related. Subscales were also validated using Rasch analysis. 
See the Technical report, pp. 102–113.

Technology-facilitated 
abuse 

An umbrella term used to refer to forms of abuse where technology is the conduit 
or means of enacting or exercising abuse. Examples of technology-facilitated abuse 
include harassment, stalking, impersonation and threats via technology, as well as 
image-based abuse and other forms of abuse online (eSafety Commissioner, 2022; 
Powell & Henry, 2019).

Trans gender 

“Trans gender” is an inclusive umbrella term meaning people whose gender is 
different from the sex recorded or presumed for them at birth (TransHub, 2021a). 
Trans people may affirm their gender in different ways or adopt a binary gender 
identity in social, medical or legal settings for a range of reasons, including lack of 
inclusivity. Trans people may position “being trans” as a history or experience, rather 
than an identity, and may consider their gender identity as simply being female, male 
or a non-binary gender (DSS, 2022a).

Univariate analysis 
The data analysis of a single variable or item, such as the number or percentage of 
respondents in each gender category. 

Victims and survivors 

People who have experienced violence. We use this term to recognise both the harm 
experienced and the resilience of those who experience violence. The term recognises 
the diverse experiences of violence, although we acknowledge that not all people who 
experience violence will use this term to describe themselves. Some may prefer to use 
“people who experience, or are at risk of, experiencing violence” (DSS, 2022a).

Violence against 
women 

Violence that is specifically directed against a woman because she is a woman or that 
affects women disproportionately. It includes any act of violence based on or driven 
by gender that causes, or could cause, physical, sexual or psychological harm or 
suffering to women, including threats of harm or coercion, in public or in private life. 

Women 
A term describing a gender identity. In this report, the term is used for respondents 
who identified as women when asked to state how they describe their gender. 
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About this report

This report outlines the results from the 2021 National Community 
Attitudes towards Violence against Women Survey (NCAS) for 
respondents who identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander persons. The report will interest stakeholders tasked with 
responding to, reducing and preventing violence against women, 
including policymakers, practitioners, practice designers, educators, 
researchers, community organisations and media. It has relevance 
for violence prevention in Australia, particularly violence against 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.    
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This report is one among a suite of ANROWS resources 
produced for the 2021 NCAS. Other reports and 
documents on NCAS findings include:

	� Minter, K., Carlisle, E., & Coumarelos, C. (2021). “Chuck 
her on a lie detector”: Investigating Australians’ mistrust 
in women’s reports of sexual assault (Research report, 
04/2021). ANROWS.

	� Carlisle, E., Coumarelos, C., Minter, K., & Lohmeyer, B. 
(2022). “It depends on what the definition of domestic 
violence is”: How young Australians conceptualise 
domestic violence and abuse (Research report, 
09/2022). ANROWS.

	� Coumarelos, C., Weeks, N., Bernstein, S., Roberts, N., 
Honey, N., Minter, K., & Carlisle, E. (2023). Attitudes 
matter: The 2021 National Community Attitudes 
towards Violence against Women Survey (NCAS), 
Findings for Australia (Research report 02/2023). 
ANROWS. (The Main report.)

	� Coumarelos, C., Weeks, N., Bernstein, S., Roberts, N., 
Honey, N., Minter, K., & Carlisle, E. (2023). Attitudes 
Matter: The 2021 National Community Attitudes 
towards Violence against Women Survey (NCAS), 
Summary for Australia (Research report 03/2023). 
ANROWS. 

	� Coumarelos, C., Honey, N., Ward, A., Weeks, N., & 
Minter, K. (2023). Attitudes Matter: The 2021 National 
Community Attitudes towards Violence against Women 
Survey (NCAS), Technical report (Insights 02/2023). 
ANROWS. (The Technical report.)

	� Coumarelos, C., Roberts, N., Weeks, N., Bernstein, 
S., & Honey, N. (2023). Attitudes matter: The 2021 
National Community Attitudes towards Violence against 
Women Survey (NCAS), Findings for Australian states 
and territories. (Research report, 05/2023). ANROWS.

	� Coumarelos, C., Roberts, N., Weeks, N., & 
Rasmussen, V. (2023). Attitudes matter: The 2021 
National Community Attitudes towards Violence against 
Women Survey (NCAS), Findings for young Australians. 
(Research report 08/2023). ANROWS.

	� Coumarelos, C., Rasmussen, V., & Weeks, N. (2024). 
Attitudes matter: The 2021 National Community 
Attitudes towards Violence against Women Survey 
(NCAS), Findings for people born in countries where 
the main language is not English. (Research report: 

05/2024). ANROWS

Terminology
This report focuses on 2021 NCAS respondents who 
identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
persons. We recognise that no term that groups 
different peoples together, including people from the 
many First Nations across Australia, or Indigenous 
peoples across the world, adequately represents the 
diverse cultures, languages, traditions and identities 
within these groups (Peters & Mika, 2017). We also 
recognise the preference of the former Minister for 
Indigenous Australians, the Honourable Linda Burney 
MP, for the use of the term “First Nations people” 
(Australian Public Service Commission, 2022). 

We have chosen to consistently use “Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander” respondents to describe our 
sample. The use of this term is recommended as best-
practice in the Demonstrating inclusive and respectful 
language terminology guide developed and produced by 
Reconciliation Australia (Reconciliation Australia, n.d.). 
It is also the term used in the 2021 NCAS questions 
asked only of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents.

We use “Indigenous” when describing international 
populations and we use “non-Indigenous” for brevity 
when describing people who do not identify as 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander. We also 
retain the use of “Indigenous” when it is a proper 
noun (e.g. part of an organisation’s or a document’s 
name) or when it is embedded into an organisation’s 
programs or policies. Examples include the Maiam nayri 
Wingara Indigenous Data Sovereignty Collective and 
the Australian Indigenous Governance Institute, who 
refer directly to Indigenous data sovereignty (Maiam 
nayri Wingara, 2018). We use “First Nations” to refer to 
the different and distinct Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander groups across Australia. 

We have taken this approach with the understanding 
and recognition that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, cultures and identities are diverse 
and with the desire to be inclusive and respectful 
(Reconciliation Australia, n.d.). We use these terms 
carefully and respectfully, keeping in mind the diverse 
peoples they represent.
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About the NCAS

The NCAS is a periodic, representative survey of the Australian 
population that is conducted every four years. The NCAS measures the 
Australian community’s:

•	 understanding and attitudes regarding violence against women

•	 attitudes towards gender inequality 

•	 intentions to intervene when witnessing violence or disrespect 
against women. 

It was established as a key means of monitoring progress against 
the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 
2010–2022 (the National Plan 2010–2022) and will continue to evaluate 
progress against the current National Plan to End Violence against 
Women and Children 2022–2032 (the National Plan 2022–2032; Council of 
Australian Governments [COAG], 2010; Department of Social Services 
[DSS], 2022a). Community understanding and attitudes regarding 
violence against women are shaped by, and in part reflect, social norms 
embedded in organisational, community, institutional and societal 
practices, systems and structures. Thus, the NCAS functions as a gauge 
for how Australia is progressing in changing the broader climate that 
facilitates and maintains violence against women. By highlighting 
problematic areas in the Australian community’s understanding and 
attitudes towards violence against women, the NCAS provides valuable 
evidence to inform policy and practice in the prevention of this violence.
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2021 NCAS
The 2021 NCAS sample consisted of 19,100 Australians aged 16 years or older, who were interviewed via mobile 
telephone, including 442 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents. All interviews with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents were conducted in English.

The findings of the 2021 NCAS for all Australians demonstrated gradual improvements in Australians’ understanding 
and attitudes regarding gender inequality and violence against women, suggesting encouraging progress towards 
achieving a community that offers equal opportunities to women and safety from violence. However, further 
intervention is still necessary where harmful individual attitudes and harmful social norms prevail. It is important to 
continue to challenge biases, myths and misconceptions regarding violence against women and gender inequality 
because these biases reflect the societal culture, including broad practices, processes, systems and structures, 
that maintains gender inequality and violence against women. These attitudes are also enacted in the responses 
to violence by police and judiciary and community services in ways that may fail to deter perpetrators of violence 
against women and serve as systemic barriers to victims and survivors seeking justice and support.
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Executive summary

The National Community Attitudes towards Violence against Women 
Survey (NCAS) is a periodic, representative survey of the Australian 
population that is conducted every four years. Measuring knowledge and 
attitudes regarding violence against women can provide insights into the 
broader climate that facilitates and maintains violence against women 
and gender inequality. The NCAS has been a key means of monitoring 
progress against the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women 
and their Children 2010–2022 (COAG, 2010) and continues to examine 
progress against the current National Plan to End Violence against Women 
and Children 2022–2032 (DSS, 2022a). The NCAS can inform policy and 
programs aimed at prevention of violence against women by highlighting 
gaps in community understanding and problematic attitudes towards 
violence against women and gender equality. 
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The present report discusses the 2021 NCAS findings 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents. 
The focus on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
demographic group is in keeping with the literature and 
national recognition that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women experience high rates of violence and 
face barriers to seeking help and reporting violence 
because of the impacts of colonialism, racism and 
government practices. These impacts have resulted 
in mistrust of police and mainstream services, 
misidentification as perpetrators, inappropriate 
incarceration and child removal (see Sections 1.4 and 
1.5). The report aims to provide insights for initiatives 
to prevent violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women by examining the following for the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents who 
completed the 2021 NCAS:

	� understanding and attitudes regarding 
violence against women and attitudes 
towards gender equality

	� any notable gaps in understanding 
or more problematic attitudes

	� demographic, attitudinal and contextual 
factors that are associated with problematic 
understanding and attitudes.

An intersectional approach is adopted in this 
report. Such an approach argues that multiple 
factors, including systemic and structural forms of 
gender inequality, racism and other inequalities and 
oppressions, interact to reinforce violence against 
women. The oppression of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women and their experience of violence must 
be understood as resulting from the intersecting 
impacts of colonisation and racial and gender 
discrimination. The Introduction and Insights chapters 
(Chapters 1 and 9) provide greater discussion of the 
complex and interconnected factors underpinning 
these attitudes.

In the spirit of truth-telling, we acknowledge that 
this report was written by non-Indigenous authors. 
We recognise the limitations of this approach, as we 
do not have personal experience with First Nations 
cultural traditions nor with the devastating impacts of 
colonisation and racism against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. However, we worked with our 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Advisory Group 

(AG) of experts throughout this project, who provided 
invaluable guidance on cultural safety and sensitivity, 
including in relation to the design of survey questions, 
the data analysis and weighting plan, data sovereignty 
issues, and the write-up of this report. The AG, along 
with two independent Aboriginal academics, also 
provided feedback on a draft of this report.

Research design and analysis
The 2021 NCAS was conducted via mobile telephone 
interviews with 19,100 respondents across Australia. 
The sample included 442 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents, constituting 2.3 per cent of the 
total sample.

The 2021 survey included: 

	� demographic items 
	� items measuring understanding of the nature of 

violence against women  
	� items measuring attitudes towards violence against 

women and gender inequality. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents were 
presented with an additional module of questions 
which examined their attitudes regarding responses 
by service providers, police, the legal system and the 
community to violence against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women (Section 2.2).

Most understanding and attitude items were grouped 
into nine psychometric scales, validated via Rasch 
analysis and factor analysis. The 2021 NCAS included 
three main scales, namely:

	� the Understanding of Violence against Women Scale 
(UVAWS), which measures recognition of problematic 
behaviours as violence and understanding of the 
gendered nature of violence against women 

	� the Attitudes towards Gender Inequality Scale (AGIS), 
which measures rejection of problematic attitudes 
regarding gender inequality

	� the Attitudes towards Violence against Women Scale 
(AVAWS), which measures rejection of problematic 
attitudes regarding violence against women. 
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The main scales comprise subscales that measure 
different thematic aspects of the broad concepts 
underlying the scales. In addition, the 2021 NCAS 
included five “type of violence” scales to measure and 
allow comparisons between attitudes towards five 
types of violence, which are:

	� the Domestic Violence Scale (DVS)
	� the Sexual Violence Scale (SVS)
	� the Sexual Assault Scale (SAS)
	� the Sexual Harassment Scale (SHS) 
	� the Technology-Facilitated Abuse Scale (TFAS).

Respondents’ scores on each scale were used to calculate 
the average level of understanding of violence against 
women and rejection of problematic attitudes. Bivariate 
and regression analyses were also conducted to examine 
the factors significantly related to understanding and 
attitudes regarding violence against women and gender 
inequality, including demographic factors and particular 
aspects of understanding and attitudes.

Sample

The NCAS sample was largely obtained via random 
digit dialling (RDD) of mobile telephones and was 
supplemented or “topped up” with listed mobile 
telephones. Random sampling, such as via RDD, 
is widely acknowledged as the best approach for 
achieving a sample that facilitates accurate and 
representative reporting about the population.

The 2021 NCAS sample included 442 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents, 405 of whom 
identified as Aboriginal (92%), 20 as Torres Strait Islander 
(5%) and 17 as both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
(4%).1 Interviews with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents were all conducted in English. 
Over half the sample were women (56%) and employed 
as their main labour activity (55%). Almost one quarter 
of the sample had a university education (23%).

As Sections 2.3 to 2.5 discuss, despite using random 
sampling, the NCAS, like most research with Aboriginal 

1	  Percentages do not add to 100 due to rounding.

and Torres Strait Islander people, is unlikely to be fully 
representative of the many diverse Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples across Australia. Thus, the 
present report does not:

	� compare results over time across different Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander samples

	� generalise the 2021 findings to the broader 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population

	� compare the 2021 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents with the 2021 non-Indigenous 
sample. (See Sections 2.3 to 2.5.)

Key findings
The NCAS findings show that many Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander respondents did not 
trust the police and government to take violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
seriously, nor to treat Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people fairly when family violence is 
reported. The NCAS findings highlight the need 
for improvement in systems and services that are 
meant to serve all Australians, as well as providing 
insights for initiatives to prevent violence against 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.

	J Key finding 1: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents 
agreed that violence against women 
is taken seriously by their community, 
but many disagreed that it is taken 
seriously by the police and government

While most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents “agreed” (strongly or somewhat) that 
violence against women was taken seriously by 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the 
suburb or town in which they live (60%), fewer than 
half “agreed” that this violence is taken seriously by the 
police (44%) and the government (36%).
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	J Key finding 2: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents reported higher 
trust in the confidentiality of services 
than in fair treatment by police and 
courts, but more than one in four did not 
expect confidential or fair treatment

Respondents had higher trust in services providing 
confidentiality than in police and courts providing 
fair treatment in family violence matters involving 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
Approximately three in five or more (59–66%) 
respondents “agreed” (strongly or somewhat) that 
services would maintain confidentiality for women 
reporting violence and men accused of violence, but 
fewer than three in five “agreed” that fair treatment 
would be provided by the police and courts (40–55%). In 
addition, sizeable proportions of respondents – at least 
one in four – “disagreed” (strongly or somewhat) with 
these statements. 

	J Key finding 3: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents had higher trust in 
confidential and fair treatment for women 
reporting violence than for accused men

More respondents “agreed” (strongly or somewhat) that 
confidential treatment by services would be provided 
to women reporting family violence (66%) than to 
men accused of family violence (59%). Similarly, more 
respondents “agreed” that fair treatment by police and 
courts would be provided to women reporting family 
violence (49–55%) than to accused men (40–45%).

	J Key finding 4: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents had lower trust 
in police responses to violence if they 
identified as LGBTQ+

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents who 
identified as heterosexual were significantly more likely 
than those who identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

pansexual, asexual, queer or diverse (LGBTQ+) to 
“agree” (strongly or somewhat) that the police would 
respond appropriately to family violence matters 
(44–58% of heterosexual versus 14–22% of LGBTQ+ 
respondents).

	J Key finding 5: Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents were 
more likely to recognise that violence 
against women is a problem in 
Australia than in their own local area

More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
“agreed” (strongly or somewhat) that violence against 
women was a problem in Australia (93%) than in their 
local area (67%).

	J Key finding 6: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents had a stronger 
understanding of some aspects of 
violence than others

More respondents recognised physical forms of 
domestic violence (79–86%) than non-physical forms 
of domestic violence (61–75%) as “always” domestic 
violence. Respondents had significantly better 
recognition of domestic violence behaviours than other 
forms of violence against women. In addition, more 
respondents recognised in-person stalking as a form 
of violence against women (81%) than technology-
facilitated abuse behaviours (64–70%) as “always” 
violence against women.

Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
did not understand that domestic violence is gendered 
in that most perpetrators are men and most victims 
are women. Most respondents thought that men and 
women were equally likely to commit domestic violence 
(70%) and to suffer physical harm from domestic 
violence (54%). Respondents had a significantly better 
understanding of the behaviours constituting domestic 
and other forms of violence than of the gendered 
nature of domestic violence. 
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	J Key finding 7: Many Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents 
rejected problematic attitudes 
towards gender inequality, but there 
is room for improvement across 
all aspects of gender equality

The AGIS measured attitudes towards five different 
aspects of gender inequality via five subscales. The 
majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents “strongly disagreed” with the items 
in three of the subscales describing attitudes that 
normalise sexism (55–91%), reinforce gender roles 
(50–77%) and undermine women’s leadership in public 
life (65–77%). Around half “strongly disagreed” with 
items in the subscale describing attitudes that condone 
limiting women’s autonomy in relationships (46–63%). 
Fewer than half “strongly disagreed” with the items 
in the subscale describing attitudes that deny gender 
inequality experiences (23–31%). Scores on the five AGIS 
subscales indicated similar levels of rejection of these 
five types of attitudes towards gender inequality.

	J Key finding 8: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents 
rejected problematic attitudes that 
minimise violence, objectify women 
and mistrust women, but there is 
room for improvement, especially 
in attitudes that mistrust women

The AVAWS measured three different types of attitudes 
towards violence via three subscales. The majority 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
“strongly disagreed” with all the items describing 
minimising violence against women (51–91%) and all the 
items describing objectifying women and disregarding 
their consent (61–90%). However, there was significantly 
lower rejection of attitudes that mistrust women’s 
reports of violence, with substantial variation in the 
proportion of respondents who “strongly disagreed” 
with these items (26–83%).

	J Key finding 9: Domestic violence – most 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents showed strong rejection 
of domestic violence and knowledge of 
support services, but there is room for 
improvement

The majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents “strongly disagreed” with many 
problematic myths and misconceptions about domestic 
violence. However, at least one in four respondents 
“agreed” (strongly or somewhat) with some problematic 
myths including that women going through a custody 
battle exaggerate claims of domestic violence (47%), 
a woman who does not leave their abusive partner 
is partly responsible for abuse continuing (29%) and 
domestic violence is a normal reaction to stress (25%). 
Most respondents did, however, indicate that they 
would know where to access support services for 
domestic violence (65%).

	J Key finding 10: Sexual violence – 
most Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents showed strong 
understanding and rejection of 
sexual violence, but there is room for 
improvement

The majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents “strongly disagreed” with most of 
the problematic attitudes towards sexual violence 
measured by the NCAS. However, there was a sizeable 
proportion who “agreed” (strongly or somewhat) with 
some attitudes that mistrust reports of sexual violence 
(28–47%) and some attitudes that disregard women’s 
consent (13–24%). Most respondents demonstrated 
a good understanding of the law and myth about 
stranger rape. However, almost one in five (18%)
respondents thought that women were more likely to 
be raped by a stranger than by someone they know.
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	J Key finding 11: Technology-facilitated 
abuse and stalking – most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents showed 
strong understanding and rejection of 
these types of violence 

Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
recognised that technology-facilitated abuse 
behaviours always constitute a form of violence 
(64–70%) and “strongly disagreed” with problematic 
attitudes towards this abuse (68–90%). Compared to 
technology-facilitated stalking (68%), in-person stalking 
(81%) was recognised by more respondents as “always” 
constituting violence.

	J Key finding 12: Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents’ attitudes 
towards gender inequality and violence 
against women were strongly associated 

Based on multiple regression analyses, the strongest 
measured predictor of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents’ attitudes towards violence 
against women was attitudes towards gender 
inequality, followed by understanding of violence 
against women.

	J Key finding 13: Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents’ gender, 
education and employment status were 
modestly related to their attitudes 
towards violence against women 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents that 
had higher rejection of violence against women were 
women, university graduates and those who were 
employed. However, the influence of demographics on 
these attitudes was modest. 

Conclusions and insights
Although the NCAS results are unlikely to fully 
represent the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, they include a broad coverage of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from across 
Australia, including people living in urban, regional, 
remote and very remote areas. Thus, the results 
highlight important insights relevant to many Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. These insights provide 
valuable evidence to help inform violence prevention 
policy and programs aimed at ending violence against 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.

All initiatives to prevent violence against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women should be designed 
and implemented according to the principles of 
self-determination and embed the perspectives of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The 
following insights are intended to supplement those in 
the Main report by focusing on prevention strategies 
that may be adapted to meet the needs of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. The NCAS findings in 
the present report provide important insights about 
what content areas prevention initiatives should focus 
on. The broader literature provides guidance on how 
such initiatives should be developed and implemented 
to ensure they are culturally responsive, safe and 
appropriate.

	J Insights about how to design and deliver 
interventions with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people

Recommendations from Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander research indicate that all violence prevention 
policies and programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people should: 

	� support self-determination
	� listen to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s 

perspectives on what is needed.
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	J NCAS insights about what prevention 
initiatives are needed

The NCAS findings suggest that prevention initiatives 
are needed to:

	� tackle systemic racism through system-level 
change, for example, by: 

	– providing culturally responsive and appropriate 
mainstream services to reduce barriers to 
accessing these services

	– developing culturally appropriate justice system 
responses to increase fair treatment and reduce 
barriers to accessing justice

	– providing adequate and ongoing funding to 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations 
(ACCOs)

	– holding mainstream services accountable for 
providing equitable service and treatment for all 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

	� work with ACCOs to prevent violence against 
women, for example, by: 

	– conducting research to investigate the factors 
underlying gaps in understanding the gendered 
nature of domestic violence

	– providing education initiatives to increase 
awareness of the high prevalence and impacts of 
domestic violence against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women

	– building capacity among Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people to recognise violence and 
shift attitudes that condone or normalise violence

	– increasing access to services and justice for both 
victims and perpetrators of domestic violence who 
are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people

	– conducting research to deepen knowledge of the 
factors that shape problematic attitudes towards 
violence against women.
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1 Introduction: Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
people, gendered 
attitudes and violence 
against women

1.1	 Truth-telling and the 2021 NCAS

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Action Plan 2023–2025 
(the Action Plan) under the National Plan 2022–2032 states that 
“Establishing an honest account of events and processes, both 
historical and contemporary, is essential to forming mutual 
understanding between non-Indigenous people and Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples” (DSS, 2023a, p. 5). We are committed to 
truth-telling throughout this report.

In the spirit of truth-telling, this section outlines the NCAS processes 
regarding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s input into the 
2021 NCAS, including into design, data sovereignty considerations and 
reporting. For further details, see Section 2.5.

 

26

Introduction: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, gendered attitudes and violence against women



Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
Advisory Group

The AG was formed to provide guidance on the 2021 
NCAS (see Appendix A for members). The AG included 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander professionals 
from various First Nations (see Appendix A for details) 
who have a range of expertise in family, domestic and 
sexual violence, including in qualitative and quantitative 
research, sociology, social work, psychology, public 
health, law and justice, policy and service provision. As 
further discussed in this chapter and Chapter 2, the AG 
provided valuable guidance on:

	� the new module of questions for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents

	� the data analysis, weighting plan and data 
sovereignty issues

	� the framing of the report given that the sample 
should not be considered representative of all 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

	� a draft of this report.

Data sovereignty

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have the 
right to govern the creation, collection, ownership 
and application of their data (Maiam nayri Wingara, 
2018). Australia is a signatory to the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP), which outlines minimum standards to protect 
Indigenous peoples’ rights across the world. Article 18 
of the UNDRIP states that “Indigenous peoples have the 
right to participate in decision-making in matters which 
affect their rights, through representatives chosen by 
themselves in accordance with their own procedures, 
as well as to maintain and develop their own Indigenous 
decision-making institutions.” (United Nations, 2007, 
pp. 15–16). Further, Article 19 stipulates that states are 
required to “consult and cooperate in good faith with 
Indigenous peoples through their own representative 
institutions in order to obtain their free, prior and 
informed consent before adopting and implementing 
legislative or administrative measures that may affect 
them” (Lovett et al., 2019, p. 30). Given policy decisions 
are informed by relevant research, it is important that 
these rights apply to the collection and dissemination of 
research data as well as the policies themselves.

The Maiam nayri Wingara Indigenous Data Sovereignty 
Collective and the Australian Indigenous Governance 
Institute released Indigenous data sovereignty 

principles arising from the Indigenous Data Sovereignty 
Summit in 2018 (Maiam nayri Wingara, 2018). These 
include three foundational statements (p.1; See Maiam 
nayri Wingara, 2018):

	� “In Australia, ‘Indigenous Data’ refers to information 
or knowledge, in any format or medium, which is 
about and may affect Indigenous peoples both 
collectively and individually.

	� ‘Indigenous Data Sovereignty’ refers to the right 
of Indigenous peoples to exercise ownership 
over Indigenous Data. Ownership of data can be 
expressed through the creation, collection, access, 
analysis, interpretation, management, dissemination 
and reuse of Indigenous Data.  

	� ‘Indigenous Data Governance’ refers to the right 
of Indigenous peoples to autonomously decide 
what, how and why Indigenous Data are collected, 
accessed and used. It ensures that data on, or about, 
Indigenous peoples reflect our priorities, values, 
cultures, worldviews and diversity.”

These principles are that “Indigenous peoples have the 
right to: 

	� exercise control of the data ecosystem including 
creation, development, stewardship, analysis, 
dissemination and infrastructure

	� data that are contextual and disaggregated (available 
and accessible at individual, community and First 
Nations levels)  

	� data that are relevant and empower sustainable self-
determination and effective self-governance 

	� data structures that are accountable to Indigenous 
peoples and First Nations  

	� data that are protective and respect our individual and 
collective interests” (Maiam nayri Wingara, 2018, p. 2).

Further, it has been noted that non-Indigenous data 
governance has led to the “5D deficit narrative”, which 
has harmed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people for generations by primarily collecting data and 
framing conclusions based on “disparity, deprivation, 
disadvantage, dysfunction and difference” (p. 80) rather 
than focusing on strengths (I. Brown & Stephens, 2023; 
Walter, 2016). 

The NCAS data collected from Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents are “Indigenous data” 
and, therefore, subject to Indigenous data sovereignty 
principles. Accordingly, the AG was heavily involved in 
the development of the 2021 NCAS Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander Module and the Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander data analysis plan (see also 
Chapter 2).
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The NCAS data from waves prior to 2021 has been 
made available on the Australian Data Archive (ADA) for 
broader access beyond the research team. A variable 
identifying Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
status was included in these data releases. To facilitate 
data sovereignty in relation to the 2021 NCAS data, a 
key decision driven by the AG was to exclude a variable 
identifying Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
status from the initial dataset to be made available on 
the ADA after the publication of the 2021 NCAS reports. 
The AG expressed concerns that the ADA did not yet 
have an appropriate protocol to ensure Indigenous 
data sovereignty to mitigate any harm to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. As a result, the AG 
felt it was unsafe for the data released to the ADA to 
contain an identifier of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander respondents. This decision was a difficult one 
because the AG acknowledged that access to data about 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, particularly 
by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, can 
help shape community decisions and policies that 
benefit Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 
However, the AG also acknowledged that, historically 
and presently, data about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people that is not appropriately managed can, 
and has, caused harm. For example, misuse of data has 
been associated with the stigmatisation of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples and communities and 
the adoption of harmful policies, services, programs and 
practices. The AG stated that the decision to exclude an 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander identifier could 
be reviewed if the ADA implemented an appropriate 
Indigenous data sovereignty protocol in the future.  

Representation of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have 
diverse historical and contemporary experiences, 
cultures, traditions and languages, with more than 250 
unique and distinct language groups across Australia 
(Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Studies, 2023). Given this diversity, it is unlikely 
that the present sample of 442 respondents adequately 
canvasses all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, particularly peoples in very remote areas. 
Thus, the 2021 NCAS sample of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents should not be considered 
representative of the entire Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander population in Australia. In accordance 
with the advice of the AG, this report references only 
the understanding and attitudes of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents and does not draw 

implications about the population. See Sections 2.4 
and 2.5 for details. Nonetheless, the findings from the 
present respondents provide a useful starting point 
for highlighting issues relevant to some Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander persons.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander input in 
reporting and review

There is a history in Australia of reported data across 
sectors often excluding information on Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people (Walter & Carroll, 2020). 
Further, many research reports relevant to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples have been written 
without their input and have failed to recognise both 
the adverse impacts of racism and colonialism on First 
Nations communities and the strength and resilience 
of these communities (Lovett, 2016; Lovett et al., 2019; 
Maiam nayri Wingara, 2018). There is also recent history 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people not 
having adequate input into policies and data collections 
that affect them. For example, in 2023, a referendum 
to change the Australian Constitution to establish a 
body called the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Voice in accordance with the Uluru Statement from the 
Heart was not passed (National Indigenous Australians 
Agency [NIAA], n.d.).

Although the AG provided guidance, this report was 
written by non-Indigenous authors. We recognise 
the adverse impacts of racism and colonialism and 
draw on research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people’s authorship or input. However, 
we acknowledge the limitations of this approach. 
We do not have personal experience with First 
Nations cultural traditions. Additionally, we may 
be subject to the “privilege hazard”, whereby 
“more privileged” members of society may have 
difficulty detecting the oppressions faced by “less 
privileged” members (D’Ignazio & Klein, 2023). 

The report underwent academic blind peer review by 
two Aboriginal experts. The AG also provided early 
input into the framing of the report and commented on 
a draft of the report prior to publication. All feedback 
was greatly appreciated, carefully considered and 
incorporated into the final report where possible. 
ANROWS plans to further improve processes for 
collaboration with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people and communities in future iterations of the 
NCAS (see also Section 2.5).
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1.2	 Violence against women is a 
widespread problem

Violence against women is a widespread public 
health, social and economic problem, affecting 
approximately one third of women globally (World 
Health Organization, 2021). Major forms of violence 
against women include physical, sexual, emotional, 
psychological, social, cultural, spiritual, financial and 
technology-facilitated violence, abuse or control. This 
violence occurs in contexts such as homes, workplaces, 
social environments, the public domain, residential care 
facilities or institutions, and the virtual or online world 
(Cox, 2015; Our Watch, 2021). Global population-level 
data confirms that domestic and sexual violence are 
predominantly gendered, with women being the main 
victims and men being the main perpetrators (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2023a; European Union 
Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014; World Health 
Organization, 2021). Violence can also take structural or 
symbolic forms when embedded within the policies and 
practices of institutions that interact with wider systems 
of oppression and discrimination against women with 
diverse identities (Hourani et al., 2021). 

Violence against women can have debilitating effects on 
women’s mental and physical health and is associated 
with increased risk of child abuse and neglect, 
homelessness and homicide (Australian Domestic and 
Family Violence Death Review Network [ADFVDRN] & 
ANROWS, 2022; Campbell et al., 2018; Stubbs & Szoeke, 
2022; Williams, 2003). Violence against women thus 
presents a complex, multidimensional challenge that 
requires long-term cross-sector collaboration and 
coordination, including among community, health, 
education, business and government stakeholders.

In Australia, population-based prevalence data from 
the 2021–2022 Personal Safety Survey (PSS) show 
that violence against women remains a pervasive 
problem. One in four Australian women have 
experienced intimate partner violence since the 
age of 15 years. Sexual violence and stalking are 
separately estimated to affect one in five Australian 
women since the age of 15 years (ABS, 2023a).

As is further detailed below, experiences of violence 
among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
are diverse and can differ from the experiences 
of other women due to intersecting influences of 
gender, colonisation, racism, remoteness and socio-
economic status (Atkinson, 1990; Blagg et al., 2022; 
Cripps & Davis, 2012; Hovane, 2015). Research with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women has also 
identified unique challenges in reporting and accessing 
appropriate supports for violence, as detailed in Section 
1.5 (Fitts et al., 2023; Prentice et al., 2016).

1.3	 Drivers of violence against 
women

Violence against women is the outcome of many 
complex and related factors including attitudes that 
condone violence against women and gender inequality 
(COAG, 2010; García-Moreno et al., 2015; Our Watch, 
2021; Sardinha & Catalán, 2018). As Figure 1-1 and Table 
1-1 show, the socio-ecological model describes the 
complex interplay between factors operating across 
specific levels: individual and relationship, organisational 
and community, system and institutional and 
societal (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2022; Heise, 1998). The model is consistent with an 
intersectional approach to violence as detailed in the 
following section. This model helps to highlight key 
interacting drivers of violence against women related 
to oppression and discrimination, such as sexism, 
racism, colonialism, ableism, classism, cissexism and 
heteronormativity (Carman, Fairchild, et al., 2020; Hulley 
et al., 2023; Our Watch, 2021; Weldon & Kerr, 2020). 

The socio-ecological model acknowledges that 
individual attitudes can both influence and be 
influenced by factors at higher levels in the social 
ecology. Problematic attitudes may contribute to the 
incidence of violence against women and influence 
responses to violence from supports, such as family, 
friends, work colleagues, service providers, law 
enforcement and government (Tekkas Kerman & 
Betrus, 2020). Individual attitudes can also reflect what 
is considered acceptable or normal in the various social, 
organisational and community groups with which an 
individual interacts (Nayak et al., 2003). 
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Individual and  
relationship

Organisational 
and community

System and institutional

Societal

Figure 1-1: The socio-ecological model of violence against women

Source: Adapted from Our Watch (2021), p. 34.
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Socio-ecological factors that  contribute 
to or facilitate violence  against women  

Societal
Broad societal factors 
can facilitate or create a 
context in which violence 
is encouraged or inhibited, 
such as via social and 
cultural norms that 
endorse or normalise 
gender inequality and 
violence against women 
(Flood, 2020; Rizzo et al., 2021; 
Sabol et al., 2020; Tomsen & 
Gadd, 2019)

For example, dominant 
(or hegemonic) 
patterns of masculinity 
associated with control, 
dominance, aggression 
and hypersexuality 
have been found to be 
associated with violence 
against women 
(Collins, 2012; Gallagher 
& Parrott, 2011; McCarthy 
et al., 2018; Morrison et 
al., 2018; Peralta & Tuttle, 
2013; Willie et al., 2018)

Societal factors that 
create the context for 
the marginalisation and 
discrimination faced 
by particular groups 
of women, including 
Aboriginal and/or Torres-
Strait Islander women, 
women from the LGBTQ+ 
community, migrant 
women  and women 
with disability, can also 
perpetuate violence 
against women from these 
communities 
(C. Brown et al., 2021; 
Carman et al., 2020; Dyson 
et al., 2017; Langton et al., 
2020; Mailhot Amborski 
et al., 2021; Our Watch, 
2018b; Tomsa et al., 2021)

Broad health, economic, 
educational and social 
policies can also serve 
to maintain or disrupt 
gender, economic and 
social inequalities 
(CDC, 2022; Lowe et al., 2022)

System and 
institutional
Formal and informal 
arrangements in policies, 
systems and institutions 
may  support and maintain, 
or challenge, the  conditions 
that facilitate the 
perpetration or experience 
of violence, including 
gender inequality and other 
intersecting sources  of 
inequality and oppression 
(Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020; Our 
Watch, 2021; Song et al., 2020)

Formal structures include 
rules and legislation that 
fail  to address violence 
against women and 
gender inequality, while 
informal structures include 
patriarchal hierarchies 
that serve to embed and 
maintain inequalities 
for women, particularly 
those who experience 
intersecting oppressions 
and discrimination 
(Our Watch, 2021; Pease, 2021)

Examples at this level 
include policies and 
practices that hinder 
active participation and 
leadership of women based 
on sexism, racism, classism, 
ableism, etc 
(Burton et al., 2020; Clark et al., 
2021; Hideg & Shen, 2019; Liu, 
2021; Our Watch, 2021; Sokoloff  & 
Dupont, 2005)

Similarly, rewarding 
hegemonic masculinity 
traits such as 
hypersexuality, dominance 
and aggression in systems 
and institutions creates 
an environment in which 
women are targets for 
objectifi cation, hostility and 
denigration, increasing the 
acceptability and likelihood 
of violence against women 
(Dahl et al., 2015; Murnen, 
2015; Our Watch, 2019; Pease, 
2021; Rizzo et al., 2021)

Organisational and 
community
Organisational and 
community norms, 
structures and 
practices that endorse 
or fail to challenge 
gender inequality, 
other  inequalities and 
violence can infl uence 
large numbers of 
people. Therefore, 
the  characteristics of 
schools, workplaces and 
 neighbourhoods can 
increase the likelihood  of 
becoming either a victim or 
a perpetrator  of violence 
(Banyard et al., 2019; Copp et al., 
2019; Jackson & Sundaram, 2018; 
Kidman & Kohler, 2020; Yeo et 
al., 2021)

Dominant forms 
of masculinity and 
heteronormativity 
which are associated 
with violence can also 
be expressed and 
maintained at this level 
(Carman et al., 2020; The Men’s 
Project & Flood, 2018)

Examples include 
organisational and social 
responses to workplace 
sexual harassment that 
suggest harassment is 
based on men’s inability to 
control their sexual desires 
or that women should be 
fl attered by male attention 
(Carman et al., 2020; Hlavka, 
2014; E. A. Taylor et al., 2018)

Individual and 
relationship
The individual’s unique 
experiences, attitudes, 
knowledge, skills and 
relationships may aff ect 
their likelihood of  becoming 
either a  perpetrator or 
a victim  of violence 
(Bell & Higgins, 2015;  Cano-
Gonzalez et al., 2022; Hamai et 
al., 2021; Jouriles et al., 2014; 
Kimber et al., 2015; Ogilvie et 
al., 2022; Reyes et al., 2017; 
White & Geff ner, 2022)

Other individual factors 
that may be associated 
with both perpetration and 
victimisation include alcohol 
use, income, education level, 
psychopathology (including 
depression, anxiety, post-
traumatic stress disorder 
and personality disorders) 
and poor self-esteem 
(Armenti et al., 2018; Cortés-
Treviño et al., 2022; Graham et al., 
2018; Mannell et al., 2021; Renner 
et al., 2015; Spencer et al., 2019)

Similarly, individual 
attitudes towards gender 
inequality, rigid gender roles 
and the use  of violence to 
solve interpersonal disputes 
may also be associated 
with the perpetration of 
violence against women 
(Flood, 2019b; Latzman et al., 2018; 
Our Watch, 2019)

At the relationship level, 
 a person’s closest social 
circle of peers, their 
partners and their family 
members infl uence the 
person’s behaviour and 
understanding of violence 
against women.  Specifi cally, 
membership in social 
networks  characterised 
by violence- and rape-
supportive norms is 
associated  with increased 
risk for perpetration 
among men. These peer 
associations reinforce 
a shared hostility and 
aggression towards 
women that is associated 
with violence against 
women and failure to 
act prosocially when 
witnessing this violence 
(Corboz et al., 2016; DeKeseredy 
et al., 2018; Flood, 2008, 2019a; 
Ha et al., 2019; Leen et al., 2013)

Table 1-1: Socio-ecological factors that contribute to or facilitate violence against women

Note: Informed by the socio-ecological model of violence against women (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022) and Change the Story 
(Our Watch, 2021, p. 34).
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Inequities as drivers of violence against 
women: An intersectional approach

The violence perpetrated against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women is fundamentally influenced by 
Australia’s colonisation. Although gender inequality 
is often considered one of the central drivers of 
violence against women more broadly (Our Watch, 
2015; Webster & Flood, 2015), it is widely recognised 
that Australia’s colonisation has left long-lasting and 
devastating impacts on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples that must be acknowledged to fully 
understand violence against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women. The process of colonisation 
has resulted in systemic racism, discrimination and 
oppression, the impacts of which interplay with 
the experience of sexism for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women (Andrews, 1997; Blagg et al., 
2022; Olsen & Lovett, 2016). This interaction has 
been called the “double bind”, referring to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women’s simultaneous 
experience of both gender inequality and systemic 
racism, discrimination, and oppression (Aboriginal 
Family Violence Prevention and Legal Service Victoria, 
2015, p. 22). Similar adverse impacts from sexism 
combined with systemic racism have been reported for 
Indigenous women from other countries (Bourassa et 
al., 2005; Quince, 2010).  

The impacts of colonisation are still being experienced 
in modern Australia and continue to influence 
the violence that is committed against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women. To understand 
contemporary attitudes, such as those measured by 
the NCAS, it is integral to understand the process of 
colonisation and its impacts on Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples.

Ongoing impacts of colonisation

Colonisation is the process through which Indigenous 
peoples are dispossessed of their traditional lands 
to establish colonies in an area (Australian Human 
Rights Commission [AHRC], 2007). The colonisation 
of Australia was based on the legal principle of terra 
nullius, or unowned land (Banner, 2005), which denied 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples their 
sovereignty and regarded the colonisers’ society 
as progressive and, therefore, superior (Buchan & 
Heath, 2006; Watson, 2009). Colonisation purposefully 
disrupted and reshaped Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander families, cultures, and family and community 
relationships, and imposed European ideals, 
perspectives, structures and systems (e.g. the British 
justice and legal systems, and the Western notion of the 
patriarchy; Australian Law Reform Commission [ALRC], 

1986; Guthrie et al., 2020). Australia’s colonisation was 
also violent, involving a range of harmful practices, 
such as dispossession and control, relocation, physical 
violence, sexual violence, enslavement, exploitation, 
forced child removal and assimilation, forced labour, 
murder, and massacre (Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission [HREOC], 1991, 1997; 
Paradies, 2016; Sullivan, 2018). Moreover, the violence 
was, and still is, carried out by not only individuals 
but also all levels of government, organisations 
and religious groups (Cunneen, 2019, 2022). It is 
important to recognise that although this violence 
has historical roots, racist violence is still occurring.

Colonisation is a continuing process through which 
structures and systems are developed and established 
(Wolfe, 2006). The adverse impacts of colonisation and 
the resulting inequalities are significant, wide-ranging 
and still being experienced today across all aspects 
of everyday life, including employment, education 
and housing, and interactions with individuals, retail 
services, police, the legal system and government 
agencies (Healing Foundation, 2022; HREOC, 1997; 
Our Watch, 2018a; Zubrick et al., 2004). Additionally, 
these structures and systems have fostered racist and 
discriminatory social and institutional norms and have 
shaped the attitudes and practices of non-Indigenous 
Australians, which then serve to reinforce and fortify 
the colonial structures and systems (Cunneen, 2019; 
Elias & Paradies, 2021; Lowitja Institute, 2022). 

It has been argued that one of the most significant 
legacies of colonisation is the trauma caused by the 
forced removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children from their families and communities (the 
“Stolen Generations”) and the imposed assimilation 
into non-Indigenous culture (Atkinson, 2002a; Darwin 
et al., 2023; Grace et al., 2017; Menzies, 2019). This 
removal has had devastating and long-lasting effects 
on children and their families and communities. Often, 
removed children lived in fear and were vulnerable to 
abuse, sexual abuse and exploitation. They experienced 
limited affection and received limited to no education 
(HREOC, 1997). The forced assimilation that was at the 
heart of these child removal policies used strategies 
such as “… continual denigration of Aboriginal people 
and values to lies about the attitudes of families to 
the children themselves. Many children were told 
their parents were dead” (HREOC, 1997, p. 173; see 
also Bessant, 2013). Although the official practice of 
separating Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 
from their families ceased in Australia in the 1970s 
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 
2018a; Guthrie et al., 2020; Healing Foundation, 2022), 
the practice of removing children from their homes is 
still occurring at a high rate. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
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Islander children are substantially over-represented 
in out-of-home care today, being 10 times more likely 
to be placed in out-of-home care than non-Indigenous 
children (ALRC, 2017; O’Donnell et al., 2019). Moreover, 
the majority of removed Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children are never restored to their homes 
(Newton et al., 2023). As a result, these contemporary 
child removal practices have been seen as seen as a 
modern version of the Stolen Generations, requiring 
urgent action to prevent further intergenerational 
trauma to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
(O’Donnell et al., 2019). 

Colonisation and the terra nullius principles resulted 
in Australia deliberately being founded on a set of 
structural and institutional inequalities that were 
inherently discriminatory and racist towards Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. Through the 
changes to the law that were introduced around the 
Federation of Australia, racist beliefs became reflected 
within legislation (Dudgeon et al., 2010). Racism in 
contemporary Australia continues to be widespread 
in the attitudes, social norms and practices of non-
Indigenous people, institutions and culture (Markwick 
et al., 2019; Our Watch, 2018a; Paradies & Cunningham, 
2009). While cultural racism refers to the broadly 
shared racist foundation that is part of a society’s 
ideas, beliefs and values, institutional racism more 
directly refers to policies, structures and practices 
that are racialised ( Jones, 1997). Consequently, the 
majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
experience discrimination or prejudice (Reconciliation 
Australia, 2022). This racism has directly impacted 
processes such as police response or the lack thereof. 
For example, it has been reported that police have 
shown apathy towards victims and survivors and 
distrusted or disbelieved allegations of sexual assault 
made by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, 
in keeping with myths about the characteristics of 
“genuine” or “ideal” victims (Buxton-Namisnyk, 2022; 
Cripps, 2023; Mellor, 2003). Such biases in policing are 
associated with inaction, inappropriate use of sanctions 
and orders against victims and survivors, and the 
death of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
in situations of domestic violence (Cripps, 2023; Hynes, 

2022; Nancarrow et al., 2020). Studies in New Zealand 
and Canada similarly provide evidence that systemic 
racism substantially and negatively impacts Indigenous 
women’s interactions with police (Kingi & Jordan, 
2009; McQueen et al., 2021; Murphy-Oikonen et al., 
2022). Mistrust of victims and survivors by police has 
led to a system in which victims and survivors under 
report violence and are often mistakenly identified as 
perpetrators (Birdsey & Snowball, 2013; Mansour, 2014; 
Reeves, 2020). 

In addition to the trauma faced by individuals as a 
result of their own experience of child removal, racism 
and discrimination, there has also been recognition 
of intergenerational trauma in Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities. Intergenerational trauma 
has been defined as “a discrete process and form 
of psychological trauma transmitted within families 
and communities” (Isobel et al., 2019, p. 1). Not only 
is this type of trauma devastating to communities in 
terms of the disadvantage they experience, but there 
is also evidence of a link between the experience of 
intergenerational trauma and perpetration of violence 
(ALRC, 1986; Bevis et al., 2020; Collis & Webb, 2014; 
Darwin et al., 2023; Grace et al., 2017; Guthrie et al., 
2020; Menzies, 2019). The mechanism through which 
this link can occur was described by Guthrie et al. (2020; 
see Figure 1-2), who explained:

“Individuals and communities have experienced 
severe and widespread trauma across 
generations, with limited capacity to address 
it. In some instances, this trauma has been left 
unresolved. This has resulted in damaged family 
structures, impeding the establishment and 
maintenance of healthy relationships and, in turn, 
perpetuating the use and experience of violence. 
Trauma was described as both contributing 
to, and resulting from, the perpetration and 
experience of violence. The contributors to 
trauma and violence are intertwined and 
affect many areas of people’s lives.” (p. 45).
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Gender inequality as a driver of violence 
against women 

Much violence against women is underpinned by 
gender inequality, which can be manifested in the 
gender norms, structures, systems and practices that 
privilege men and discriminate against women (Flood, 
2019b; Our Watch, 2021; Webster et al., 2018). Gender 
inequality is a social problem in which women and 
men do not have equal social standing, value, power, 
resources or opportunities in society, providing a key 
context that facilitates and maintains violence against 
women (Our Watch, 2021). Attitudes supportive of 
gender inequality have been associated with the 
perpetration of violence against women (Ozaki & 
Otis, 2016; Pöllänen et al., 2021). Gendered drivers of 
violence include attitudes that condone violence against 
women, support rigid gender roles, tolerate disrespect 
or aggression towards women, and endorse limits 
to women’s decision-making and independence (Our 
Watch, 2021).

However, gender inequality is not central to the 
Action Plan under the National Plan 2022–2032, which 
emphasises that the underlying causes of violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
are different to those of non-Indigenous women 
(DSS, 2023a). The Action Plan instead highlights 
the potentially stronger impacts of colonialism, 
intergenerational trauma, and ongoing racism and 
structural inequality on violence against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women: a call that is echoed 
through a large body of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander academic work (Cox et al., 2009; Cripps, 2010; 

Hovane, 2015). A Western feminist model focused 
predominantly on gender inequality can neglect the 
influence of colonisation on Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women’s experience of violence (Blagg 
et al., 2020; Keddie et al., 2023) and place them within 
an “ideological and structural gender inequality and 
patriarchy, within Eurocentric familial structures” (Blagg 
et al., 2020, p. 544). Consequently, this invisibility can 
pivot policy and intervention responses towards the 
needs of non-Indigenous women and render these 
responses less relevant, relatable and effective for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women (Blagg 
et al., 2020; Carlson et al., 2024; Guthrie et al., 2020; 
Langton et al., 2020).

Consistent with an intersectional approach, advocates 
argue that gender inequality in Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities must be understood 
within the broader context of colonialism and violence 
(DSS, 2023a; Keddie et al., 2023). As mentioned in 
Section 1.3, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women can experience a “double bind” where they 
face gender-based discrimination and abuse, while 
simultaneously experiencing racial inequalities 
(Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention and Legal 
Service Victoria, 2015, p. 22). The “double bind” concept 
promotes an intersectional perspective by highlighting 
the dual impacts of colonisation and patriarchy on 
contemporary structures and practices in Australian 
society, politics and systems. Therefore, the oppression 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and their 
experience of violence must be understood as resulting 
from the intersecting impacts of colonisation and racial 
and gender discrimination.

Figure 1-2: Link between intergenerational trauma and violence
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Source: Guthrie et al. (2020, p. 45).
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1.4	 Forms and prevalence of 
violence against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
women

Historical and current systemic racism and sexism have 
exacerbated violence against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women. As outlined in Section 1.3, for 
example, the forced removal of children, racism and 
intergenerational trauma intersect with the impacts of 
gender inequality to drive violence against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women. Australia also has 
a history of sexual violence against Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women by non-Indigenous men 
(Sullivan, 2018). Abusive behaviours have continued 
since colonisation, with violence against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women being perpetrated 
by both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and 
non-Indigenous men. While information regarding 
the cultural background of perpetrators is limited, 
the evidence suggests that a significant proportion of 
the sexual violence committed against Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women is committed by non-
Indigenous men (Aboriginal Family Violence Prevention 
and Legal Service Victoria, 2015; Our Watch, 2018a). 
Specifically, most violence against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women is perpetrated by an intimate 
partner (AIHW, 2022), and 81.7 per cent of all partnered 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have a 
non-Indigenous partner (ABS, 2021; Bricknell, 2023). 
This challenges the common perception that violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
is mostly perpetrated by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander men.

It has been estimated that approximately three in 
five Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women have 
experienced physical or sexual violence by a co-habiting 
or non-co-habiting partner since the age of 15 (Webster, 
2016).2 However, it is difficult to obtain accurate 
prevalence data regarding violence against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women. Below are some of 
the factors that limit this ability:

	� The exclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people’s self-reported status in data 
collection or reporting (ADFVDRN & ANROWS, 2022; 
Griffiths et al., 2019; Walter, 2016). As highlighted 
by Walter (2016), there is limited research that 
meaningfully includes Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people and much research focuses on 
the “5D deficit”. For example, the ABS PSS is the 

2	 Note this is an estimation rather than determined prevalence rate. See Ayre et al. (2016).

most comprehensive collection of data regarding 
violence against women, but it does not disaggregate 
information by Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander status. 

	� There may be mistrust and reluctance to 
participate in data collections founded on colonial 
structures, values and assumptions (see also 
Section 1.1 on data sovereignty and Griffiths et 
al., 2019). For example, there has been a history 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
being included in research as objects of study 
with the aim of demonstrating racial inferiority. 
This flawed research was then used to justify 
assimilation policies such as child removal (Rigney, 
2001). This likely contributes to the distrust of 
government more broadly (see Section 1.5).

	� There is substantial under-reporting of violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women (see Section 1.5). It is estimated that up 
to 90 per cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander victims and survivors do not disclose 
experiences of sexual violence (N. Taylor & Putt, 
2007) and victims and survivors are more likely to 
report to a trusted family friend than to authorities 
(Mulroney, 2003; N. Taylor & Putt, 2007).

	� A difference in terminology between family and 
domestic violence. Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people prefer the term “family violence” 
rather than “domestic violence” as it is broader and 
more holistically represents the experiences of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women (Cripps 
& Davis, 2012; Department for Child Protection, 2012; 
Our Watch, 2018a). Definitions of family violence 
across data sources and terminology used by 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people can differ 
from professional and academic language, which 
has been developed based on a Western scientific 
discourse (Cripps, 2008). However, family violence 
usually describes “a wide range of physical, emotional, 
sexual, social, spiritual, cultural, psychological and 
economic abuses that occur within families, intimate 
relationships, extended families, kinship networks 
and communities” (Victorian Indigenous Family 
Violence Task Force, 2003, p. 123). Although family 
violence encompasses domestic violence, many 
national Australian surveys, including the NCAS, 
focus on domestic violence, often limited to intimate 
partner violence (see Section 2.5). The difference 
between family and domestic violence needs to be 
considered when interpreting the results of surveys 
as it is unclear whether the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents interpret the questions in 
the same manner as non-Indigenous respondents. 
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These limitations mean that the prevalence of violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
is likely to be severely underestimated. However, the 
evidence indicates that, compared to non-Indigenous 
women, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
experience violence perpetrated by men (including 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men and non-
Indigenous men) at elevated rates (Ayre et al., 2016). 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are 27 to 
32 times more likely to be hospitalised due to assault 
and are 7.6 times more likely to become a victim of 
homicide compared to other women in Australia 
(AIHW & NIAA, 2023; Steering Committee for the 
Review of Government Service Provision, 2016). The 
Australian Government has acknowledged this elevated 
prevalence of violence within the National Agreement 
on Closing the Gap (Australian Government, 2020) and 
the National Plan 2022–2032 (particularly through the 
Action Plan). With the data limitations in mind, we know 
that almost two in three (57%) Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women who have experienced family and 
domestic violence are physically injured (ABS, 2019). 

Violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women (particularly that perpetrated by an intimate 
partner) accounts for 10.9 per cent of their burden 
of disease, which is higher than other health-related 
burdens and conditions (Ayre et al., 2016). Family and 
domestic violence causes physical and emotional harm 
and distress (ABS, 2019) and can result in significant 
negative financial and economic outcomes (Cortis & 
Bullen, 2016; Guthrie et al., 2020). Housing insecurity 
and reliance on income support as a result of violence 
can add to the financial discrimination that many 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women already 
face (AIHW & NIAA, 2023; AIHW, 2018b; Closing the 
Gap Clearinghouse, 2013). Given that much violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
occurs within the family context, it can also have both 
immediate and long-lasting impacts on their children. 

These impacts can be profound and can include 
personal injury, as well as social, developmental, 
emotional and mental health issues (Campo, 2015; Orr 
et al., 2020; Orr, O’Donnell, et al., 2022; Orr, Sims, et 
al., 2022). In addition, this violence can lead to children 
experiencing trauma; maintain the cycle of violence; 
and result in children’s removal from the home or, in 
some cases, death (Holt et al., 2008; Orr et al., 2019). 
Such impacts can serve to sustain intergenerational 
trauma within families and can increase a child’s 
likelihood of experiencing disadvantage and other 
negative outcomes (Menzies, 2019).  

Domestic violence is most commonly perpetrated 
by men against women in the Australian population, 
and there is evidence that this is also the case for the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population (AIHW 
& NIAA, 2023; AIHW, 2018b; Bricknell, 2023; Flood 
et al., 2022; Guthrie et al., 2020; Wundersitz, 2010). 
Unfortunately, there is a history of misidentifying 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women as 
perpetrators of violence, particularly when interacting 
with police. Over-reliance on myths about the “ideal 
victim” and racist stereotypes of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women can lead police to misidentify 
victims and survivors as perpetrators (Buxton-
Namisnyk, 2022; Nancarrow et al., 2020). Incorrect 
assumptions about how victims and survivors of 
domestic violence should behave can contribute to 
this misidentification, with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women being particularly vulnerable as they 
face individual cultural and institutional racism (Jones, 
1997; Nancarrow et al., 2020). For example, women who 
use defensive violence (such as fighting back against an 
aggressor) or who are uncooperative with authorities 
are more likely to be misidentified as perpetrators by 
police (Nancarrow et al., 2020).
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1.5	 Barriers to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
women reporting and 
accessing culturally safe 
support for violence

In her address to the National Press Club, Aboriginal 
lawyer, businesswoman and advocate, Josephine 
Cashman, emphasised that without proper response 
to violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women, there can be no progress, pointing 
to the need to hold those who perpetrate criminal 
behaviour to account (Price et al., 2016). However, 
many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
face a range of barriers, often simultaneously, if they 
choose to seek a criminal justice outcome. Widespread 
negative experiences, such as racism, discrimination 
and intergenerational trauma have left many Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people with feelings of 
betrayal and mistrust towards some non-Indigenous 
Australians and institutions (Atkinson, 2002a; ABS, 2011; 
Krieg, 2009; Reconciliation Australia, 2022). As a result, 
violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women is severely under-reported.

Australia’s colonisation (see Section 1.3) has led to many 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people fearing 
and deeply distrusting the police, justice system and 
government due to intergenerational trauma and direct 
experiences of racism, mistreatment and unsatisfactory 
responses from the police and legal system (Bessant, 
2013; Buxton-Namisnyk, 2022; HREOC, 1991, 1997). 
For example, the AIHW (2021) estimated that, as at 
2022, there were approximately 33,600 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Stolen Generations survivors. 
Thus, there are a significant number of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people who have personally 
experienced mistreatment from health and welfare 
services, institutions and the state due to past official 
government child removal policies (Anderson & Tilton, 
2017; Rickwood et al., 2010). Further, historical and 
contemporary experiences with police and emergency 
services can be racialised and harmful and can include: 

	� substantial delays in police and service response or 
follow-up 

	� poor, inconsistent, culturally inappropriate and 
disengaged police responses to emergency situations

	� not being believed or being blamed or judged by police
	� non-enforcement of domestic violence orders or laws
	� police inaction or actions departing from operational 

guidelines and causing harm to victims and survivors 
and their families 

	� inherent racism underlying police service delivery 
and practices (Bevan et al., 2024; Buxton-Namisnyk, 
2022; Cripps, 2023; Langton et al., 2020; Prentice et 
al., 2016). 

Victims and survivors can also experience adverse 
consequences if they do report. They are often 
misidentified as perpetrators (see Section 1.3) and 
can be criminalised by the people and services that 
are supposed to protect them (Bessant, 2013). These 
negative personal and collective experiences likely 
discourage or prevent victims and survivors from 
reporting, likely contributing to and exacerbating the 
perception and expectation that reporting will not help 
(Langton et al., 2020; Nancarrow et al., 2020; Willis, 2011).

Given the impact of past government child removal 
policies and the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children in out-of-home care today (Section 
1.3) there is a fear that engagement with government 
agencies and services will lead to child removal (Fitts 
et al., 2023; Guthrie et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2023; 
Langton et al., 2020). Parents often experience a sense 
of powerlessness when trying to have their children 
restored and feel betrayed and failed by government 
systems while facing disrespectful, discriminatory, 
stigmatising and untrustworthy child protection 
caseworkers (Ivec et al., 2012; Newton, 2020; Newton 
et al., 2023). Consequently, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people have reported that they are 
often reluctant and unwilling to report to and work 
with child protection services (Guthrie et al., 2020; 
O’Donnell et al., 2019). This reluctance is reflective of 
the impacts of colonisation (both the lived experience 
and intergenerational trauma) and their recent 
experience of forced child removal and lack of support 
from government and services once they are removed 
(Guthrie et al., 2020; Ivec et al., 2012; Newton, 2020).

Further practical barriers to reporting include: 

	� fear of insecure housing or homelessness and loss of 
financial support

	� lack of awareness and access to appropriate, 
culturally safe, good-quality and affordable health, 
legal and court support and advice services
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	� concern regarding confidentiality 
	� the feeling of having to choose between their partner 

and their child or other roles and responsibilities 
(Fitts et al., 2023; Langton et al., 2020; Wendt & 
Baker, 2013). 

Moreover, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women report they experience feelings of shame or 
stigma regarding family violence and can hold fears 
relating to the perception, reaction and retaliation 
from the perpetrator and community members, 
including becoming ostracised or isolated (Guthrie et 
al., 2020; Prentice et al., 2016). These experiences can 
be compounded for women who live in remote areas 
(Neame & Heenan, 2004). Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women experiencing gender-based violence, 
including life-threatening family violence and sexual 
assault, may be dealing with:

	� the trauma of assault
	� the stress and confusion of multiple related legal 

proceedings
	� the financial and emotional cost of separation
	� the complexities of a loved one facing imprisonment
	� the frustration of an un-coordinated and 

bureaucratic reporting, police and legal system.  

1.6	 Insights offered by measuring 
attitudes and understandings

Attitudes are shaped by, and in part reflect, the world 
around us, including our close friends and families, and 
the broader organisational, community, institutional 
and societal systems and structures (Flood & Pease, 
2009; Pease & Flood, 2008). Therefore, measuring 
attitudes can provide an insight into the broader 
climate that facilitates and maintains violence against 
women. Attitudes that condone or normalise violence 
are a key aspect of the “underlying social conditions 
that produce and drive violence against women, and 
that excuse, justify, or even promote it” (Our Watch, 
2021, p. 8). Indirectly, they can influence the responses 
of service providers, and the family, friends, neighbours 
and work colleagues of those affected. Attitudes can 
also influence perpetrators and women subject to 
violence. The evidence for this is discussed in the 
report of the national sample (Main report). Primary 

prevention aims to shift attitudes, social norms and 
practices expressed by individuals and embodied within 
institutions and social structures, which, over time, will 
ultimately change the underlying social context that 
drives violence against women (Our Watch, 2021).

Attitudes towards violence against women can be 
influenced by one’s understanding of violence against 
women, including the nuanced and gendered nature 
of its expression (see the Main report). A strong 
understanding of violence against women, together 
with knowledge of the support and legal services 
available to victims and survivors, also facilitates 
reporting, help-seeking and recovery for victims and 
survivors (Gadd et al., 2003; Harmer & Lewis, 2022; Paul 
et al., 2014). A well-informed community, including well-
informed friends, family and service workers, also has 
better capability to prevent and respond appropriately 
to violence against women and its precursors 
(McGregor, 2009; Pease, 2017; Webster et al., 2018). In 
addition, recognition by perpetrators of their abusive 
behaviours and the profound adverse impacts of those 
behaviours provides a starting point for changing these 
behaviours (Alderson et al., 2013; Meyer & Frost, 2019; 
Peckover & Everson, 2014).

Measuring and considering Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents’ understanding and 
attitudes can provide important indicators of broader 
systemic issues. Responses can infer the extent to 
which systems are perceived as culturally safe and 
appropriate for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people and how much more improvement is required. 
These attitudes are particularly important to measure 
given that research has reported high levels of 
“historical and ongoing mistrust of the police, courts 
and justice systems, and the perceived inability of 
these systems to provide responses that meet the 
specific needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples” (Hovane, 2015, p. 16; see also Blagg et al., 
2022). Thus, measuring Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people’s attitudes regarding service and justice 
responses to violence can help inform strategies for 
breaking down barriers to reporting violence and 
accessing justice. The responses can also provide 
insight into the extent to which Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents have resisted problematic 
patriarchal attitudes likely to have been reinforced 
by colonisers and the process of colonisation.

38Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents

Introduction: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, gendered attitudes and violence against women



1.7	 The present report
The present report focuses on the findings of the 
2021 NCAS for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
respondents. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the 
research design and analysis.

Chapters 3 to 8 provide the key findings. 

	� Chapter 3 details Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents’ attitudes about the adequacy of service 
and justice system responses to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women who report violence 
and to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men 
accused of violence. 

	� Chapters 4 to 7 detail the findings on respondents’ 
understanding of violence against women and 
attitudes towards gender inequality and violence 
against women. 

	� Chapter 8 examines the demographic, understanding 
and attitudinal factors that were associated with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents’ 
attitudes towards violence against women. 

	� Chapter 9 discusses the insight from the findings for 
policy and practice.

Chapters 3 to 8 focus on the results regarding the range 
of understandings and attitudes of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents, without drawing 
conclusions about the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander population and without drawing comparisons 
with non-Indigenous respondents. The reasons for this 
approach are described in Chapters 1 and 2.
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2 Research design

2.1	 Aims of the 2021 NCAS for Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander respondents

This report:

	� examines Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Island respondents’ 
understanding and attitudes regarding violence against women and 
attitudes towards gender equality

	� identifies any notable gaps in this understanding or more 
problematic attitudes

	� identifies demographic, attitudinal and contextual factors that are 
associated with these understandings and attitudes.3

This report examines each of the aims above specifically for the group 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents who completed 
the 2021 NCAS rather than for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
population. The AG advised that the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
sample obtained via the 2021 NCAS should not be considered fully 
representative of the many diverse Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples across Australia (see Sections 2.3–2.5). Thus, this report:

	� does not compare results over time across different Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander samples

	� does not refer to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
population, but instead to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents or sample.

3	 The 2021 NCAS Main report on the findings for all Australians also reports on intention to intervene when witnessing abuse 
or disrespect of women, and on changes over time in Australians’ understanding and attitudes.
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Also, in accordance with the AG’s advice and the 
Warawarni-gu Guma Statement, this report does 
not compare Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents with non-Indigenous respondents to avoid 
causing harm (Douglas et al., 2018). Such comparisons 
risk ignoring the strengths and resilience of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Such comparisons 
also draw attention away from the past and continuing 
impact of colonialism and racism on understandings 
and attitudes. Finally, such comparisons could lead to 
false conclusions given that this sample should not be 
considered representative of the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander population.

Ethics clearance for the project was provided by the 
University of Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee 
(project number 2020/650), which included clearance 
for the cultural safety of the project for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people.4

2.2	 2021 NCAS instrument
The 2021 NCAS instrument included items measuring 
demographics, understanding or attitudes regarding 
violence against women and attitudes towards gender 
inequality, as well as an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander Module, as described below (Figure 2-1).5 Most 
items were retained from the 2017 NCAS.

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
Module

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents were 
presented with an additional module of questions that 
was not presented to non-Indigenous respondents: the 
2021 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Module. 
This module was developed in close consultation with 
the AG to ensure culturally safe questions that would 
be useful in informing policy and practice relevant to 
violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women (see also Section 1.1). The module focused 
on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents’ 
attitudes regarding responses by service providers, 
police, the legal system and the community to violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women. 
Specifically, the module asked for respondents’ 
attitudes about whether: 

4	 See the Technical report (Section T2.4) for further ethics considerations.

5	 Scenario-based items examining bystander responses and sexual consent were not included for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
respondents to make room for the 2021 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Module.

	� violence is taken seriously by the police, the 
government and the community

	� services maintain confidentiality 
	� women reporting and men accused of violence are 

treated fairly by the police and the courts. 

The 2021 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
Module replaced a 2017 version that focused on 
respondents’ knowledge of the “causes” or “contributing 
factors” of violence against women. In keeping with 
other stakeholder feedback, the AG had concerns about 
the 2017 module’s clarity, cultural appropriateness 
and usefulness for policy and prevention, and 
recommended that the module be replaced.

The 2021 module drew on the findings of existing 
research that found high levels of mistrust of police, 
the courts and justice systems, as well as a lack of 
confidence in these systems to respond appropriately 
to the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people (Blagg et al., 2020; Langton et al., 2020). 

Key violence prevention frameworks at the 
Commonwealth and state/territory level call for 
government and justice services to transform the way 
they work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people to tackle systemic racism and ensure cultural 
safety (DSS, 2022a, 2022b, 2023a). The 2021 module 
aligns with such key policy frameworks and aims to:

	� identify attitudes about whether violence against 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women is 
minimised or excused by police, governments and 
other community members

	� identify potential barriers to reporting and seeking 
assistance for violence (e.g. concerns about service 
and justice system responses to violence)

	� inform policy, service and prevention reforms, 
including decisions about the relevance of alternative 
or diversionary justice responses to violence 
(e.g. cultural justice responses such as greater 
involvement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Elders and cultural leaders).

The 2021 module underwent face-to-face cognitive 
testing with six Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
participants to ensure the items were clear and 
understood as they were intended.
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Demographic items

Self-reported demographic information about 
respondents was used to explore how understanding 
and attitudes may vary based on people’s 
characteristics, backgrounds, contexts and locations. 
Demographic items included gender, age, country 
of birth, formal education, main labour activity, 
remoteness (major city or other) and socio-economic 
status of area of residence.6 Demographic information 
was also used to assess how closely the demographic 
profile of the sample matched that of the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander population in Australia and 
to make any necessary adjustments through data 
weighting (see also Section 2.3).

Items and scales measuring understanding 
and attitudes

Understanding and attitude items were grouped into 
nine psychometric scales, validated via Rasch analysis.7 
A strength of psychometrically validated scales is 
that they can measure a complex overall construct 
or concept (such as attitudes towards violence) that 
would be difficult to measure with a single item. The 
scales include the Gendered Violence and Inequality 
Scale (GVIS), which is an overarching “mega-scale” that 

6	 See the Technical report (Section T4.3) for descriptions of new and revised demographic items.

7	 See the Technical report for an explanation of Rasch analysis (Section T20), the 2021 NCAS instrument (Section T15) and item details, including 
the items in each scale in 2021 and whether each item was retained from 2017 or was new/revised in 2021 (Section T3).

8	 There were 43 items in the AVAWS scale, but four of these were scenario items in the AVAWS Objectify Women subscale that were not asked of 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander respondents.

includes all understanding and attitude items that sit 
in one of the other eight scales. The other eight scales 
included three “main” scales:

	� the Understanding of Violence against Women 
Scale (UVAWS)

	� the Attitudes towards Gender Inequality Scale (AGIS) 
	� the Attitudes towards Violence against Women  

Scale (AVAWS).

Each main scale also includes subscales (identified via 
factor analysis), which measure key themes within the 
broader construct measured by the scale. In addition, 
five “type of violence” scales were developed to 
measure attitudes towards specific types of violence:

	� the Domestic Violence Scale (DVS)
	� the Sexual Violence Scale (SVS), which comprises 

the Sexual Assault Scale (SAS) and the Sexual 
Harassment Scale (SHS)

	� the Technology-Facilitated Abuse Scale (TFAS).

All type of violence scales measure attitudes, apart 
from the TFAS which measures both understanding 
and attitudes regarding technology-facilitated abuse. 
Together, the DVS and SVS comprised all but 2 of the 39 
items in the AVAWS.8
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Items not part  
of a scale

Demographics
(25 items)

Understanding of Violence against Women Scale
(UVAWS; 19 items)

Recognise  
DV Subscale 
(12 items)

Recognise  
VAW Subscale 
(4 items)

Understand Gendered  
DV Subscale
(3 items)

Attitudes towards Violence against Women Scale
(AVAWS; 39 items)

Minimise  
Violence Subscale
(15 items)

Mistrust  
Women Subscale
(13 items)

Objectify  
Women Subscale
(11 items)

Attitudes towards Gender Inequality Scale
(AGIS; 17 items)

Deny  
Inequality 
Subscale
(3 items)

Limit  
Autonomy 
Subscale
(2 items)

Undermine 
Leadership 
Subscale
(4 items)

Normalise 
Sexism  
Subscale
(3 items)

Reinforce 
Gender Roles  
Subscale
(5 items)

Main scales

Aboriginal and/or  
Torres Strait Islander  
respondents’ module  
(11 items)

Additional knowledge items  
(6 items)

Gendered Violence and  
Inequality Scale
(GVIS; 75 items)

Type of  
violence scales

Technology- 
Facilitated  
Abuse Scale  
(TFAS; 6 items, with 4 from 
UVAWS and 2 from AVAWS)

Domestic  
Violence Scale
(DVS; 17 items from AVAWS)

Sexual  
Assault  
Scale  
(SAS; 14 items 
from SVS)

Sexual  
Harassment 
Scale  
(SHS; 6 items 
from SVS)

Sexual  
Violence Scale
(SVS; 20 items from AVAWS)

Note: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents were not asked bystander questions or four of the Objectify Women items, thus their 
exclusion from this figure. 
DV = Domestic violence. VAW = Violence against women.

Components of the NCAS instrument, Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021

Figure 2-1

Understanding and attitudes
(92 items)
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Changes to NCAS instrument

As detailed earlier, the Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander Module was replaced in 2021.

New or revised demographic items were included 
in 2021 assessing gender, sexuality and disability. 
These items were included to provide additional and 
more inclusive demographic information, including 
capturing gender identity, diversity and experience 
more accurately and better capturing the range of 
physical, mental health and intellectual conditions and 
their impact on core activities. As only two Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander respondents identified as 
non-binary, and “brotherboy” and “sistergirl” options 
were not included, reliable results cannot be reported 
separately for non-binary genders.9 

New items were also added to better measure 
understanding and attitudes regarding forms of 
violence that have emerged more recently or have not 
been a major focus of the NCAS previously. Items were 
added on forms of violence against women that are 
related to intersectional forms of oppression, based on 
migrant status, disability, gender experience, sexuality 
or religion. Items were also added on technology-
facilitated abuse, sexual harassment and stalking.10 

2.3	 About the NCAS Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
sample

The 2021 NCAS sample included 442 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents, representing 2.3 
per cent of the total sample of 19,100 Australians aged 
16 years or older. As Table 2-1 shows, 405 respondents 
identified as Aboriginal (92%), 20 as Torres Strait 
Islander (5%), and 17 as both Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander (4%).11 Of the entire NCAS 2021 sample, 2.1 per 
cent identified as Aboriginal and 0.2 per cent identified 
as either Torres Strait Islander or both Aboriginal and 

9	 These are terms used by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to describe gender diverse people who have a male spirit and take on 
male roles (“brotherboy”) or a female spirit and take on female roles (“sistergirl”) within the communities. For more information, see TransHub. 
(2021b). Trans Mob. https://www.transhub.org.au/trans-mob

10	 For further details about the new items on different types of violence, see the Main report, p. 60.

11	 Percentages do not add to 100 per cent due to rounding.

12	 The cooperation rate was 80.1 per cent and the refusal rate was 15.0 per cent. See the Technical report (Section T8.4) for the calculation of the 
response, cooperation and refusal rates.

Torres Strait Islander. Due to the small number of Torres 
Strait Islander respondents, Aboriginal respondents, 
Torres Strait Islander respondents, and Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents were combined 
into one group for all analyses and reporting. The 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander sample included 
respondents from major city, regional, remote and 
very remote areas across Australia (Table 2-1).

All 2021 NCAS respondents were interviewed via mobile 
telephone between 23 February and 18 July 2021. The 
sampling approach largely involved RDD of mobile 
telephones, which was supplemented or “topped 
up” with listed mobile telephones. Of the 19,100 
interviews, 81 per cent were achieved via RDD mobiles. 
The response rate was 11 per cent.12 Interviews with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents were 
all conducted in English.

Random sampling of respondents, such as via the 
RDD approach used for the 2021 NCAS, is widely 
acknowledged in the broad research literature as the 
best approach for achieving a sample that reflects 
the demographic profile of the population and 
facilitates accurate and representative reporting about 
the population. Nonetheless, some sections of the 
population can be somewhat under-represented even 
when random sampling is used, for example, because 
they are less likely to own a telephone or less likely to 
agree to an interview. 

The 2021 NCAS is likely to have under-represented 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who do 
not have a mobile phone, including some people 
living in very remote areas such as in parts of the 
Northern Territory. In addition, the sample of 442 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
is unlikely to be large enough to fully represent the 
perspectives of all First Nations people in Australia. As 
noted in Section 2.1, substantial diversity exists within 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, 
with more than 250 distinct living languages 
including around 800 dialects across Australia.
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Table 2-1: Demographics of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander sample, 2021

Demographic factor Demographic group Unweighteda Weightedb

   N   %   N   %

Identification as Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander

Aboriginal 405 92% 376 93%

Torres Strait Islander 20 5% 13 3%

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 17 4% 14 4%

Total answered 442 403

Gender

Men 189 43% 192 48%

Women 248 56% 205 51%

Non-binary respondents 2 <1%  2 1%

Total answered 439  403  

Age (in years)

16–24 years 57 13% 116 26%

25–34 years 79 18% 97 22%

35–44 years 74 17% 76 17%

45–54 years 100 23% 69 16%

55–64 years 91 21% 49 11%

65–74 years 35 8% 26 6%

75+ years 6 1% 8 2%

Total 442  442  

Formal education

University or higher 102 23% 39 9%

Trade/certificate/diploma 146 33% 156 36%

Secondary or below 191 44% 243 55%

Total answered 439  439  

Main labour activity

Employed 239 55% 229 52%

Unemployed 34 8% 41 9%

Home duties 61 14% 67 15%

Student 27 6% 38 9%

Retired 39 9% 32 7%

Unable to work 34 8% 29 7%

Volunteering 2 0% 1 0%

Otherc 2 0% 1 0%

Total answered 438  438  

Continues on next page
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Table 2-1: Demographics of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander sample, 2021

Demographic factor Demographic group Unweighteda Weightedb

   N   %   N   %

Sexuality

Heterosexual 390 89% 379 87%

Lesbian, gay, bisexual or pansexual, 
asexual, queer or diverse sexualities

46 11% 57 13%

Total answered 436  436  

Remoteness

Major city 173 40% 161 37%

Inner regional 103 24% 115 26%

Outer regional 123 28% 108 25%

Remote 22 5% 27 6%

Very remote 15 3% 24 6%

Total with valid area status 436  436  

State/Territoryd

Australian Capital Territory 14 3% 5 1%

New South Wales 106 24% 148 34%

Northern Territory 74 17% 41 9%

Queensland 106 24% 127 29%

South Australia 22 5% 22 5%

Tasmania 28 6% 17 4%

Victoria 58 13% 34 8%

Western Australia 34 8% 48 11%

 Total 442  442  

Socio-economic status of areae

1 – Lowest status 113 26% 134 31%

2 – Second-lowest status 95 22% 110 25%

3 – Middle status 92 21% 87 20%

4 – Second-highest status 70 16% 61 14%

5 – Highest status 63 15% 41 10%

 Total with valid area status 433  433  

Note: Totals do not always add to 442 due to unanswered items or otherwise unavailable data.

a Unweighted numbers and percentages represent the exact number and proportion of the sample’s Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
respondents from each demographic group.

b Weighted numbers and percentages refer to the number and proportion of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander respondents from each 
demographic group after weighting to more closely reflect the corresponding proportions for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population.

c “Other” main labour activities included unpaid or overseas work, starting a business, on holiday. 

d See also Technical report Section T18 Appendix D for weighting benchmarks split by capital city and rest of state.

e “Socio-economic status of area” refers to an ABS measure of socio-economic conditions in geographic areas in terms of people’s access to 
material and social resources, and their opportunity to participate in society (SEIFA quintiles).
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Weighting

As agreed with the AG, to strengthen confidence 
in comparisons within the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander sample, such as between men 
and women, responses were weighted based 
on population benchmarks to align the sample 
with the demographic profile of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people in Australia. 

2.4	 Analysis and reporting
As per the AG’s advice, we acknowledge that the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander sample is unlikely 
to fully represent all First Nations people even though 
we used the widely accepted best approach of random 
sampling (see also Sections 2.1 and 2.3). Consequently, 
we do not:

	� generalise the 2021 findings for the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander sample to the broader 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population

	� compare the 2021 findings for the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander sample and the non-Indigenous 
sample

	� compare the findings for the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander samples from different waves of the 
NCAS. 

Thus, this report examines the understandings, 
attitudes and perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents, and the extent to which 
demographic factors influence these results. Although 
these results are unlikely to represent the diversity 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, they 
provide broad coverage of the perspectives of many 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander individuals, 
including coverage of people living in city, regional, 
remote and very remote parts of Australia. Thus, these 
perspectives provide valuable insights to help inform 
violence prevention policy and programs aimed at 
ending violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women. 

In this context, and acknowledging the value of 
achieving samples that are fully representative of the 
many diverse Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, it is worth noting that it is very challenging to 
do so. Quantitative research studies to date have 
typically not achieved fully representative samples. 

13	 For example, a sample of 10,000 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander respondents would on average include approximately 40 or fewer 
respondents from each First Nation. This average number for each First Nation would also require adequate funding to overcome the 
challenges in reaching people living in very remote areas who have poor phone or internet coverage.

Extremely large random samples of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people would be needed to 
obtain sufficient numbers of respondents to fully 
represent and reliably report on all Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples across all First Nations, 
given the diversity of languages, cultures, locations 
and experiences.13 However, it is also worth noting 
that many research studies with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents are qualitative research 
studies. While qualitative studies by their nature do 
not aim to achieve representative samples, it is widely 
accepted that they provide valuable insights relevant to 
at least some sections of the population by giving voice 
to the perspectives of their respondents. Similarly, by 
providing the perspectives of over 400 respondents, 
the 2021 NCAS provides valuable insights for informing 
policy and practice but recognises that there may also 
be other valuable insights that are not captured through 
the present sample.

Data analysis was conducted both on individual items 
and on scale and subscale scores.

Item codes: To simplify reporting, each item was 
assigned an alphanumeric code (e.g. V1). The letter 
in the code identifies the item’s thematic topic (V = 
violence against women; D = domestic violence; S = 
sexual violence; G = gender inequality; I = Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander Module item). The number 
corresponds to the order in which items within a 
thematic topic are presented in the NCAS instrument.

Scale scores: Each respondent received a (rescaled 
Rasch) score on each scale and subscale, based on their 
responses to the items in the scale or subscale. Scores 
on each scale or subscale could range between 0 and 
100. Higher scores indicate a higher understanding 
of violence against women (UVAWS, TFAS), higher 
attitudinal rejection of gender inequality (AGIS) or 
higher attitudinal rejection of violence against women 
in its various forms (AVAWS, DVS, SVS, SAS, SHS, TFAS). 
The respondents’ mean score on each scale or subscale 
was used to examine respondents’ average level of 
understanding of violence or their average level of 
rejection of problematic attitudes towards violence 
against women or gender inequality.

Univariate, bivariate and multivariate data analyses 
were conducted and are summarised below.

Univariate analysis involves one variable only and 
was used to report on respondents’ answers to each 
understanding and attitude item.
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Bivariate analysis examines the direct or 
straightforward relationship between two variables 
only, such as an outcome of interest (e.g. attitudes 
towards violence against women) and one other 
variable or factor (e.g. a demographic factor such 
as gender), without taking into account the effect of 
any other variables or factors. The bivariate analyses 
examined the results for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents on each scale and subscale (based 
on mean scores) split by gender.14

Multiple regression examines the relationship 
of an outcome variable of interest (e.g. attitudes 
towards violence against women) to multiple factors 
(or input variables) considered together (e.g. multiple 
demographic characteristics). Multiple regression 
analysis has the advantage that it can determine which 
of multiple factors are independently related to or 
“predict” the outcome variable, after accounting for any 
relationships between the factors, and which factors 
are most important in predicting the outcome variable. 

Multiple linear regression models were conducted 
to examine the factors that are independent 
predictors of respondent’s attitudes towards 
violence against women (AVAWS).

14	 Comparisons involving non-binary respondents were not conducted due to small numbers.

As shown in Table 2-2, three separate multiple 
regression models were conducted to examine 
whether scores on the AVAWS (the outcome 
variable) could be predicted by the demographic 
factors and UVAWS and AGIS scale scores (the input 
variables) in each model. The demographic factors 
examined as potential predictors in the regressions 
are listed in the note to Table 2-2. A minimum 
sample size of 30 was set as a cutoff requirement 
for analyses. As a result, some demographic 
categories were collapsed for select variables. 

Statistical significance: Throughout the report, 
“significant” refers to statistically significant findings 
where we can be confident (with 95% certainty) that 
the difference observed in the survey sample is 
meaningful and likely to represent a true difference 
in the population (p < 0.05) that is not negligible in 
size (Cohen’s d ≥ 0.2 or equivalent). We have retained 
discussion of significant results to provide an objective 
marker of more meaningful and reliable results, despite 
the sample not being representative of the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander population.

Table 2-2: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander multiple regression models, 2021

Outcome variable of interest Model number Input variables 

AVAWS 

AVAWS Model 1 Demographics 

AVAWS Model 2 UVAWS, AGIS 

AVAWS Model 3 Demographics, UVAWS, AGIS 

Note: The demographic factors examined as input variables in the models were age, formal education, gender, main labour activity, remoteness 
and socio-economic status of area.
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2.5	 Strengths and limitations 
The strengths and limitations of the 2021 NCAS are 
detailed in the Main report (Section 2.6). Some further 
limitations apply to this report:

	� As we (the project team and authors) are non-
Indigenous, we do not have personal experience with 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander cultural traditions 
and we may be subject to the “privilege hazard”, 
whereby “more privileged” members of society may 
have difficulty detecting the oppressions faced by 
“less privileged” members (D’Ignazio & Klein, 2023). 
We acknowledge the limitations of this approach. 
However, the report received invaluable guidance 
and input from our AG on the design of the 2021 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Module, the 
data analysis and weighting plan, data sovereignty 
issues and an early draft of this report (see also 
Chapters 1 and 2). The report was also blind peer 
reviewed by two Aboriginal researchers.

	� The relatively small number of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents (N=442) 
should not be considered fully representative 
of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, which include a diversity of peoples 
with different languages and cultures.

	– The survey was not offered in any Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander languages, and therefore 
was not accessible for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people with limited English literacy.

	– Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
living in very remote areas, such as parts of the 
Northern Territory, were under-represented.

	– Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community 
organisations were not involved in the recruitment 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents.

	– Respondents were given the opportunity to 
identify as a man, woman, non-binary person 
or another term, but not as a “brotherboy” or 
“sistergirl”.15

	� Although the survey underwent cognitive testing 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to 
ensure understanding of the items, no qualitative 
data was gathered from Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people to supplement the quantitative 
survey responses.

	� Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with 
higher mistrust in government may have been less 

15	 These are terms used by some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to describe gender diverse people who have a male spirit and 
take on male roles (“brotherboy”) or a female spirit and take on female roles (“sistergirl”) within the communities. For more information, see 
TransHub. (2021b). Trans Mob. https://www.transhub.org.au/trans-mob

likely to complete the NCAS given it is government-
funded. Therefore, the present respondents’ level of 
trust in services and justice systems may be higher 
than what would have been achieved if the NCAS 
were not government-funded. 

	� With the exception of the 2021 Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander Module, the 2021 NCAS 
did not include questions specifically about family 
violence involving family or kinship relationships 
outside intimate partner relationships. Therefore, 
most of the findings concern understanding 
and attitudes towards domestic violence, and 
violence against women more broadly, rather 
than family violence. These issues regarding 
terminology should be considered when examining 
the results as many Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people prefer the term “family violence” 
and may have interpreted these questions 
differently to non-Indigenous respondents 
(Section 1.4; Cripps & Davis, 2012; Department 
for Child Protection, 2012; Our Watch, 2018a).

We will endeavour to address these limitations in 
collaboration with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people for the 2025 NCAS. For example, improvements 
may include:

a) �gathering a larger, more representative 
sample of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people, including building capacity 
to interview in First Nations languages

b) �involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people in the recruitment and interviewing of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents

c) �maintaining relationships with our AG 
members throughout the entire duration 
of the NCAS in a way that is respectful and 
responsive to the needs of both parties

d) �seeking Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people’s paid input into the project and report 
writing early within the project, to allow time for 
more considered Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander input into the writing and not just the 
review of the report

e) �budget for the time and resources required to 
facilitate the above from the outset.
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3 Findings: Perceptions 
about community 
and system responses 
to violence against 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women 

Key violence prevention frameworks at both the Commonwealth 
and the state and territory levels call for government and justice 
services to tackle systemic racism, ensure cultural safety and work 
collaboratively and respectfully with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people (DSS, 2022a, 2023a; Family Safety Victoria, 2018). 
Tackling systemic racism involves not only directly addressing 
racialised and discriminatory practices, but also racist and sexist 
attitudes that condone or minimise violence against Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women. Eradicating systemic racism is seen as 
critical for breaking the cycle of violence against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women and removing the barriers to reporting violence 
and seeking assistance (DSS, 2023a). The 2021 NCAS measured 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents’ attitudes and 
perceptions about responses to violence against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women, including attitudes concerning the likelihood of 
achieving fairness and justice.
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 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with 
higher mistrust of government may be less likely 
to complete government-funded surveys such as 
the NCAS compared to those with higher trust 
in government. Thus, the present respondents’ 
level of trust in services and justice systems may 
be higher than what would have been achieved 
if the NCAS were not government-funded.

The present chapter reports the findings for the items 
in the 2021 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
Module that were only asked of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents. Respondents were asked 
the extent to which they agreed with each item, on 
a five-point scale from “strongly agree” to “strongly 
disagree”. The items were as follows: 

	� Do you agree or disagree that violence against 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander women in the 
suburb or town you live is taken seriously by:
	– police?
	– the government?
	– Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people in 

the suburb or town where you live? 
	� If an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander woman 

in the suburb or town you live reported family 
violence, do you agree or disagree that: 
	– she would be treated fairly by police?
	– she would be treated fairly by the courts?
	– decisions about the custody of her children would 

be fair?
	– she could trust services to keep the matter 

confidential?
	� If an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander man in 

the suburb or town you live was accused of family 
violence, do you agree or disagree that: 
	– he would be treated fairly by police?
	– he would be treated fairly by the courts?
	– decisions about the custody of his children would 

be fair?
	– he could trust services to keep the matter 

confidential?

3.1	 Perceptions about whether 
violence is taken seriously

	J Key finding 1: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents 
agreed that violence against women 
is taken seriously by their community, 
but many disagreed that it is taken 
seriously by the police and government

Figure 3-1 shows the extent to which Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents felt that violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
is taken seriously. Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents (60%; I3) “agreed” (strongly or 
somewhat) that this violence is taken seriously by 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people in the 
suburb or town where they live. In contrast:

	� fewer than half “agreed” that this violence is taken 
seriously by the police (44%; I1) and the government 
(36%; I2)

	� many “disagreed” (strongly or somewhat) that it 
is taken seriously by the police (44%; I1) and the 
government (52%; I2). 

More efforts are needed in all of these areas to ensure 
that violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women is taken seriously.
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Figure 3-1: Perceptions of whether violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women is taken 
seriously, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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Note: N = 442. Percentages in the figure do not always add to 100 or exactly correspond to percentages in the text due to rounding.

3.2	 Perceptions about whether 
services, police and courts 
provide confidentiality and fair 
treatment

	J Key finding 2: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents reported higher 
trust in the confidentiality of services 
than in fair treatment by police and 
courts, but more than one in four did not 
expect confidential or fair treatment 

Figures 3-2 and 3-3 show the extent to which Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander respondents trusted that 
services would maintain confidentiality and that police 
and courts would provide fair treatment for:

	� Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
reporting family violence (Figure 3-2)

	� Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men 
accused of family violence (Figure 3-3).

For both women reporting violence (Figure 3-2) and 
men accused of violence (Figure 3-3), Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents had higher trust in 
services providing confidentiality than in police and 
courts providing fair treatment. Approximately three 
in five or more (59–66%; I7, I11) respondents “agreed” 

(strongly or somewhat) that services would maintain 
confidentiality for women reporting violence and men 
accused of violence. 

However, fewer than three in five respondents “agreed” 
that fair treatment for women and men would be 
provided by police and courts and that court decisions 
about child custody would be fair (40–55%; I4, I5, I6, I8, 
I9, I10). It is also worth noting that sizeable proportions 
of respondents – at least one in four – “disagreed” 
(strongly or somewhat) with these statements. Again, 
there was greater “disagreement” that police and courts 
would provide fair treatment (35–53%; I4, I5, I6, I8, I9, 
I10) than that services would provide confidentiality 
(26–32%; I7, I11; Figures 3-2 and 3-3).

The lack of confidence among sizeable numbers of 
respondents that family violence involving Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people would be responded 
to appropriately by services, police and courts suggests 
there are still very real barriers to reporting this 
violence. Thus, it is important to remove these barriers 
by improving the cultural safety, appropriateness and 
fairness of service and justice system responses to 
violence involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, and by working towards increased trust and 
confidence in these responses (see Chapter 9). 
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Figure 3-2: Perceptions of whether Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women victims and survivors would be 
treated fairly, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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Note: N = 442. Percentages in the figure do not always add to 100 or exactly correspond to percentages in the text due to rounding.

Figure 3-3: Perceptions of whether Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander accused men would be treated fairly, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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	J Key finding 3: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents had higher trust in 
confidential and fair treatment for women 
reporting violence than for accused men

Confidence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people receiving confidential and fair treatment in 
response to family violence was somewhat lower 
in the case of men accused of family violence than 
women reporting family violence. Approximately half 
to two thirds of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents “agreed” (strongly or somewhat) that 
women who report family violence would be provided 
confidential treatment by services (66%; I7) and fair 
treatment by police and courts (49–55%; I4, I5, I6; Figure 
3-2). Fewer respondents “agreed” that men accused 
of family violence would be provided with confidential 
treatment by services (59%; A11) and fair treatment by 
police and courts (40–45%; I8, I9, I10; Figure 3-3). 

	J Key Finding 4: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondvents had lower trust 
in police responses to violence if they 
identified as LGBTQ+ 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents who 
identified as heterosexual were significantly more 
likely than those who identified as LGBTQ+ to trust that 

police would respond appropriately to family violence 
matters. Specifically, heterosexual respondents were 
significantly more likely than LGBTQ+ respondents to 
“agree” (strongly or somewhat) that: 

	� violence against Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander women is taken seriously by the police  
(49% of heterosexual versus 21% of LGBTQ+ 
respondents; I1)

	� if an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander woman 
reported family violence, she would be treated fairly 
by police (58% versus 22%; I4)

	� if an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander man was 
accused of family violence, he would be treated fairly 
by the police (44% versus 14%; I8).

Despite the above significant differences, it is 
important to note that substantial proportions of 
both heterosexual (34–50%) and LGTBQ+ (66–77%) 
respondents in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander sample did not trust police responses and 
“disagreed” (strongly or somewhat) with the above 
three statements.

There were no other significant demographic 
differences on the questions in the 2021 Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander Module based on gender, 
age, state, remoteness, socio-economic status, formal 
education, main labour activity, occupation or disability.
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4 Findings: Understanding 
of violence against women 
held by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
respondents

Understanding of violence against women can influence both 
attitudes towards violence against women and prosocial behaviours 
to intervene when witnessing abuse or violence (Webster et al., 2018). 
A strong understanding of violence against women, together with 
knowledge of the support and legal services available to victims and 
survivors, also facilitates reporting, help-seeking and recovery for 
victims and survivors (Gadd et al., 2003; Gracia et al., 2020; Harmer 
& Lewis, 2022; Paul et al., 2014). The 2021 NCAS measured Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander respondents’ understanding of violence 
against women, including domestic violence between partners, sexual 
violence and technology-facilitated abuse, via the UVAWS.
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The UVAWS comprises three psychometrically validated 
subscales, each measuring a different conceptual 
aspect of understanding of violence against women: 

	� The Recognise DV Subscale comprises 12 items that 
ask whether problematic behaviours are a form of 
domestic violence on a four-point scale: “yes, always”, 
“yes, usually”, “yes, sometimes” and “no”.

	� The Recognise VAW Subscale comprises four items 
that ask whether problematic behaviours are a form 
of violence against women on a four-point scale: “yes, 
always”, “yes, usually”, “yes, sometimes” and “no”.

	� The Understand Gendered DV Subscale comprises 
three items that examine understanding of the 
gendered nature of domestic violence by asking 
about who is more likely to perpetrate and 
experience fear and harm from domestic violence: 
“men”, “women” or “both equally”.

4.1	 Understanding of the 
prevalence of violence

	J Key finding 5: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents were more likely to 
recognise that violence against women is 
a problem in Australia than in their own 
local area

Figure 4-1 presents Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents’ answers to the items asking whether 
violence against women is a problem in Australia and in 
the respondent’s suburb or town. 

Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
“agreed” (strongly or somewhat) that violence against 
women is a problem in Australia (93%; V1) and that it is 
a problem in their suburb or town (67%; V2). However, 
respondents were significantly more likely to “strongly 
agree” that violence against women is a problem in 
Australia (75%) than in their suburb or town (37%).

Figure 4-1: Perception of violence against women as a problem, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents, 2021
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4.2	 Understanding of different 
aspects of violence

	J Key finding 6: Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents had a 
stronger understanding of some 
aspects of violence than others

Finding 6a: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents were better at recognising physical than 
non-physical forms of domestic violence 

Figure 4-2 presents the results of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents on the items in the 
Recognise DV Subscale of the UVAWS.

Figure 4-2: Recognising domestic violence (UVAWS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents, 2021

Note: N = 442 unless otherwise noted. Percentages in the figure do not always add to 100 due to rounding. 
~ Asked of one quarter of the sample in 2021.
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Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
recognised that a range of violent, abusive and 
controlling behaviours are “always” forms of domestic 
violence (61–86%). Around 4 in 5 or more Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents identified physical 
harm or threats of physical harm as “always” forms of 
domestic violence (79–86%; D1, D2, D12; Figure 4-2). 
However, there was less recognition that non-physical 
forms of domestic violence are “always” violence 
(61–75%; D3–D11), including repeatedly criticising a 
partner, repeated electronic tracking of a partner and 
controlling a partner by forcing them to hide that they 
are trans gender or refusing to help with their disability 
needs (Figure 4-2).

Finding 6b: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents were better at recognising in-person 
stalking than technology-facilitated abuse behaviours 
as forms of violence against women

Figure 4-3 presents the results of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents on the items in the 
Recognise VAW Subscale of the UVAWS.

Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
recognised that a range of abusive behaviours are 
“always” forms of violence against women (64–81%). 
Around 4 in 5 (81%; V4) respondents recognised in-
person stalking as “always” a form of violence against 
women, but fewer (64–70%; V5, V6, V7) recognised 
forms of technology-facilitated abuse as “always” forms 
of violence against women (Figure 4-3).

Figure 4-3: Recognising violence against women (UVAWS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents, 2021
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Figure 4-4: Understanding the gendered nature of domestic violence perpetration (UVAWS subscale items), 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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Figure 4-5: Understanding the gendered nature of domestic violence impacts (UVAWS subscale items), 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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Finding 6c: Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents did not understand that domestic 
violence is gendered

Figures 4-4 and 4-5 present the results of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander respondents on the items in 
the Understand Gendered DV Subscale of the UVAWS.

Contrary to research evidence that shows domestic 
violence is gendered, in that most perpetrators are men 
and most victims are women (AIHW & NIAA, 2023;

AIHW, 2018b; Bricknell, 2023; Flood et al., 2022; 
Guthrie et al., 2020; Wundersitz, 2010; see Section 1.3), 
substantial proportions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents believed that: 

	� domestic violence is equally committed by men and 
women (70%; Figure 4-4)

	� men and women are equally likely to suffer physical 
harm from domestic violence (54%; Figure 4-5)

	� men and women are equally likely to experience fear 
as a result of domestic violence (46%; Figure 4-5).

59 Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents

Findings: Understanding of violence against women held by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents



Finding 6d: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents were more likely to recognise domestic 
violence than other forms of violence against 
women, and more likely to recognise violence than 
understand that domestic violence is gendered

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
had significantly higher mean scores in 2021 on 
the Recognise DV subscale than the Recognise VAW 
subscale, and both of these mean scores were 
significantly higher than the mean score on the 
Understand Gendered DV Subscale (Figure 4-6).

This finding indicates that Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents’ level of recognition of 
the behaviours constituting domestic violence was 
significantly higher than their recognition of other forms 
of violence against women. In addition, respondents’ 
recognition of both domestic violence behaviours 
and other forms of violence against women were 
significantly higher than their level of understanding of 
the gendered nature of domestic violence.

Figure 4-6: Understanding of different aspects of violence against women (UVAWS subscales), Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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~ Asked of one quarter of the sample. 

60Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents

Findings: Understanding of violence against women held by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents



5 Findings: Attitudes held 
by Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents 
towards gender inequality

According to the Action Plan, “community attitudes and beliefs [that] 
embrace gender equality” must be achieved if we are to reach the 
goal that “all Australians live free from gender-based violence and are 
safe in all settings” (DSS, 2023a, p. 79). Gender inequality remains a 
pervasive issue in Australia and addressing gender inequality is critical 
if we are to end violence against women (AIHW, 2016; COAG, 2010; 
DSS, 2022a; Riach et al., 2018; Workplace Gender Equality Agency, 
2022). In the case of violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women, it is also critical that gender inequality as a driver 
of violence is viewed with an intersectional lens within the context 
of colonisation, racism, oppression, dispossession, and the cultural, 
social and geographic dislocation imposed upon Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples by European invasion (Blagg et al., 2020; DSS, 
2023a; Guthrie et al., 2020). 
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Problematic attitudes towards gender inequality 
include:

	� the denial of gender inequality
	� condoning the limitation of women’s personal 

autonomy
	� the normalisation of sexism
	� the reinforcing of rigid gender roles and norms
	� the undermining of women’s leadership in both the 

public and private spheres.

The 2021 NCAS measured Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents’ attitudes towards gender 
inequality via the AGIS.

The AGIS comprises five psychometrically validated 
subscales, each measuring a different conceptual 
aspect of attitudes towards gender inequality: 

	� The Deny Inequality Subscale comprises three 
statements that deny that gender inequality is 
experienced by women, suggesting backlash or 
resistance to gender equality.

	� The Limit Autonomy Subscale comprises two 
statements that condone men being in charge in 
intimate relationships and limiting women’s personal 
autonomy.

	� The Normalise Sexism Subscale comprises three 
statements that downplay or normalise sexism.

	� The Reinforce Gender Roles Subscale comprises 
five statements that reinforce traditional, rigid 
gender roles and expectations.

	� The Undermine Leadership Subscale comprises 
four statements that undermine women’s leadership 
in work and public life.

5.1	 Attitudes towards different 
aspects of gender inequality

	J Key finding 7: Many Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents 
rejected problematic attitudes 
towards gender inequality, but there 
is room for improvement across 
all aspects of gender equality 

Figures 5-1 to 5-5 present the results of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents’ answers on the 
items in the AGIS subscales. 

At least half of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents “strongly disagreed” 
with all the items in three of the AGIS 
subscales, which describe attitudes that:

	� normalise sexism (55–91%; Figure 5-3)
	� reinforce gender roles and stereotypes  

(50–77%; Figure 5-4) 
	� undermine women’s leadership in public life 

(65–77%; Figure 5-5). 

Figure 5-1: Denying gender inequality experiences (AGIS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents, 2021
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^ Asked of one half of the sample in 2021.
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With the exception of one item, fewer than half of the 
respondents “strongly disagreed” with the items in the 
other two AGIS subscales, which describe attitudes that 
deny gender inequality experiences (23–31%; Figure 5-1) 
and attitudes that condone limiting women’s autonomy 
in relationships (46–63%; Figure 5-2). Responses 
to items in each AGIS subscale were combined to 
form subscale scores, which were used to check for 
differences between subscales. There was no significant 
difference between the AGIS subscales based on

subscale scores. That is, respondents showed similar 
levels of rejection of attitudes that:

	� deny gender inequality experiences
	� condone limiting women’s autonomy
	� normalise sexism
	� reinforce gender roles and stereotypes 
	� undermine women’s leadership in public life.

Figure 5-2: Limiting women’s personal autonomy in relationships (AGIS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents, 2021 
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Figure 5-3: Normalising sexism (AGIS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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^ Asked of one half of the sample in 2021.

Figure 5-4: Reinforcing rigid gender roles (AGIS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents, 2021
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Note: N = 442 unless otherwise noted. Percentages in the figure do not always add to 100 due to rounding.
^ Asked of one half of the sample in 2021.

Figure 5-5: Undermining women’s leadership in public life (AGIS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents, 2021
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6 Findings: Attitudes 
held by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
respondents towards 
violence against women

The AVAWS measures attitudes towards violence against women 
and provides a means of monitoring changes over time in attitudes 
that reject violence. “Community attitudes and beliefs [that] 
condemn all forms of gendered violence without exception” 
must be achieved if we are to reach the goal that “all Australians 
live free from gender-based violence and are safe in all settings” 
according to the Action Plan (DSS, 2023a, p. 79). Australian 
community attitudes that condone gendered violence include 
minimising the extent and seriousness of violence against women 
and victim-blaming, mistrusting women’s disclosures of violence, 
objectifying women and disregarding the need to gain consent.
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The AVAWS comprises three psychometrically validated 
subscales, each measuring a different conceptual 
aspect of attitudes towards violence against women:

	� The Minimise Violence Subscale comprises 
15 statements that minimise the seriousness of 
violence against women and shift blame from 
perpetrators to victims and survivors.

	� The Mistrust Women Subscale comprises 
13 statements that mistrust women’s reports 
of violence.

	� The Objectify Women Subscale comprises 11 items 
presenting statements that objectify women or 
disregard the need to gain women’s consent.16 

16	 The four items presenting scenarios about sexual consent were not asked of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents.

6.1	 Different types of attitudes 
towards violence against 
women 

	J Key finding 8: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents 
rejected problematic attitudes that 
minimise violence, objectify women and 
mistrust women, but there is room for 
improvement, especially in attitudes that 
mistrust women

Figures 6-1 to 6-3 present the results of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents on the items in the 
three AVAWS subscales.

The majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents “strongly disagreed” with all items in the 
Minimise Violence Subscale, which describe attitudes 
that minimise the seriousness of violence against 
women and/or shift blame to the victim (51–91%; Figure 
6-1), and all items in the Objectify Women Subscale, 
which describe objectifying women and disregarding 
the need to gain their consent (61–90%; Figure 6-3). 
However, there was less disagreement with some of 
the items in the Mistrust Women Subscale, describing 
mistrust of women’s reports of violence victimisation. 
Although a majority of respondents “strongly 
disagreed” with 9 of the 13 items in the Mistrust Women 
Subscale (54–83%), fewer than half “strongly disagreed” 
with the other four items (26–46%; Figure 6-2). 

Consistent with these item-level results, mean scores 
on the AVAWS subscales also indicated significantly 
higher rejection of attitudes that minimise violence and 
objectify women than attitudes that mistrust women’s 
reports of violence (Figure 6-4; see also Sections 1.3, 1.5 
and 7.2). 

66

Findings: Attitudes held by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents towards violence against women

Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents



Women should keep quiet about domestic violence 
to protect their family’s reputation (D30)

It’s only really stalking if it’s by a stranger (V8)^

Women who are sexually harassed should deal 
with it themselves rather than report it (S9)^

% of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander respondents

2 43 91

3 5 89

3

4

3

3

3

3

4

2 4 89

1

1

It’s a woman’s duty to stay in a violent 
relationship to keep the family together (D24)^

5 88 1

1
A man is less responsible for rape if he is 

drunk or a� ected by drugs at the time (S19)^

Domestic violence can be excused if the 
o� ender is heavily a� ected by alcohol (D20)

Women who stay in abusive relationships deserve 
less help from counselling and support services than 

women who leave their abusive partner (D31)^

Domestic violence can be excused if the 
victim is heavily a� ected by alcohol (D21)

Domestic violence can be excused if, 
afterwards, the violent person genuinely

regrets what they have done (D19)

Domestic violence can be excused if the violent 
person was themselves abused as a child (D22)

It’s acceptable for police to give lower 
priority to domestic violence cases they’ve

 attended many times before (D32)^

Domestic violence can be excused if
it results from people getting so angry 

that they temporarily lose control (D18)

Domestic violence is a private matter 
that should be handled in the family (D16)^

Sometimes a woman can make a man so angry that 
he hits her when he didn’t mean to (D25)^

A lot of what is called domestic violence is really just a 
normal reaction to day-to-day stress and frustration (D17)

9 85

7 83 1

1

1

1

1

2

77

13 74

0 20 40 60 80 100

6

6

6

9

9

7

4

5

5

9

10

79

12 738

8 10 73

5 15 6612

8 8

20

6515

16 51 4

Somewhat
agree

Somewhat
disagree

Strongly
disagree

Strongly 
agree

Undecided Unanswered

3

4 858 2

2

2

3

Note: N = 442 unless otherwise noted. Percentages in the figure do not always add to 100 due to rounding.
^ Asked of one half of the sample in 2021.

Figure 6-1: Minimising violence against women and shifting blame (AVAWS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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If a woman claims to have been sexually assaulted 
but has no other physical injuries she probably 

shouldn’t be taken too seriously (S22)

When lesbian or bisexual women claim to have 
been sexually assaulted by their partner, they 

probably shouldn’t be taken too seriously (S2)~

Women who wait weeks or months to report 
sexual harassment are probably lying (S10)

% of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander respondents
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Women who wait weeks or months to report 
sexual assault are probably lying (S25) 70 1

If a woman keeps going back to her abusive partner 
then the violence can’t be very serious (D27)^

It’s easy for a woman to leave 
an abusive relationship (D28)^

Women with mental health issues who report being 
sexually assaulted are probably lying (S1)~

A female victim who does not leave an abusive partner
is partly responsible for the abuse continuing (D29)

Many allegations of sexual assault 
made by women are false (S18)~

A lot of times, women who say they were raped 
had led the man on and then had regrets (S24)

Many women exaggerate the extent of 
men’s violence against women (V3)^

It is common for sexual assault accusations to be 
used as a way of getting back at men (S23)

Women going through custody battles often make 
up or exaggerate claims of domestic violence in 

order to improve their case (D23)^
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Figure 6-2: Mistrusting women’s reports of violence (AVAWS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents, 2021

Note: N = 442 unless otherwise noted. Percentages in the figure do not always add to 100 due to rounding.
~ Asked of one quarter of the sample in 2021.
^ Asked of one half of the sample in 2021.
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If a woman meets up with a man she met 
on a mobile dating app, she’s partly responsible 

if he forces sex on her (S21)^

If a woman doesn’t physically resist - even if 
protesting verbally - then it isn’t really rape (S17)~

If a woman is raped while drunk or a� ected by 
drugs she is at least partly responsible (S20)

% of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander respondents

3 90

87

3

2

86

1

1

3

5
If a woman is drunk and starts having sex with a 

man, but then falls asleep, it is understandable if 
he continues having sex with her anyway (S4)^

85

Since some women are so sexual in public, 
it’s understandable that some men think 

they can touch women without permission (S7)

Women often say ‘no’ when they mean ‘yes’ (S5)^

Women who � irt all the time are somewhat to blame if 
their partner gets jealous and hits them (D26)^

If a woman sends a naked picture to 
her partner, then she is partly responsible 
if he shares it without her permission (S6)

Women � nd it � attering to be persistently 
pursued, even if they are not interested (S11)^

When a man is very sexually aroused, he may not even 
realise that the woman doesn’t want to have sex (S8)

A woman should be � attered if she gets wolf-whistles or 
cat-calls when walking past a group of men in public (S3)^
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Figure 6-3: Objectifying women and disregarding consent (AVAWS subscale items), Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents, 2021

Note: N = 442 unless otherwise noted. Percentages in the figure do not always add to 100 due to rounding.
~ Asked of one quarter of the sample in 2021. 

^ Asked of one half of the sample in 2021.
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Figure 6-4: Rejection of different aspects of violence against women (AVAWS subscales), Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents, 2021.
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Note: Ns were:
- Minimise Violence Subscale = 441
- Mistrust Women Subscale = 439
- Objectify Women Subscale = 433.
* Statistically significant difference compared to each of the two other subscales. 
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7 Findings: Understanding 
and attitudes of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents towards 
different types of violence 
against women

The items in the AVAWS were subdivided according to the type of 
violence they describe and were used as the basis for creating five 
“type of violence” scales: 

	� the DVS
	� the SVS, which is a composite of two scales: 

– the SAS  
– the SHS 

	� the TFAS.

The TFAS also included four items from the UVAWS. The NCAS included 
some additional items measuring understanding and attitudes 
regarding different types of violence (e.g. in-person stalking) that were 
not part of any of the type of violence scales (Figure 2-1; Section 2.2).
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7.1	 Domestic violence

	J Key finding 9: Most Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents showed 
strong rejection of domestic violence and 
knowledge of support services, but there 
is room for improvement

Finding 9a: Domestic violence: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents rejected many 
problematic attitudes towards domestic violence, 
but a sizeable minority supported some of these 
problematic attitudes

Based on the DVS items, many Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents “strongly disagreed” with 
problematic attitudes, myths and misconceptions 
regarding domestic violence, including that:

	� women should keep quiet about domestic violence 
to protect their family’s reputation (91%; D30;  
Figure 6-1)

	� it’s a woman’s duty to stay in a violent relationship to 
keep the family together (88%; D24; Figure 6-1)

	� domestic violence can be excused if the offender is 
heavily affected by alcohol (85%; D20; Figure 6-1)

	� women who stay in abusive relationships deserve 
less help from counselling and support services than 
women who leave their abusive partner (83%; D31; 
Figure 6-1)

However, one in four or more Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents “agreed” (strongly or 
somewhat) with some myths or misconceptions about 
domestic violence, namely that:

	� women going through custody battles often make up 
or exaggerate claims of domestic violence to improve 
their case (47%; D23; Figure 6-2)

	� a woman who does not leave her abusive partner 
is partly responsible for the abuse continuing (29%; 
D29; Figure 6-2)

	� much domestic violence is a normal reaction to day-
to-day stress and frustration (25%; D17; Figure 6-1).

These findings may indicate a need for further 
education about the impacts of family and domestic 
violence among some respondents.

Finding 9b: Domestic violence: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents would know where 
to go to seek help for domestic violence, but this 
could be improved

Approximately two in three (65%) Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents indicated that 
they would know where to go if they needed 
outside support for someone experiencing 
domestic violence (D33; Figure 7-1).

Figure 7-1: Knowledge of domestic violence services, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents, 2021
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7.2	 Sexual violence

	J Key finding 10: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents 
showed strong understanding and 
rejection of sexual violence, but 
there is room for improvement

Finding 10a: Sexual violence: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents rejected many 
problematic attitudes towards sexual violence, but a 
sizeable minority supported attitudes that mistrust 
women or disregard consent

The majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents “strongly disagreed” with most of the 
items in the SVS describing problematic attitudes to this 
type of violence, including that:

	� if a woman meets up with a man she met on a mobile 
dating app, she’s partly responsible if he forces sex 
on her (90% “strongly disagreed”; S21; Figure 6-3)17

	� women who are sexually harassed should deal with it 
themselves rather than report it (89%; S9; Figure 6-1)

	� if a woman doesn’t physically resist – even if 
protesting verbally – then it isn’t really rape (87%; 
S17; Figure 6-3)

	� a man is less responsible for rape if he is drunk or 
affected by drugs at the time (85%; S19; Figure 6-1).

Sizeable minorities of respondents also “agreed” 
(strongly or somewhat) with some attitudes that 
disregard women’s consent. Almost one in four 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
“agreed” that when a man is very sexually aroused, he 
may not even realise that the woman doesn’t want to 
have sex (24%; S8; Figure 6-3) and more than 1 in 10 
“agreed” that women “often say ‘no’ when they mean 
‘yes’“ (13%; S5; Figure 6-3). 

Given the substantial under-reporting of sexual assault, 
some of the mistrust of women’s reports of sexual 
assault and attitudes towards consent could stem 
from a misconception that the prevalence of sexual 
assault is lower than it actually is (Sections 1.4 and 
1.5). Mistrust may also be fostered by the historical 
and contemporary examples where authorities have 
demonstrated apathy and disbelief when Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women have made allegations 
of sexual violence (Buxton-Namisnyk, 2022; Cripps, 
2023; Mellor, 2003; N. Taylor & Putt, 2007).

17	 ANROWS acknowledges that forced sex is the same as rape or sexual assault. See ‘forced sex’ in the key terms.

Finding 10b: Sexual violence: Most Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents demonstrated a 
good understanding of the law and the myth about 
stranger rape, but there is room for improvement 

Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
(80%) recognised that it is a criminal offence for a man 
to have sex with his wife without her consent, but a 
concerning minority incorrectly thought that it is not a 
criminal offence (16%) or were unsure (4%; S26).

Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
(76%) recognised that women are more likely to be 
raped by someone they know than by a stranger (S16; 
see ABS, 2023c). However, almost one in five (18%) 
respondents thought that women are more likely to be 
raped by a stranger. Based on police data, in 2022 in 
New South Wales, 86 per cent of female Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander victims of sexual assault knew the 
perpetrator (ABS, 2023b).

7.3	 Technology-facilitated abuse 
and stalking

	J Key finding 11: Most Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents showed 
strong understanding and rejection of 
technology-facilitated abuse and stalking 

Finding 11a: Technology-facilitated abuse: Most 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
recognised technology-facilitated abuse and rejected 
attitudes that condone it

Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
(64–70%; D6, V5, V6, V7; Figures 4-2 and 4-3) recognised 
that the technology-facilitated behaviours described 
by the TFAS “always” constitute a form of violence, but 
a minority did not. For example, a small proportion of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents did 
not consider the following behaviours to be forms of 
violence:

	� a man sending an unwanted picture of his genitals to 
a woman (11%; V7; Figure 4-3)

	� abusive messages or comments targeted at women 
on social media (6%; V6; Figure 4-3).

Regarding attitudes, most Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents “strongly disagreed” that 
a woman is partly responsible if her partner shares 
a naked picture without her permission (68%), but, 
concerningly, one in five agreed with this statement (wz
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Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
(89%) recognised that it is a criminal offence to post 
or share a sexual picture of an ex-partner on social 
media without their consent, but approximately 1 in 10 
incorrectly thought that it is not a criminal offence (9%) 
or were unsure (2%; S27). 

Finding 11b: Stalking: Most Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents recognised stalking, 
especially in-person stalking, as a form of violence 
against women 

Most Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
recognised stalking as violence against women. 
However, more recognised in-person stalking (81%; V4; 
Figure 4-3) than technology-facilitated stalking (68%; 
D6; Figure 4-2) as “always” a form of violence, and a 
minority did not recognise these as forms of violence 
(4% and 8%, respectively).
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8 Findings: Factors 
associated with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents’ attitudes 
towards violence 
against women 

Efforts to change problematic attitudes towards violence against 
women can be aided by understanding the factors that shape or are 
associated with these attitudes. For example, understanding the factors 
associated with attitudes can inform the barriers and facilitators of 
violence prevention initiatives with different groups of people.

Based on multiple regression and bivariate analyses, this chapter 
presents demographic, understanding and attitudinal factors 
that were associated with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents’ attitudes towards violence against women. The 
demographic factors examined are outlined in Chapter 2.
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Together, these demographic, understanding and 
attitudinal factors explained just over half (56%) of the 
variation in attitudes towards violence against women 
among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
(Multiple Regression AVAWS Model 3).18 As almost half 
(44%) of the variance in respondents’ attitudes towards 
violence against women was not explained by these 
factors, this suggests that other factors not included in 
the model are also important in predicting or shaping 
respondents’ attitudes towards violence.

8.1	 Understandings and attitudes 
associated with attitudes 
towards violence

Multiple regression analyses examined whether 
attitudes towards violence against women (AVAWS 
scores) were significantly related to attitudes towards 
gender inequality (AGIS scores), understanding of 
violence against women (UVAWS scores) and various 
demographic characteristics (Section 2.4).

	J Key finding 12: Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents’ attitudes 
towards gender inequality and violence 
against women were strongly associated

Based on the regression analysis (AVAWS Model 2), 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents’ 
attitudes towards violence against women were 
significantly associated with both their attitudes 
towards gender inequality (AGIS) and their 
understanding of violence against women (UVAWS). 
Attitudes towards gender inequality (AGIS) was the 
strongest predictor of attitudes towards violence 
against women (AVAWS), explaining 39 per cent of the 
variation. Understanding of violence against women 
(UVAWS) explained 15 per cent of the variation in 
attitudes towards violence against women. 

8.2	 Demographics associated with 
attitudes towards violence

18	 Note that 56 per cent is the variance in AVAWS scores that could be explained if you know respondents’ demographic characteristics, as well as 
their scores on the UVAWS and AGIS (AVAWS Model 3). Because respondents’ demographic characteristics, understanding of violence against 
women and attitudes towards gender inequality are all interrelated, the combined predictive ability of these factors is less than the sum of the 
demographic contribution alone (15%; AVAWS Model 1) and the scale contribution alone (54%; AVAWS Model 2).

19	 Remoteness and socio-economic status of area were retained in the final model because they improved model fit (see Technical Report, pp. 
120–121). However, they were not “significant predictors” in that they didn’t involve any significant differences of non-negligible size (p < 0.05 
and standardised regression coefficient ≥ 0.2). Age was removed from the final model because it did not improve model fit.

20	 Given the small number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander non-binary respondents (2), comparisons involving non-binary respondents 
could not be conducted.

	J Key finding 13: Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander respondents’ gender, 
education and employment status were 
modestly related to their attitudes 
towards violence against women

The regression analysis (AVAWS Model 1) revealed 
that the attitudes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents towards violence against women 
were only modestly related to their demographic 
characteristics. Together, all the demographic factors 
in the model explained 15 per cent of the variation 
in these attitudes. The strongest of the demographic 
predictors of respondents’ attitudes towards violence 
against women were gender (which explained 6% of the 
variation in these attitudes), formal education (5%) and 
main labour activity (2%).19 

Based on the regression, the demographic subgroups of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents who 
had significantly higher rejection of violence against 
women were: 

	� gender: women compared to men20 
	� formal education: university graduates compared to 

respondents without a university education
	� main labour activity: employed respondents 

compared to those not working (unemployed, 
retired, unable to work).

Bivariate analysis revealed a fairly consistent 
gender gap in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents’ understanding and attitudes, with men 
lagging behind women. Specifically, compared to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men respondents, 
women respondents demonstrated significantly higher:

	� understanding of violence against women (UVAWS), 
particularly recognition of domestic violence 
behaviours (one of the three UVAWS subscales)

	� rejection of gender inequality (AGIS), including 
attitudes that deny inequality, condone limiting 
autonomy and undermine women’s leadership (three 
of the five AGIS subscales)

	� rejection of violence against women overall (AVAWS) 
and of domestic and sexual violence, including 
attitudes that minimise violence and mistrust women’s 
reports of violence (two of the three AVAWS subscales).
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9 Insights for policy and 
practice

Chapter 9 presents the insights for policy and practice from the 2021 
NCAS results for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents. 
The limitations of the present study should be kept in mind when 
considering these insights. As Sections 2.3 to 2.5 discuss, despite using 
the widely accepted best approach of random sampling, the NCAS, 
like most research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 
is unlikely to be fully representative of the many diverse Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples across Australia. Nonetheless, the 
results cover the perspectives of a sample of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples from across Australia, including people from 
urban, regional, remote and very remote areas. Thus, the results 
highlight valuable insights and evidence for informing policy and 
programs that aim to work towards ending violence against Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women.
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We also acknowledge that the report has been written 
by non-Indigenous authors, guided by an Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander AG, incorporating feedback from 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academics and 
experts, and with reference to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander publications. Therefore, it is particularly 
important that the insights included in this chapter are 
applied with the guidance and expertise of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people and communities. We 
will aim to address limitations in future iterations of the 
NCAS, as outlined in Section 2.5. 

The NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents highlight some areas that may be 
relevant to consider, including:

	� developing strategies to address the systemic effects 
of racism within services responding to family 
violence, including police, justice and government 
services, so that they can gain the trust of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people who currently need, 
but do not have confidence in, these services (see 
findings in Chapter 3)

	� working with ACCOs to develop violence prevention 
and education strategies for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people to address areas 
of misunderstanding and problematic attitudes 
towards violence (see findings in Chapters 4 to 8). 

However, the NCAS findings cannot tell us how such 
strategies should best be implemented. Thus, in Section 
9.1 below, we have summarised recommendations 
from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander research and 
literature regarding how policy and programs should 
be developed and implemented. Recommendations 
are provided to ensure that strategies are culturally 
responsive, safe and appropriate to the needs of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and 
communities. Any action taken to inform policy and 
prevention programs based on the present findings 
should be co-designed with, and led by, the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people and the communities 
that they are likely to affect (C. Brown, 2018). 

The Main report includes implications about what 
prevention efforts could focus on to improve 
understanding and attitudes for all Australians. Some of 
these implications may also be relevant for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people. Section 9.2 of the 
present chapter thus focuses on additional insights 
about areas that may be useful to focus on based on 
the results for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents. All strategies for preventing violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, 
including those outlined in Section 9.2 or adapted from 
the Main report, should be designed and implemented 
according to the principles of self-determination and 

embedding the perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people, which are summarised below in 
Section 9.1.

9.1	 Insights about how to design 
and deliver interventions with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people

The following insights about how to design 
interventions with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples align closely with Action 7 of the First Action 
Plan of the National Plan 2022–2032 (DSS, 2023b). 
Furthermore, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples are a key priority population specified within 
the Australian National Research Agenda, which aims to 
identify the evidence required to end family, domestic 
and sexual violence to ensure communities remain 
strong and healthy (Lloyd et al., 2023). Working in 
formal partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples is integral to ensuring that policies 
and service, police and legal system responses are 
strengths-based, culturally responsive and safe, 
focused on healing and ultimately meet the needs 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and 
communities (Carlson et al., 2024; DSS, 2023b). Insights 
are also relevant to all five reform areas of the Action 
Plan as detailed throughout this section (DSS, 2023a).  

Support self-determination

For effective and meaningful change, policymakers, 
services and researchers need to support and fund 
initiatives that restore self-determination of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander communities. As outlined by 
the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC), self-
determination is 

“…an ongoing process of ensuring that peoples 
are able to make decisions about matters that 
affect their lives. Essential to the exercise of self-
determination is choice, participation and control. 
It is the right of peoples to freely determine their 
political status and economic, social and cultural 
development.” (AHRC, 2023, p. 2)

The United Nations Human Rights Committee cites 
self-determination as an “essential condition” for the 
observance and strengthening of human rights (United 
Nations Human Rights Committee, 1984, p. 1).

International and Australian evidence demonstrates 
that using self-determination is the only policy 
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approach that is likely to result in sustainable and 
effective outcomes for Indigenous peoples (Behrendt et 
al., 2017). Dhelk Dja: Safe Our Way – Strong Culture, Strong 
Peoples, Strong Families is an example of an Aboriginal-
led policy agreement, signed by the Aboriginal 
community and service leaders, and the Victorian 
State Government (Family Safety Victoria, 2018). As 
outlined in the Dhelk Dja agreement, Aboriginal self-
determination in the context of family violence is:

“…a systemic shift from government and the 
non-Aboriginal service sector, that requires 
the transfer of power, control, decision making 
and resources to Aboriginal communities 
and their organisations…” (p. 20)

Self-determination can be supported by:

	� investing in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
self-determining institutions, structures and 
organisations

	� transferring policy and program development 
decision-making powers to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities and organisations, for 
example, via funding prioritisation to ACCOs or 
Aboriginal Legal Services 

	� supporting the growth of a skilled Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander workforce and community-
controlled sector 

	� ensuring the cultural safety, transparency, and 
accountability of governments and services

	� ensuring widespread access to culturally informed 
and safe service provision from the non-Aboriginal 
service sector

	� investing in community sustainability, resources and 
capacity building to ensure reforms are supported to 
continue (Family Safety Victoria, 2018). 

These principles are not only relevant to policy and 
policymaking, but also to how family violence services, 
government departments and research spaces operate. 
These reforms must take a multi-sector approach, by 
considering and linking justice, health, housing and 

education, and supporting both grassroots and top-
down change. 

Action Plan Reform Area 1

Voice, self-determination and agency is recognised as 
the first reform area in the Action Plan (DSS, 2023a). 

Listen to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people’s perspectives on what is needed

Principles of self-determination are echoed as critical 
to family violence approaches by Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander researchers working in this area. Olsen 
and Lovett (2016) and C. Brown (2021) have collated 
principles from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
researchers and practitioners on “what works and 
what is needed”. Principles of good practice to prevent 
violence against women involve (C. Brown, 2021; Olsen 
& Lovett, 2016):

	� holistic approaches that are not limited to 
individuals but consider and work with the family, 
community and society to address the underlying 
drivers of violence (Carlson et al., 2024; Cripps, 2010; 
Memmott et al., 2006; Memmott et al., 2001)

	� community-driven strategies, where Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities have a key role in 
the design and delivery, resulting in their ownership, 
leadership and governance of programs and services 
that affect them (Carlson et al., 2024; Cripps, 2007; 
Gordon et al., 2002)

	� culturally responsive and appropriate mainstream 
services and justice system responses, as detailed in 
Section 9.2

	� sustainable funding, resourcing and support that 
is planned, consistent, facilitates ongoing service 
provision, minimises bureaucracy between the 
community-based project and the funding agency, 
and funds people within the community (C. Brown, 
2021; Carlson et al., 2024; Gordon et al., 2002; 
Marmot et al., 2008; Memmott et al., 2006).

79 Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents

Insights for policy and practice



9.2	 NCAS insights about what 
prevention initiatives are 
needed

Systems and services must be equitable 
and trustworthy for all Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people

Finding

Fewer than half of the sample “agreed” that 
violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women is taken seriously by the police 
or by the government. Just over half “agreed” 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women reporting family violence would be 
treated fairly by the police or courts, and 
fewer than half “agreed” that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander men accused of family 
violence would be treated fairly by the police or 
courts, or that decisions about the custody of 
their children would be fair (Key findings 1–3, 
Chapter 3). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents who identified as LGBTQ+ had 
significantly lower trust in police responses to 
violence than heterosexual respondents (Key 
finding 4, Section 3.2).

Insight: Tackle systemic racism through system-level 
change 

Action Plan Reform Area 3

Reform to institutions and systems is recognised as the 
third reform area in the Action Plan (DSS, 2023a). 

As highlighted by the 2021 Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander Module findings, along with countless 
formal and informal accounts, many Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people are highly distrustful 
of the institutions and services that are supposed to 
support safety and justice for all Australians (Bessant, 
2013; Buxton-Namisnyk, 2022; HREOC, 1991, 1997). The 
real-world inequities and injustices that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people face in response to family 
violence are blatant and well-documented and are 
couched within the context of historical and ongoing 
colonialism (see Section 1.3; ANROWS, 2022; Buxton-
Namisnyk, 2022; Cripps, 2023; O’Donnell et al., 2019). 

Tackling systemic racism involves not only directly 
addressing racialised and discriminatory practices, 
but also racist and sexist attitudes that condone or 
minimise violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women. Where such attitudes are expressed 
by service providers and police and legal officials 
in their responses to violence, they can create and 
amplify barriers to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women reporting violence and obtaining assistance 
through formal channels. For example, problematic 
attitudes towards violence can contribute to victims 
and survivors feeling that they will not be taken 
seriously nor treated fairly if they make a formal report. 
Addressing injustices and inequities and restoring trust 
requires radical change in how institutions and services 
approach issues of family violence for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people. Achieving system-level 
change requires significant practical and cultural shifts 
in how non-Indigenous governments, policymakers, 
services and researchers work together with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people, families and 
communities. Section 9.1 provides some discussion 
about how systems and interventions need to change 
to address racism and restore self-determination 
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and 
communities. Further ideas are provided here:

	� Provide culturally responsive and appropriate 
mainstream services (Olsen & Lovett, 2016). 
For example, this may be achieved through:

	– employing Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
workers or partnering with Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander services (Farrelly & Lumby, 2009; 
Lumby & Farrelly, 2009; Rawsthorne et al., 2010) 

	– facilitating continuity of service; training service 
providers, police, lawyers, judges and support 
workers in culturally competent service delivery, 
cultural awareness and creating cultural safety 
(Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family 
Violence in Queensland, 2015; Aboriginal Family 
Violence Prevention and Legal Service Victoria, 
2010b; Laing, 2013)

	– improving communication with clients and family 
members about laws and processes (Aboriginal 
Family Violence Prevention and Legal Service 
Victoria, 2010a)  

	– linking clients to independent, trusted legal advice 
(Victims of Crime Commissioner, 2023) 

	– catering for families, particularly children, as well 
as women (Wendt & Baker, 2013) 

	– taking a holistic approach as described in 
Section 9.1.
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	� Develop culturally appropriate justice system 
responses (Olsen & Lovett, 2016). Culturally 
appropriate justice system responses have been 
modelled and evaluated through Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander sentencing courts (Cox et al., 
2009; Lawrie & Matthews, 2002). While the aims and 
outcomes differ, they often model restorative justice, 
aim to change the behaviour of perpetrators and 
rebuild family relationships, and involve Elders and 
other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in 
the court process of enacting Australian criminal laws 
(Atkinson, 2002b; Marchetti, 2014; McGlade, 2006; 
Widders, 2003). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
sentencing court approaches to family violence are 
preferred and considered fairer and more culturally 
appropriate by many Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander victims and survivors and perpetrators in 
many situations (Nancarrow, 2006). 

	� Provide adequate and ongoing funding to ACCOs. 
ACCOs are central to putting principles of self-
determination into practice (Section 9.1), providing 
essential, culturally safe services, and advocating for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities’ 
needs through partnerships with mainstream 
services (Farrelly & Lumby, 2009). For example, 
Family Violence Prevention Legal Services provide 
essential legal assistance and social support to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander victims and 
survivors of family violence and sexual assault. 
However, service capacity is limited by underfunding 
and resourcing constraints (Cripps & Davis, 2012; 
Victims of Crime Commissioner, 2023). 

	� Hold mainstream services accountable for 
providing equitable service and treatment for 
all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
This includes ensuring that services, including the 
police, treat people equitably regardless of whether 
they are Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander, or 
their gender or sexual orientation, and that services 
provide information, resources and support in ways 
that make them accessible to everyone (Dwyer et al., 
2016; Minnican & O’Toole, 2020; Whellum et al., 2019).

Action Plan Reform Area 5

Inclusion and intersectionality, the fifth reform area in 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Action Plan, 
applies to all insights in this chapter (DSS, 2023a).

21	 Note, however, that the 2021 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Module focused on attitudes towards service responses to family violence.

Work with Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Organisations to prevent 
violence against women

Chapters 4 to 8 provide some insight into Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents’ understanding and 
attitudes related to violence against women. Overall, 
they highlight that the majority of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander respondents recognised forms 
of violence against women and rejected problematic 
attitudes towards gender inequality and violence 
against women. This section provides a discussion and 
potential implications of some of the specific findings 
from these chapters.

Finding

Contrary to research evidence that shows 
domestic violence is gendered (see also 
Section 1.3; Guthrie et al., 2020), the majority 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
respondents believed that domestic violence is 
equally committed by men and women (70%) 
and that men and women are equally likely to 
suffer physical harm as a result of domestic 
violence (54%; Key finding 6, Section 4.2).

Insight: Conduct research to investigate the factors 
underlying gaps in understanding the gendered 
nature of domestic violence 

Some factors that could have influenced these results 
are as follows.

	� The NCAS questions ask about the gendered nature 
of “domestic violence”, whereas the broader term of 
“family violence”, which also encompasses violence 
in extended families and kinship networks, has often 
been reported to be preferred by many Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people (Cripps & Davis, 
2012; Department for Child Protection, 2012; Our 
Watch, 2018a).21

	� Compared to men and non-Indigenous women, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are 
more frequently misidentified as perpetrators of 
domestic violence when they fight back to defend 
themselves and their children (Buxton-Namisnyk, 
2022; Nancarrow et al., 2020). This misidentification 
may contribute to misperceptions that domestic 
violence is equally perpetrated by men and women.

81 Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents Attitudes matter: The 2021 NCAS findings for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents

Insights for policy and practice



	� Our findings also suggest a substantive minority of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents 
indicated mistrust for women’s reports of violence, 
suggesting that violence against women may be 
more frequently dismissed or not believed compared 
to violence against men (Chapter 6). 

Insight: Provide education initiatives to increase 
awareness of the high prevalence and impacts of 
domestic violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women

These education initiatives could also raise awareness 
of the barriers that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women can face to escaping further victimisation 
and seeking assistance (see also Section 1.5 and the 
insight below on increasing access to services for both 
victims and perpetrators of domestic violence who are 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people). 

In addition, see the Main report for information related 
to increasing awareness of the gendered nature of 
domestic violence by addressing “gender-ignoring” 
bias and “backlash” (pp. 241–242) and the barriers 
that many women face to leaving violent relationships 
(pp. 250–251).

Finding

The majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents “strongly disagreed” with 
problematic attitudes that minimise violence or 
objectify women and disregard their consent. 
However, a minority “agreed” with some 
statements that mistrust women (Key finding 8, 
Section 6.1), shift blame for domestic violence 
to the victim (Key finding 9, Section 7.1), mistrust 
women’s reports of sexual violence or disregard 
sexual consent (Key finding 10, Section 7.2), and 
do not recognise technology-facilitated abuse 
or shift blame to the victim for this abuse (Key 
finding 11, Section 7.3).

Insight: Build capacity among Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people to recognise and 
report violence and shift attitudes that condone or 
normalise violence

This finding suggests that violence prevention initiatives 
may benefit from educational components that build 
community members’ capacity to recognise violence 
against women, intervene when safe to do so, report 
violence, and challenge attitudes that condone 
or normalise violence. Including an educational 

component in violence prevention initiatives with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is also 
recommended by practitioners and researchers 
working in this area (C. Brown, 2021; Keel, 2004). 
However, this work needs to happen in conjunction with 
reform to systems and services, to improve outcomes 
for people who choose to report violence, and to 
provide safe and appropriate options for escaping from 
or preventing future violence (see Section 9.2 “Systems 
and services must be equitable and trustworthy for all 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people”).

Action Plan Reform Area 2

The addition of educational components could be 
incorporated into actions to address the second 
reform area in the Action Plan: strength, resilience 
and therapeutic healing (DSS, 2023a).

Also see the Main report for information related to:

	� addressing attitudes that minimise violence, shift 
blame to victims and survivors and mistrust women’s 
reports of violence (pp. 244–247) and disregard the 
need for consent (pp. 252–254) 

	� increasing understanding of forms of technology-
facilitated abuse (p. 256).

Finding

Although most Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander respondents “agreed” that they 
would know where to go if they needed 
outside support for someone experiencing 
domestic violence, one in three respondents 
did not know where to access outside 
support (Key finding 9, Section 7.1).

Insight: Increase access to services for both victims 
and perpetrators of domestic violence who are 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people

Given a substantial minority of respondents did not 
agree they would know where to go to seek support for 
domestic violence, further work is needed. To increase 
this access, it is important to:

	� increase the availability of accessible, culturally 
responsive and appropriate domestic violence 
services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people throughout Australia
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	� increase Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people’s awareness of these services

	� adequately fund, resource, and support ACCOs 
and other organisations that specialise in culturally 
responsive and appropriate family violence services

	� remove barriers to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people accessing these services (See also 
Section 1.5, and Section 9.1).

See also the Main report (pp. 251–252) for information 
on raising public awareness of where and how to seek 
help for domestic violence.

Finding

Almost half of the variance in respondents’ 
attitudes towards violence against women 
was not explained by the demographic, 
understanding and attitudinal factors examined 
in the regression analysis (Chapter 8).

Insight: Future research could deepen knowledge 
of the factors that shape attitudes towards violence 
against women

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations 
that deliver family violence services and other ACCOs 
are likely to have valuable insights into the protective 
factors and risk factors influencing violence against 
women that may also influence attitudes towards this 
violence. Future NCAS iterations could also aim to 
investigate additional demographic, experiential or 
systemic factors that may be potential predictors of 
attitudes towards violence against women. It is also 
important that specific policies address the drivers of 
violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
women because, as discussed in Section 1.3, these 
cannot be assumed to be the same as those for non-
Indigenous Australians. 

Action Plan Reform Area 4

Evidence and data eco-systems is the fourth reform 
area in the Action Plan (DSS, 2023a).
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10 Conclusion

The NCAS provides unique insight into understanding and attitudes 
regarding violence against women. The NCAS findings for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander respondents suggest that among this 
sample, many do not trust the police and government to take violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women seriously, nor to 
treat Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people fairly when family 
violence is reported. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander respondents strongly rejected 
violence against women and gender inequality, although the NCAS 
indicated certain areas where the understanding and attitudes 
of some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people could be 
improved. Importantly, the NCAS findings also highlight the need 
for improvement in systems and services that are meant to serve all 
Australians, as well as providing some insight for initiatives to prevent 
violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women. 

It is evident that deep-seated cultural change is needed across the 
Australian community, including within its structures and systems, 
to address the oppression and discrimination underlying violence 
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women. It is critical 
that initiatives to prevent violence against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women are designed and delivered according to self-
determination principles and after genuinely listening to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander perspectives on what is needed.
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11 Appendix: 2021  
NCAS Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander 
Advisory Group

The following individuals were members of the 2021 NCAS Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Advisory Group. 
We thank them for their guidance and input into the 2021 NCAS.

Name

Dr Mick Adams University of Newcastle (previously at Australian Indigenous 
HealthInfoNet, Edith Cowen University)

Yadhiagana/Wuthathi people of Cape York and the Gurindji people of 
Central Western Northern Territory

Dorinda Cox Inspire Change Consulting Group

Noongar and Yamatji

Professor Kyllie Cripps Director, Monash Indigenous Studies Centre, Monash University

Palawa, from Lutruwita/Tasmania

Nadia Currie The Little Black Bee (previously at the Healing Foundation)

Badtjala and Muninjahli

Dr David Gallant Lecturer and Director of Engagement, Department of Social Work, 
University of Melbourne

Palawa, from Lutruwita/Tasmania

Corina Martin CEO, Aboriginal Family Law Services

Gooniyandi and Mulgin Jaru Nations

Leanne Miller Koorie Women Mean Business

Dhulanyagan Ulupna, Yorta Yorta Nation

Debbie Mitchell National Indigenous Australians Agency

Distinguished Professor Emerita 
Maggie Walter 

School of Social Sciences, College of Arts, Law and Education, University 
of Tasmania

Palawa, from Lutruwita/Tasmania
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