
Domestic Violence Intervention

Assessing safety and 
accountability…whose 
responsibility is it?
Arina Aoina – CEO Starick Services Armadale WA
Mark Glasson – ED Family and Domestic Violence Unit

Government of Western Australia
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Volunteered files and information

Good practice

Respect that systems were examined not about pointing the finger at individuals.



Not easy – brings out all the dirty linen.



Safety and Accountability Audit

The goal of the Domestic Violence 
Safety and Accountability Audit is to 

uncover how safety and 
accountability are or are not 

considered as institutions intervene 
in these cases.

Relates not just to risk of physical harm but also 
includes other forms of risk, such as those generated 
by;

The abuser
Victim life circumstances
By the very intervention which should keep the victim and 
her children safe
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How are safety and accountability addressed by institutions.

Intersection of culture



Drawn from the work of Canadian 
sociologist Dorothy E. Smith –
Institutional Ethnography
Dr Ellen Pence applied to criminal justice 
interventions in domestic assault cases –
the Praxis Safety and Accountability Audit
The Audit process is now being used to 
analyse child protection intervention in 
cases where there is domestic abuse

Origin of Safety and 
Accountability Audit
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How lived experience becomes a 
“case”

A personal experience can become an 
institutional case in many ways 
(000 calls, school nurse, application 
for public housing, seeking refuge, 
etc)

The institutional door the victim 
enters will have an enormous 
impact on the outcome 
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Woman rings 000 (or other service)





Underlying Audit Assumption

Workers are organised and 
coordinated to engage in their work 
in ways that standardise workers’ 
interventions so that regardless of 
which worker is assigned to a case, 
the ‘system’ will respond in fairly 
consistent ways.
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The system needs to be able to organise and coordinate workers for the institution to be able to respond.



Audit looks at implications of this systemic implication. 



We are a highly managed society…

We need to be in order to function
Schools – schedules
Traffic
Land use
Legal relationships
Food quality etc
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Examples of social order



Institutions of Social Management (ISM’s)

Health
Education
Child protection
Family and Juvenile courts
Law enforcement and criminal 
courts
Housing authorities
Not for Profit organisations etc..
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They also intersect with each other.



Silo’s – operation of choice for institutions yet they impact on each other



All have victims and perps in their ambit – same families



Discourse and Dominant Ideologies

There is a world of discourse, comprised 
of language, theories, concepts…
That “abstract world” of discourse is 
applied by practitioners (within ISM’s) to 
situations in the everyday world
The discourse shapes how practitioners 
think about the situations they are 
handling
The ideology of the institution is carried 
through the discourse into worker’s 
practices
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Summarises what we covered.



Agency practices are examined for these discourses.



Audit trails

Technology and resources
Rules and regulations
Administrative procedures
Education and training
Linkages
Institutional conceptual practices
Social and individual risk
Systems of accountability
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Talk quickly about these trails



Uncovering operative rules & 
regulations…

Constitution
Federal Statutes
State criminal code
Federal and State case law (including 
Supreme Court decisions)
Department policy
Insurance regulations
Protocols (agreements with other agencies 
and departments)
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Examples



Uncovering administrative procedures 
standardising practice…

1. Arrest report forms
2. Investigative report form
3. Warrant request form
4. Citation form
5. Evidence forms
6. Booking forms
7. Medical release forms
8. Suspect victim notification forms
9. Mobile data terminal/radio communications
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Examples



Participating Agencies

ADVIP partners
DCD (now DCP)
Police
DCS
RAWA
Starick Services
Armadale Health
Gosnells Community Legal Service

We looked at
DCD Case File
Starick Refuge Case File
Police – Incident Reports
DCS Case File & Reports
ADVIP Core Group and Interagency meeting minutes

We identified and analysed methods of coordinating workers, not 
individual performances.
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Process required bravery on behalf of agencies



Trust and respect – opened up files for scrutiny.







1st Audit Question

Are we meeting best 
practice standards for child 
protection, advocacy and 
law enforcement to create 
safety for victims and 
accountability for 
perpetrators?
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What we looked at 

Close investigation of one case –
the Jones case (1999 – 2003)

All core ADVIP agencies were 
involved

Two hundred contacts with family
Over thirty workers 
Multiple agencies
Ongoing threat of statutory child protection intervention 
Children ultimately apprehended as a response to the 
violence (unprotective ?)
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Children were twice taken into care – voluntary placements



4 safety plans from one agency



overarching problem one

In every intervening agency, we 
found that information gathering, 
documentation and sharing was 
inadequately conceived and 
coordinated to achieve the goals of 
victim protection and offender 
accountability.
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Practitioners intervening in cases always gather information through a particular lens. They are all dealing with the same people, situation,  events, and the impact those events have had on peoples’ lives; however, each worker gathers information in ways particular to their case-management mandate. 



They gather information and record events, but they do not attempt to record everything that happened. Instead, they are ‘charged’ with documenting issues of institutional relevance.  Jones case = 200 interventions – no one had the full picture.



The question the Audit team asked; 

      Do case-processing routines promote a system of interagency accountability, and do these routines hold practitioners accountable to both those who preceded their involvement. 



    The team found a number of examples of practitioners not being accountable to one another, in that they were not properly linked to one another within and by the intervention process or to who will subsequently intervene in the case.



overarching problem two

Interventions tend to hold victims of 
abuse responsible for an offenders’ 
behaviour in ways that undermine 
both the goals of safety and 
accountability and frequently lead 
to increased rather than diminished 
risk for adult and child victims.
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This problem area relates specifically to child protection current practice and I will come back to this once we have moved through all the problem areas uncovered by the audit.



overarching problem three

The current system of 
accountability by practitioners to 
victim safety is not adequately built 
into case processing routines.

Multi layered
Offender-to-Victim Accountability
Institution-to-Victim Accountability
Practitioner-to-Practitioner Accountability
Agency-to-Agency Accountability
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The question the Audit team asked; 

      Do case-processing routines promote a system of interagency accountability, and do these routines hold practitioners accountable to both those who preceded their involvement and those who follow. 



    The team found a number of examples of practitioners not being accountable to one another, in that they were not properly linked to one another within and by the intervention process or to who will subsequently intervene in the case.



Although we noted that Leanne made every attempt to adhere to the conditions imposed on her, especially given the threat of the removal of her children if she didn’t fulfil the obligations set for her by the DCD, we did not see any evidence of Brian conforming to any conditions placed on him.  It was also evident that the conditions placed on Leanne did not protect her from further abuse.







overarching problem four

Throughout the whole system, 
practitioners are hooking into 
assumptions, using theories, 
categories and language that were 
frequently inadequate to centralise 
safety and accountability in these 
cases.
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Assumption that she can control his behaviour.



Child protection categorisation – places child safety as paramount, also punitive to those perceived as not protective. Positions woman as co-contributor to harm.



Links to accountability. 



Suspect has been issued a police order—it would appear from the Complaintant’s statement that she has to bear some of the blame for this particular incident, however that can be worked out later—I doubt she’s in the running for Mum of the Year 



The Department received a report from the police ‘concerning the welfare of the children’. The report states that the initial call from Leanne was of a ‘domestic nature’, with Leanne claiming that her ex-husband had been at the house and was refusing to leave. Police attended, and Brian had gone. Police then reported on the condition of the house and the welfare of the children. Police were called to a domestic violence incident but the focus of investigation switches to one of an ‘unkept’ house, the DV incident becomes lost.



overarching problem five

ADVIP’s current operating structure 
and processes are focussed 
towards cross agency cooperation 
in individual cases and miss vital 
opportunities to identify and resolve 
systemic issues that compromise 
victim safety and offender 
accountability.
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The final problem area relates to ADVIP and its ability to act as an effective community intervention project. ADVIP agencies meet on a regular basis to discuss cases, even in this example of coordination the audit found the combined response of agencies did not enhance victim safety or hold offenders accountable for their abuse.  Recommendation 5 gives us a clear structure and function of an  effective  coordinated response and can act as a ‘blueprint’ for our RCR’s in the development of their models.



Intersection of child protection and DV.

Leanne is being held 
disproportionately responsible for the 
harm done to her children by Brian.

‘I acknowledged that she needs counselling to deal with her own 
inability to effectively deal with all of the issues, including her 
compulsive lying and inability to say no to Brian.  I was very clear 
about her understanding of the agreement and reiterated that 
statutory action will be necessary if Leanne does not work with the 
Department.’
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Not science – based on good practice 



IT is important not to assume too much from a single entry like this in a case file, but this is not a single entry. It is the beginning of the creation of what our is called a factoid (something that is said often enough to simply be taken as fact). 



In the Jones case, the factoid—the statement that Leanne was unable and sometimes unwilling to protect her children obscured the problem of an unreliable criminal justice system response.  Had all the breaches and all of Leanne’s attempts to use the police and the courts been documented a very different picture would be painted. 



More threats.



Intersection of child protection and DV.

Brian’s use of violence toward Leanne and 
their six year old son is harmful to Leanne 
and Bobby but most of the workers efforts 
are to get Leanne to do something different 
rather than Brian.
‘Leanne was only able to commence working pro-actively with 
the Department to ensure her children’s safety and well being 
once she understood the real risk of her children being 
apprehended and placed into alternative care.’

‘Interview with Bobby and talk with Leanne. Gave Information to 
Leanne that she must keep the children safe. She is also to pass 
on info re parenting programs to Brian and to let him know that 
he should contact them for an interview appointment.’
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Leanne was characterised as un-protective and a compulsive liar.



The language affirms the action of the worker in threatening to remove the children – it got a result. It also  sends clear messages to the next worker about Leanne and her motivation to protect.  



Although our interventions to protect children are well intentioned, we have ample evidence that the very interventions put in place to protect children can put them and the non abusive parent in further danger. 



Increasing  violence created increasing responsibility for Leanne. The victim cannot stop the abusers behaviour or make him change.  The state has the power to intervene directly with offenders and sanction abusive behaviours which  then  shifts the responsibility  for controlling the offender  from the victim (who is powerless to control his behaviour) to the state.



Interventions that do not consider the risks involved in domestic violence cases, such as requesting the victim to pass on information to the abuser, or holding the victim responsible for managing the abusers behaviour are dangerous.  



He threatened everyone and got away with it.





Intersection of child protection and DV.

Despite evidence to the contrary 
Leanne is characterised as not 
protective of her children.

‘Leanne advised she has been lying throughout her involvement with 
the Department and that Brian has been having regular telephone and 
home contact with the children.  Leanne advised that she can say no 
to Brian however this has no impact on him whatsoever.  Leanne 
advised that she has a ten-year habit of lying about her relationship 
and issues arising from the relationship and she stated that she finds 
it easier to tell people what they want to hear.  Leanne stated, “She 
can’t stop it.”   Further, as a result of not being able to say no, she 
cannot keep the children safe.’
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“as a result of not being able to say no” language and power of the state.



This woman held a job, paid a mortgage, drove Brian to the Police when breaching VRO.



Her strengths were not acknowledged and she was blamed for doing what the state was incapable of doing.



More factoids





The criminal justice system response to 
DV cases

The criminal justice system is not 
effectively using the power of the 
state to control Brian’s violence. 

“I am very disappointed in the system that keeps allowing Brian to 
get away with breaching his parole.  I have to contact police owing to 
Brian breaching bail conditions and restraining order and I am fed up 
with having to call the police and go through a process that is not 
supporting me.”     Leanne
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�This is an example of the states response being unprotective.  Not looking at the pattern or severity of violence. 



Many institutional practices worked on behalf of the offender, either because they ignored the danger in which they placed a victim or because they were reliant on a victim being able to speak freely or openly confront her abuser.



The state has the power and the ability to address an offenders behaviour but often fails to act. This particular offender continually breached his order, threatened to kill Leanne and the children, was abusive and threatening to DCD staff, was abusive and threatening to school staff but kept ‘getting off’ on technical breaches (language – one incident at a time).  









The criminal justice system response to 
DV cases

Reports to the court do not provide a 
full picture of the offending.  
Magistrates may not receive 
information on the context and pattern 
of violence. Not all sources of 
information, including victim 
information, are used.
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Particular focus on the Police and Corrections not sharing or providing information to the court which gives the full picture of the pattern of offending.



Incidents or breaches often seen as ‘one off’ events.







The criminal justice system response to 
DV cases

Breaches of VROs are not treated with 
the seriousness they should be.  
Agencies such as DCD and Corrections 
have contributed to a breach through 
not seeking adequate information or 
being aware of the implications of a 
VRO.
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Linked to a lack of understanding of domestic violence.  There were cases where breaches but a significant lack of action or response through the justice system, who failed to protect.



Both DCD and Corrections made requests for joint sessions or for Leanne to contact Brian even though a VRO was in place, therefore contributing to a breach.



The role of coordination in DV cases

The violence against Leanne is not 
uncovered in a timely fashion nor is the 
worker organised to work effectively 
with the police and the criminal justice 
system to control Brian’s access to and 
abuse of Leanne and the children.

‘Leanne advises caseworker that ‘she was too afraid to be 
honest as Brian makes threats to kill her and the children and 
she believes his threats to be real.’ Leanne advised that ‘she 
was too frightened to stay but more frightened to leave, she 
advised that her face and body was covered in blood and that 
she was terrified that Brian would kill her, also Brian prevents 
her from ringing out on the mobile or using the phone box 
across the road.’
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An incident of extreme violence occurs, is noted in the file and results in information provided on the “cycle of violence”.



At no point was Leanne offered support to progress criminal charges against Brian – that was left solely up to her, despite the benefits it would draw in protecting the children.



Still no engagement of Police on behalf of the family.



The role of coordination in DV cases.

The is a lack of relevant information sharing 
between the core agencies.  Issues of 
informed consent, knowing what is relevant 
to share and ownership of information impede 
this process.  Better information sharing 
could have improved victim safety and 
provided early identification of the 
dangerousness of the offender.

“I see now that I’ve had tunnel vision when reading 
these case files.  When I read police reports, I look for 
very specific items, mostly related to evidence but the 
audit process has made me want to know more, but 
the more just isn’t there”  Police Officer
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Interesting to note that the audit team made comments of astonishment at seeing the whole picture – the courses of action seemed so clear.



Identified the need to know what to share as well as how to share information.



The role of coordination in DV cases.

There appeared to be a limited 
understanding of the dynamics and effects 
of domestic violence by the child protection 
system, corrections staff and the courts.  
This led to poor communication and 
information sharing between these 
agencies and advocates.
This in turn affected the ability to see 
domestic violence in a holistic way and 
therefore work as a system to address it.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A



Examples:  By not recognising the ways Leanne was being protective of her children the child protection system could not engage or support her.



It took a considerable time for the justice system to recognise how dangerous Brian was by finally considering the pattern of abuse, not isolated incidents.



Thank You

Arina Aoina 
starick@iinet.net.au

Mark Glasson 
mark.glasson@communities.wa.gov.au

mailto:starick@iinet.net.au


Rachel’s story

An example of how institutional 
practices impact on individuals’ 
everyday life. 
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