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 » SYNOPSIS
Call Me Dad is a story about men 
who have perpetrated, or are at risk of 
perpetrating, family violence. At stake 
is the safety of children and partners, 
the stability of families, and the power 
we as a society have to intervene. 
These men struggle to maintain intimate 
relationships without resorting to abuse, 
physical or otherwise. We follow these 
men over their journey through a Men’s 
Behaviour Change Program as they 
attempt to take responsibility for their 
violence, change themselves – and 
perhaps heal fragile bonds with their 
loved ones.
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CONTENT HYPERLINKS

Documentary may be of use in connection with the 
Australian National Curriculum namely, Health and Physical 
Education for senior secondary students. 
Please note that many of the questions asked in this guide 
are not intended to be answered definitively, as a wide range 
of answers are acceptable and will depend upon prior edu-
cation of the subject matter, personal experiences and the 
maturity of individual students. Students are encouraged to 

develop a broader and more comprehensive understanding 
of domestic violence as they enhance and learn from each 
others’ views and the material presented.
As some of the subject matter may be confronting for stu-
dents who have experienced family and domestic violence, 
please inform students of where and how to seek help should 
they want to. You may wish to involve your school’s counsel-
ling or student welfare staff in the delivery of this lesson. 

S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N

  ©
 A

T
O

M
 2

0
1

5

2



 » PREPARATION FOR 
YOUR CLASS

It is important to be aware of some of the challenges 
in openly discussing the topic of male violence against 
women. 

Here are some of the common challenges to be aware of:
•	 Some participants may have fixed views about gender 

and violence (refer to ABS Key Statistics data you may 
wish to use to respond).

•	 It is important to name the limits of discussions – that 
your event is only focused on men’s behaviour change 
in the context of family and domestic violence.

•	 Each person has their own perceptions and opin-
ions based on a range of historical and personal 
experiences.

•	 Watching the film may be an emotional experience for 
some participants for a number of complex reasons.

Suggestions that help to create a respectful discussion 
environment:
•	 Be clear about why the film is being shown (eg. 

Education, awareness raising, etc).
•	 Acknowledge before the film is shown that the content 

might bring some emotion into the room.
•	 Clearly state before the film that discussions will be 

respectful of all perspectives even where there is disa-
greement (have the group develop ‘group rules’ before 
the discussion begins).

•	 People can leave before, during and after the film and 
discussions if they are feeling uncomfortable.

•	 If your school has formal supports like a counselling 
or behavioural program, seek to involve relevant staff 
members and resources like brochures or other printed 
materials.

•	 Advise participants that it is important to speak with 
a trusted support person if affected by the film or the 
discussions.

Phone numbers and specific information can be found 
online.

Bravehearts Australia
www.bravehearts.org.au
1800 272 831
Educating, empowering and 
protecting kids from sexual 
assault.

1800RESPECT
www.1800respect.org.au
1800 737 732
Counselling for anyone 
experiencing sexual assault 
or domestic violence.

Kids Helpline
www.kidshelpline.com.au 
1800 551 800

White Ribbon Australia
www.whiteribbon.org.au
02 9045 8444
Preventing men’s violence 
against women. Offer 
respectful relationships pro-
grams for schools including 
‘Breaking the Silence’.

(See Family and Domestic Violent Support Services, page 
17)

 » TRUE OR FALSE
Can an abusive man really change and come to realise 
what’s most important to him?

Before Viewing

-	 When you think of men who perpetrate domestic vio-
lence, what images come to mind? What sort of person 
is prone to perpetuating domestic abuse?

True or False

Have a look at the following statements about domestic 
abuse and decide whether you think the statement is true 
or false. Perhaps do this exercise both before and after 
viewing, Call Me Dad.

-	 Some people are naturally angrier than others and 
therefore prone to being abusive towards others.

-	 Yelling and threatening is a normal way for family mem-
bers to relate to each other.

-	 Alcohol is to blame for most domestic violence.
-	 Domestic violence can include emotional abuse.
-	 Sometimes people deserve to be hit, controlled or 

forced to do something against their will.
-	 Domestic violence is often just a ‘one-time thing’.
-	 It is normal for family members to invade each other’s 

privacy.
-	 Wealthy people don’t experience domestic violence to 

the same extent as poor people.

57 
minutes

Directed by 
Sophie 

Wiesner
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 » MEN’S STORIES – 
DISCUSSION POINTS

Call Me Dad: Men’s Stories, Men’s Change

The stories in the men’s behaviour change program give 
rare insight into their attitudes, behaviours, feelings and 
what motivates them to attend and stay in the men’s be-
haviour change program. Call Me Dad shows the reality of 
change, that it takes time, commitment and a willingness 
to take responsibility for violent behaviours. The ‘three 
steps forward, six steps back’ associated with the change 
process is seen in the men’s journeys throughout the film.

The three stories below encourage discussion about the 
complexity of behaviour change and the link between at-
titudes that support abuse and violence (excusing, justify-
ing, victim blaming, entitlement etc) and what emotional 
and cognitive shifts are required for behaviour change to 
be sustained over time. 

SASKO’S STORY

“She said … I’m scared of you”

Sasko talks about his own father and his early experi-
ences of his father’s control and abuse. He openly shares 
his emotions about Suzanna’s fear of him and her fear of 
what he will do to the children. Yet later in the film, Sasko 
reoffends, assaults his child, resulting in Suzanna leaving 
the relationship and the involvement of police and child 
protection.

•	 What did you notice about Sasko and the other partici-
pants in the group as they talked about their partners 
or ex-partners? What happens when they talk about 
their children?

•	 How did Sasko react when his partner became more 
knowledgeable about his abuse cycle and began to set 
boundaries? 

•	 What did you think about how the Behaviour Change 
Counsellors (David and Jacqui) worked with Sasko? 
What did you notice about their strategies?

•	 Do you think Sasko would be a safe father in the fu-
ture? How can we know? What were the effects of his 
assault on his child? On Suzanna? On Sasko?

NATHAN’S STORY

“Biggest thing for me, is learning to let go”

Nathan is a man who has very traditional ideas of gender, 
male privilege and entitlement. His violence towards his 
ex-partner was highly controlling and the last assault was 
terrifying for her and ended the relationship. His abuse and 
threats continued in a different way after she left him and 
also included her new partner. 

•	 What kind of attitudes did Nathan have that supported 
his internal permission or ‘entitlement’ to control and 
abuse his partner?

•	 How do we make sense of Nathan’s emotional pain 
when he signed the divorce papers and his view that 
she was ‘still trying to hurt him’?

•	 How did David and Jacqui manage his behaviours in 
the group when he was challenged?

•	 What kind of thoughts and attitudes does Nathan need 
to ‘let go of’ for behaviour change to become real for 
him? Why did he continue to disrespect his ex-part-
ner? What did it take for him to let go of his blaming 
attitude?

•	 What did you think about his fathering? What did his 
daughter think about her experiences of him over time? 

JUSTIN’S STORY

“Don’t expect me to change overnight!”

Justin calls himself ‘an angry man’ and had a vulnerable 
history, leaving home at fourteen and living on the streets. 
He’s done time for violent offences and seems to reluc-
tantly acknowledge that he may have some problems. His 
journey has also included addressing alcohol addiction. 
The film shows his strong motivation for change; this con-
tinues to grow as he opens up about his young son and 
the affect the violence and abuse has had on their relation-
ship. He slowly becomes attuned to the need to experi-
ence feelings of shame and guilt.

•	 How does the choice to use abuse and violence affect 
Justin’s fathering? What are the attitudes that kept him 
from having a meaningful relationship with his son?

•	 What do you think of Justin’s view about behaviour 
change throughout the film? 

•	 Why do you think it is important to connect men to the 
feelings associated with shame and guilt?

•	 What do you think of Justin’s changes and the effect 
this might have on his relationship with his son and his 
estranged daughter?

 “I’ve been controlling of the money, I’ve been controlling 
of her friends, and I’ve done everything from grabbing 
her to hit her to hold her on the ground, a lot a things way 
outta line.”
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Fact Sheet 1

What is family and domestic violence?

Family and domestic violence is when someone in-
tentionally uses violence, threats, force or intimidation 
to control or manipulate a family member, partner or 
former partner.

While there is no single definition, the central element 
of domestic violence is an ongoing pattern of behav-
iour aimed at controlling a partner through fear, for ex-
ample by using behaviour which is violent and threat-
ening. In most cases, the violent behaviour is part of 
a range of tactics to exercise power and control over 
women and their children, and can be both criminal 
and non-criminal (COAG National Plan, 2010).

Domestic violence includes physical, sexual, emo-
tional and psychological abuse (COAG National Plan, 
2010).

Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communi-
ties prefer the term ‘family violence’. ‘Family’ covers a 
diverse range of ties of mutual obligation and sup-
port, and perpetrators and victims of family violence 
can include, for example, aunts, uncles, cousins and 
children of previous relationships.

Let’s talk about attitudes that support violence and 
abuse against women:

•	 Research tells us that violence supportive atti-
tudes give ‘permission’ for actions and behaviours 
that would not normally be accepted (National 
Community Attitudes Survey 2013).

•	 Attitudes give permission to ignore or justify ac-
tions that harm others.

•	 The Call Me Dad film demonstrates these attitudes 
as well as the ways that men choosing abuse can 
change.

•	 It also demonstrates that one of the key motiva-
tors for change is to connect men to the harm their 
attitudes and actions are causing their children.

Let’s talk about why social attitudes need to change:

•	 We need to challenge and change the attitudes 
that give permission for controlling behaviours and 
violent actions.

•	 We need to notice the everyday opportunities to 
debunk myths and become more aware of what to 
say and what to do when we become uncomforta-
ble with abuse supportive statements and actions.

“I was violent to her, angry, smashed stuff, pushed 
her around, the verbal abuse was terrible.” (Male 
participant)

Fact Sheet 2

What is the impact of men using abuse on their 
children?

More than two decades of international research 
shows that babies, children and young people ex-
perience serious negative psychological, emotional, 
social and developmental impacts to their well-being 
from the traumatic ongoing experiences of domestic 
violence. Some of the impacts include:

•	 Sleep difficulties: Frequent waking, nightmares, 
fear of falling asleep;

•	 Somatic complaints: Headaches, stomach aches, 
aches and pains with no clear medical cause;

•	 Increased aggressive behaviour, angry outbursts;
•	 Increased activity level: difficulty sitting and focus-

sing on everyday activities such as homework;
•	 Hypervigilance: Worries, fears, overreaction to loud 

noises or sudden movements;
•	 Regression: Loss of skills learned at an earlier age, 

behaviours that you would expect from a much 
younger child;

•	 Withdrawal: Loss of interest in friends, school, or 
other activities the child used to enjoy;

•	 Numbing: Showing no feelings at all, not bothered 
by anything;

•	 Increased separation anxiety: Refuses to go to 
school, very upset when left with babysitter or child 
care provider;

•	 Distractibility: Has trouble concentrating at school 
or home;

•	 Changes in play: Repeatedly acts out or recreates 
violent events in play, less able to play spontane-
ously and creatively.

“Children play a huge role, in men really recognis-
ing their behaviour and making a change.” (Jacqui, 
Behaviour Change Counsellor) 

Most men using abuse can be strongly motivated to 
making a commitment to positive change by under-
standing the affects of their abuse on children and 
their roles as fathers and male role models.

Let’s talk about what happens to children and young 
people:

•	 Live daily with fear, anxiety and dread;
•	 Feel they need to be careful about what they say or 

do around their father;
•	 Worry about their mother being killed or injured;
•	 Become confused about relationships when they 

become adults.

“I’m here because I want to stop the abuse; I want my 
kids to be safe.” (Male participant)

 » FACT SHEETS
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Fact Sheet 3

Why is it important to change abuse-supportive 
attitudes?

•	 Because when no one says anything – men 
using abuse take your silence to be accept-
ance of their behaviour;

•	 Because the National Community Attitudes 
Survey 2013 has demonstrated that attitudes 
supporting violence against women are not 
changing.

What are abuse supportive attitudes? 

•	 Entitlement and male privilege (If I work all day, 
then she should have the house organised, 
dinner cooked, kids sorted out etc);

•	 Can use manipulative and distracting com-
ments to hide accountability (she should have 
known what she was in for after I’ve had a few 
drinks);

•	 Usually have traditional views about women 
and family life (a woman’s place is in the 
home);

•	 Abuse supportive thoughts (internal 
‘permission’);

•	 Have a ‘victim stance’ (it’s not my fault, my 
father was the same);

•	 Often blame others to justify or expect others 
to agree with their views;

•	 At times show self-centered expectations (his 
needs more important);

•	 Become upset when challenged by authority 
(they have no right to tell me what to do);

•	 Blame the victim (she is just as verbal as me, 
she gives as good as she gets).

But can these attitudes be changed? What are the 
benefits of behaviour change programs for men 
using abuse and violence?

•	 The film shows that change requires commit-
ment, hard work and takes a long time. Men 
using abuse need to take responsibility and 
acknowledge their abuse and most impor-
tantly, men using abuse can change!

•	 Men’s Behaviour Change Programs teach men 
using abuse the skills for taking responsibility, 
being accountable and to think about the harm 
their abuse causes their children and partner/
ex-partner.

•	 Real change means that all the abuse has 
stopped and that it’s safe for women and 
children to be themselves and not have to 
‘monitor’ the man’s moods and actions to stay 
safe.

Fact Sheet 4

Why talk about bystander actions?

Bystander action refers to the choice a person has to 
voice their opinion about someone else’s language and/
or behaviour, thereby interrupting violence or abuse as it is 
unfolding. Everyone can be involved in bystander strate-
gies with those who use or support abuse and violence. 
Bystander strategies are a call for action to:

•	 Safely challenge attitudes;
•	 Safely challenge behaviours.

The first step is having a good understanding of the prob-
lem as well as challenging one’s own attitudes and percep-
tions. A good way to start:

1. Be reflective about your own thoughts and actions – is 
there anything you do or say that has been disrespect-
ful in the past? Have you stayed silent when you knew 
saying something was important but didn’t know what 
to say? What do you think about these actions now? 
Drawing on your own experience of change can be a 
great way to start the conversation and be an inspira-
tion to others.

2. Take time to talk to and listen to the women in your 
family, workplace and friendship networks about these 
issues. 

3. Keep learning and share your learning! Use the re-
sources given in this pack as the beginning of becom-
ing more aware how you can be a part of the change. 
Share your learning on social media and in your family, 
friendship and community networks.

Staying silent about violence? Act Now:

•	 I can challenge attitudes that support abuse and 
violence.

•	 I can find the best ways to safely speak up.
•	 I can be a part of change, in my family, my workplace, 

my communities.
•	 I can take the White Ribbon Oath “I will stand up, 

speak out and act to prevent men’s violence against 
women” White Ribbon - Australia’s Campaign to 
Prevent Men’s Violence Against Women.

•	 I can join Fair Agenda’s campaign and add my voice 
to the call for full funding of family violence services at 
fairagenda.org/call_me_dad.

“There’s no typical abuser, there’s no typical client, and 
these men come from all walks of life.” (David, Behaviour 
Change Counsellor)

For examples of bystander campaigns in Australia, see:

1. Rise Above the Pack: www.riseabovethepack.com.au
2. White Ribbon: www.whiteribbon.org.au/whatmencando 
3. Our Watch: www.ourwatch.org.au/Preventing-Violence

 » FACT SHEETS
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 » DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
STATISTICS 

The vast majority of dangerous, abusive and violent 
behaviour that occurs in the privacy of people’s homes is 
committed by men against women. 

•	 Just under half a million Australian women reported 
that they had experienced physical or sexual violence 
or sexual assault in the past 12 months.

•	 More than a million women had experienced physical 
or sexual assault by their male current or ex-partner 
since the age of 15 (some women may be counted 
twice if they experienced both physical and sexual 
assault). 

•	 37.8% of women who experienced physical assault in 
the 12 months before the survey said the perpetrator 
was a current or previous male partner and 34.4% said 
the perpetrator was a male family member or friend. 
Most incidences of physical assault against women in 
the 12 months prior to 2005 were committed in a home 
(64.1%).

•	 33.3% of women had experienced physical violence 
since the age of 15.

•	 19.1% of women had experienced sexual violence 
since the age of 15.

•	 12.4% of women had been sexually abused before the 
age of 15, compared with 4.5% of men, between 1996 
and 2005. There was an increase in the reporting of 
sexual assault to police from 14.9% to 18.9% between 
1996 and 2005 and there was an increase in the report-
ing of physical violence to police from 18.5% to 36%.

•	 The majority of violence against men is committed by 
other men. Of men who reported that they had expe-
rienced physical violence in the 12 months before the 
survey, 73.7% said that the perpetrator was a male.

Source: Department of Families, Housing and Community 
Affairs Fact Sheet 2 Women’s Safety.

http://www.domesticviolence.com.au/pages/domestic-
violence-statistics.php

 » TOPICS FOR DEBATE 
AND DISCUSSION

Questions

-	 What is the cycle of domestic violence?
-	 Can abusers really change?
-	 How do support groups assist with recovery from 

abusive relationships?
-	 When do a person’s words or actions become 

abusive?
-	 If they do change, why do abusers abuse?
-	 How does role-playing assist in teaching about be-

havioural change?
-	 Is it possible for men using abuse to be emotionally 

available and meaningfully involved in their children’s 
lives if they are using violence and abuse towards the 
children’s mother? Is this good fathering?

-	 What do you think are the attitudes that ‘give permis-
sion’ for men using abuse to think its okay to treat 
their families this way? 

-	 Why is taking responsibility and being held account-
able so hard? Where can we see this playing out in 
Call Me Dad?

-	 What are some ways that families, community, 
schools and friendship networks can challenge this? 
What are some ways that men who don’t use abuse 
can challenge this?

-	 How do we explain the strong role that gender plays 
in family and domestic violence? Where do you think 
this has come from? 

-	 The men’s behaviour change program also had a 
women’s support group and ongoing contact with 
women, particularly when safety may have become 
an issue. Why is this so important? What do you 
think our families, community and workplaces could 
do more of to support women and children experi-
encing this abuse and violence?

-	 What do you think about the hard work and cost 
involve in changing these men’s attitudes and behav-
iours at this stage of their life? What are some ways 
that our families, communities and workplaces can 
make a difference in changing attitudes before these 
programs are needed?
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 » ACTIVITIES
1. Radio commercial

Write a radio commercial for a men’s behaviour change 
group: 

-	 Which radio stations would air the commercial?
-	 At what time of day would you air the commercial?
-	 How would you get the attention of your target 

audience?

Make a poster for a men’s behaviour change group. Where 
would you put this poster so that your target audience will 
see it?

2. The Traditional Man’s Rulebook

In Call Me Dad, the men participate in an activity that chal-
lenges widely accepted social expectations and conven-
tions. What attitudes are widely held and accepted by 
Australians that perhaps aren’t healthy regarding how men 
should act, think and feel?

Write down your thoughts regarding unhealthy attitudes 
before completing the exercise below. Exercise courtesy of 
‘Heavy M.E.T.A.L Group’.

•	 Men are biologically superior to women, and so better at 
activities using physical strength (the myth of the hulk).

•	 Men’s thinking is rational and superior to women’s 
thinking, which is emotive and illogical. (Men don’t re-
ally understand women.)

•	 A man’s image us based upon having power, being 
fiercely competitive, dominant, and in control. (If you are 
none of these things, then questions may be asked.)

•	 Masculinity rather than femininity is the more valued 
gender identity to have – men rule OK.

•	 Work and career success are the mark of a man. 
(Watch out for redundancy and unemployment.)

•	 Self-esteem is established through achievement, com-
petence and success.

•	 A natural order exists whereby men are entitled to as-
sume control over others – family, children, and their 
environment.

•	 A man who needs help to deal with issues or problems 
is weak, vulnerable and incompetent – the myth of “I 
can do this all on my own”.

•	 Expression of emotion is unmasculine and a sign of 
weakness – “little and big boys don’t cry”.

•	 Communication based on sharing feelings, intuitions, 
and non-physical sexual contact is to be avoided. (I 
don’t understand it so it must be wrong.)

•	 Sexuality is performance and goal oriented. Intimacy 
and sensuality are of less importance.

•	 Intimacy and sharing with other men means either ho-
mosexuality, or that the other man will take advantage 
in a competitive setting.

•	 It is acceptable for men to use power, dominance and 
violence to keep control inside and outside the home.

•	 Real men are tireless, invincible and keep working 
regardless of the personal or health risks. (Real men 
die early of heart attacks, lung cancer, alcoholism, or 
strokes.)

Some Questions to Ponder

•	 Which of the rules have you adhered to?
•	 Are there any other rules you need to add to this list?
•	 In what ways does the old rulebook contribute to you 

acting in disrespectful ways towards others?
•	 What does the old rulebook teach you about women 

and men? e.g. Who is more important? Who is respon-
sible for what?

•	 What have you and other (partners, friends, children) 
lost by adhering to the Traditional Men’s Rulebook?

•	 How do traditional restraints limit the choices of men 
and women in both their public and private worlds?

•	 Do these rules enhance or detract from having a caring 
and respectful relationship with others?

•	 What costs have you and others paid for living with 
these rules?

•	 Which of these rules would you like to change, and in 
what way?
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 » COMMON MYTHS
There are many false beliefs concerning domestic violence...

MYTH 1 

Domestic violence occurs only in poor, uneducated 
and minority families. 

Fact: Studies of domestic violence consistently have found 
that violence occurs among all types of families, regardless 
of income, cultural background, religion, or educational 
level.

- Can you name any television programs, films or novels 
where domestic violence is shown in wealthy, well-
educated families?

MYTH 2 

Alcohol abuse causes domestic violence.  

Fact: Perpetrators of violence often use drinking as one 
of many excuses for their violence and as a way to place 
the responsibility for their violence elsewhere. Often vio-
lence takes place in different forms, such as emotional or 
psychological abuse when the perpetrator is sober. The 
underlying issues of power and control are always present. 
Alcohol and other drugs can sometimes be a catalyst for 
an explosive or violent incident.

- If alcohol is only a catalyst to violence, what is the 
underlying and real reason for domestic violence?

MYTH 3 

Domestic violence is usually a one time, isolated 
occurrence.  

Fact: Domestic violence becomes a pattern of coer-
cion and control that one person exerts over another. In 
most (but not all) cases a male over women and/or chil-
dren. Domestic violence can include the use of a number 
of tactics, such as intimidation, threats, economic depri-
vation, isolation and psychological, physical and sexual 
abuse. Physical violence is just one of these tactics. The 
various forms of abuse utilised by perpetrators help to 
maintain power and control over others.

- If domestic violence is an on-going cycle, rather than 
an event, at what point in the cycle can outside influ-
ences best help the survivors of abuse to instigate long 
term change?

MYTH 4 

Women experiencing domestic violence are maso-
chistic and provoke the abuse. They must like it or 
they would leave. 

Fact: Women living with violence often make repeated 
attempts to leave violent relationships, but are prevented 
from doing so by increased violence and control tactics 
on the part of the perpetrator. Other factors which inhibit a 
survivor’s ability to leave include economic dependence, few 
viable options for housing and support, unhelpful responses 
from the criminal justice system or other agencies, social 
isolation, cultural or religious constraints, a commitment to 
the abuser and the relationship and a fear of further violence. 
The danger to a survivor can significantly increase when she 
attempts to leave, as the perpetrator may escalate his use 
of violence when he begins to lose control. This is why help 
and support is so vital during the process of leaving.

-	 Breaking the cycle of abuse is difficult when the abuser 
isn’t interested in changing his behaviour. How can the 
community/ordinary citizens provide better support for 
survivors? Can ordinary Australians be taught to rec-
ognise abuse and provide appropriate intervention and 
support? What type of public campaign would work? 
What aspects of abuse do Australians need to be better 
educated about?

MYTH 5 

All members of the family must change, in order for 
the violence to stop. 

Fact: Only the perpetrator has the ability to stop the 
violence. Abusive and controlling behaviour is a choice for 
which the perpetrator must be accountable. Many survi-
vors of violence make numerous attempts to change their 
own behaviour in the hope that this will stop the abuse. 
This does not work. Changes in family members’ behaviour 
will not cause the perpetrator to be non-violent.

-	 Why do survivors think that they can change an abuser 
with their own behaviour?

MYTH 6 

Domestic violence does not affect many people. 

Fact: It is difficult to know the extent of domestic violence 
because of the hidden nature of the problem. Domestic 
violence is the most common form of assault in Australia. 
Women and children who experience domestic violence are 
much more likely to suffer a number of physical and mental 
health problems, as well as being at risk of homelessness 
and other forms of social disadvantage. 

-	 How does fear keep survivors from reporting abuse? 
What is it that survivors fear will happen if they report 
abuse?

One in three Australian women will experience physical or 
sexual violence in her lifetime.

9
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Frequently Asked Questions about 
domestic physical and sexual abuse

Excerpt taken from…AFL, Taking the Tackle: Respect 
is for Everyone. Prevention of Violence against Women. 
Instructional Manual.

1. Can boys and men be sexually assaulted?

Yes.
 - 1 in 6 men are abused before the age of 18 (Fergusson 

& Mullen. 1999)
 - 1 in 20 men have experienced sexual violence since 

the age of 15 years (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
Personal Safety Survey, 2005)

 - 93% of offenders are male (National Crime and Safety 
Survey, 2002)

2. Can’t women just leave if their partner is violent?

It can be extremely difficult for victims to escape a per-
petrator’s control. It may also feel safer to stay – many 
victims are threatened with violence or death if they leave. 
Most victims take several attempts to leave a violent 
relationship before they are successful. Victims may also 

stay because of a combination of other factors: they can’t 
afford to leave, there is nowhere for them to go, they don’t 
know what their legal options are, there is nobody to care 
for children if they get a job, and they may be worried 
about whether police and courts will be helpful. (VLRC)

3. Why do women talk about being a victim/sur-
vivor of sexual assault sometimes years after it 
happened?

Victim survivors of sexual assault talk about there often 
being a lot of barriers to speaking about being sexually 
assaulted. Fear of not being believed is often a significant 
barrier. Also, feeling unsure about the response they will 
receive can make it difficult.

4. It happened so long ago (being sexually assault-
ed) so shouldn’t I be over it?

Sexual assault is a traumatic experience and as such can 
have long lasting impacts on a person’s emotional, psy-
chological and physical health. It can also have a negative 
and destabilising effect on other aspects of a person’s 
life, such as their education, employment, finances and 
relationships.
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5. Shouldn’t women say ‘No’ if they don’t want sex?

There are various ways in which people might indicate that 
they don’t want to have sex.

If you are instigating sexual contact with someone it’s 
important that you check if the other person really wants 
to do it. When people feel pressured, threatened or forced 
into sexual contact, they do not have the power to say 
‘No’ and may rightly believe that if the person they are 
with is pressuring them, then they may not listen to ‘No’ 
anyway. It is important to make sure that both people feel 
comfortable.

6. Don’t some women lie about being sexually 
assaulted?

Police statistics reveal that ‘false’ reporting of sexual as-
sault is minimal, representing 2% of all reported assaults. 
These statistics also include statements withdrawn by 
victim/survivors due to fear of revenge or fear of going 
through the legal system.

7. I don’t want to interfere with people’s relation-
ships, don’t people need to sort that stuff out 
privately?

This is a common fear amongst the community. However, 
your response to a person experiencing sexual assault or 
family violence is really important. If a woman feels sup-
ported and encouraged, she may feel stronger and more 
able to make decisions. If a woman’s situation is ignored it 
can mean she feels alone and unsupported and therefore 
unable to leave an abusive situation.

8. What can individuals possibly do about this huge 
social problem?

We are all different and therefore the way we feel able to 
contribute to changing this problem will differ from person 
to person. By accepting personal responsibility for being 
respectful in our relationships with others and in our at-
titude to those around us, this in it self can go along way in 
helping to make a safer community for everyone.

9. Should I intervene even if I’m worried about being 
hurt myself?

Your safety is always important. If it’s not safe to intervene 
when you see someone being hurt or otherwise being 
treated badly there are other things you can do to help the 
victim in this situation. You can call the police on 000, ask 
for someone else to come and help you to intervene, ex-
plore what other options are available to you so that your 
safety is not compromised.

10. Is verbal abuse (name calling, put downs etc) 
really that harmful?

Yes, verbal abuse can be extremely damaging to a 

person’s mental health, their self-esteem and confidence. 
This in turn can have a negative impact on all other as-
pects of their life such as their capacity to work, study and 
parent. Verbal abuse makes up a large component of bully-
ing behaviour and we are well aware of how much this can 
affect a person’s life and sense of self worth.

11. What effects does violence have on children?

Children are extremely vulnerable to exposure to violence. 
There is increasing evidence that even as babies and tod-
dlers, children can experience long-term developmental, 
emotional and psychological problems as a consequence 
of their exposure to violence. These problems can in turn 
impact on a child’s future relationships, education, and 
employment.

12. Why don’t we provide more services to men?

There are many services for men where they can get help 
and support. 

It can be more difficult for men to seek help because 
they fear that they might be judged and seen as being 
weak, crazy or just not coping. There is a prevalent social 
expectation that men should be able to cope and deal with 
their problems on their own. This is a barrier that prevents 
many men from contacting services that are available to 
them either as victims of sexual assault themselves or as 
perpetrators of violent behaviour.
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 » MANAGEMENT OF 
DISCLOSURE

Definition 

Disclosure means telling another person about an incident 
or experience of violence/abuse. This may be a recent in-
cident, or it may have occurred in the past, or be ongoing. 
Disclosure is about support-seeking or providing unique 
expertise. It’s important that disclosures are responded to 
in a supportive and appropriate way wherever possible.

Recognising disclosure 

It is not always easy to identify disclosure when it hap-
pens. In fact, most people do not name their experiences 
as ‘violence’ at first and disclosures can occurs when and 
where you least expect them. Therefore, it is important to 
keep an ‘open mind’ and learn a little about how disclo-
sures can be made. Commonly held misconceptions about 
violence against women can make it difficult for victims/
survivors to speak about their experience. These miscon-
ceptions include the beliefs that: perpetrators of sexual as-
sault are always strangers; victims are partly to blame for 
the violence; that women and children lie about violence; 
sexual assault always involves the use of physical force or 
physical violence; a weapon would be involved; it occurs 
in dark, dangerous public places; or additional physical 

injuries are sustained. Disclosure should be approached as 
an opportunity to assist someone to link up with appropri-
ate help and support (see Family and Domestic Violent 
Support Services, page 17). 

Effective support 

•	 Believe and validate the person’s experience.
•	 Affirm that the survivor is blameless.
•	 Enable the survivor to regain control.
•	 Accept difference of opinion, be non-judgmental.
•	 Be supportive, encouraging, open and honest.
•	 Give accurate information.

Things to remember: 

•	 If someone discloses experiences of violence to you 
they are showing trust.

•	 If you are concerned for someone’s current safety then 
it is important to consider helping them to act; however 
in some instances it may be enough to simply acknowl-
edge and thank them for sharing their experience with 
you and to pass on information that is supportive.

•	 It is important that someone making a disclosure is not 
forced into acting. You can talk about their options but 
they must feel in control of the situation and what hap-
pens next. 

•	 You are not expected to be a counsellor. The most 
important things you can do are: listen to the person, 
show you believe them and give information. 

•	 Make sure you care for yourself after hearing their 
story. 

Reference and acknowledgement: Information contained in 
this guide was sourced from White Ribbon Fact Sheet 11 
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For more information on how to 
prevent violence against women,  
or for media comment  
visit www.ourwatch.org.au

For more information and 
research about violence 
against women visit  
www.anrows.org.au

If you are experiencing domestic and family violence, or have experienced sexual assault,  

seek support, call 1800 RESPECT (1800 737 732).
Information has been sourced from the ABS. Produced by Our Watch (www.ourwatch.org.au) and ANROWS (anrows.org.au).

Research from the 2012 ABS Personal 
Safety Survey and Australian Institute 
of Criminology shows that both men 
and women in Australia experience 

substantial levels of violence. 

Domestic and sexual violence is 
overwhelmingly committed by  

men against women. 

89 women were killed by their  
current or former partner between  

2008-10. This equates to nearly one 
woman every week.

1 in 5 Australian women had 
experienced sexual violence. 

1 in 6 Australian women had 
experienced physical or sexual 

violence from a current or 
former partner. 

1 in 4 Australian women had 
experienced emotional abuse 
by a current or former partner. 

1 in 3 Australian women had 
experienced physical violence.

1 in 22 Australian men had 
experienced sexual violence. 

1 in 19 Australian men had 
experienced physical or sexual 

violence from a current or 
former partner.

1 in 7 Australian men had 
experienced emotional abuse 
by a current or former partner.

1 in 2 Australian men had 
experienced physical violence.

Rates of violence against women and men
Since the age of 15:

It is more likely for a person to experience violence from a male 
rather than a female perpetrator.  

Over 3 times as many people experienced violence from a male.

key statistics

Violence 
against women:
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 » FAMILY AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE SUPPORT SERVICES
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This study guide was produced by ATOM. (© ATOM 2015)
ISBN: 978-1-74295-626-8 editor@atom.org.au

For information on SCREEN EDUCATION magazine,
or to download other study guides for assessment,

visit <http://www.screeneducation.com.au>.

Join ATOM’s email broadcast list for invitations to
free screenings, conferences, seminars, etc.

Sign up now at <http://www.metromagazine.com.au/email_list/>.

For hundreds of articles on Film as Text,
Screen Literacy, Multiliteracy and Media Studies,

visit <http://www.theeducationshop.com.au>.
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