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Executive Summary 

 

Many Australian employers recognise that they play a significant 
role in preventing violence against women. The impact of this 
violence does not just harm the millions of women directly 
affected by it, most of whom are or have been employed; the 
impact also spreads to many others in society, including 
significant numbers of other people who work in and do 
business with Australian organisations. Some studies have found 
that more than 60% of Australian women have experienced 
violence in the workplace and three-quarters have experienced 
unwanted sexual behaviour at work.   
 
Employers have shown leadership in response to this issue by 
developing systems that prevent violence and promote safe, 
respectful cultures that embrace gender equity. Some 
employers have designed interventions that aim to protect and 
support female employees whose partners or ex-partners may 
harass, threaten or stalk them while they are at work. However, 
they may be less confident about how to best manage male 
employees who have committed acts of family violence/violence 
against women. Indeed, they may not even know if they employ 
perpetrators of family violence/violence against women.  
 
Appropriate responses to perpetrators of violence against 
women in the workplace are key to prevention efforts because 
they can send clear messages that violence is not acceptable, 
establish perpetrator accountability, and protect women and 
their children from further violence. 
 
Responses need to be carefully considered so workplaces do not 
develop and implement policies and procedures that: 
 

• are inappropriate or unsafe; 

• inadvertently send messages that contradict efforts to 
emphasis perpetrator accountability and challenge the 
condoning of violence against women; and  

• do not respect the rights of perpetrators to 
confidentiality and fair process.  

 



Workplace response to perpetrators of violence against women 

 5 

Consideration needs to be given to the safety and wellbeing of 
victims/survivors of family violence/violence against women; 
employment law and the legal rights and responsibilities of 
employers and employees (including perpetrators); research and 
practice knowledge from professionals in the family 
violence/violence against women sector; and the various roles 
of other stakeholders.  
 
As part of the Workplace Equality and Respect project, Our 
Watch in partnership with No To Violence/Men’s Referral 
Service, undertook work to explore the major moral, ethical and 
pragmatic dilemmas of managing perpetrators of family 
violence/violence against women in the workplace.  This project 
aims to inform the Victorian Government in responding to 
Recommendation 192 of the Victorian Royal Commission into 
Family Violence and focuses on the most prominent pattern of 
family violence in Australia – male violence against women. 
 
This report summarises the findings of the project which 
involved a literature review and series of interviews with 19 
leaders in the field (e.g. academics, business leaders, human 
resources professionals, union leaders, government leaders, 
legal professionals, gender equity specialists and specialists who 
work on the prevention of violence against women and with 
victim/survivors and perpetrators of family violence).  
 
This report proposes 33 recommendations to inform 
appropriate workplace management of perpetrators of violence 
against women.  
 
It also presents suggested actions which have arisen from the 
literature and interviewee comments but require further 
consideration, in particular by legal experts, before they are 
presented to employers as recommendations. The principles 
that underlie these suggested actions support the wider goal of 
creating a safe work environment where the drivers of violence 
against women are challenged, however further exploration is 
needed to ensure they allow for the protection of individuals 
rights to fair processes and confidentiality. 
 
All of the interviewees recognised that the complexity 
associated with different circumstances meant that there was 
no neat ‘one-size fits all’ approach to managing this topic. The 
interviewees favoured a graduated model of managing 
perpetrators of family violence/violence against women at work 
that clearly stated that violence should never be excused or 
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minimised. The graduated model enables an employer to take 
action that holds perpetrators accountable for their violence and 
will vary according to a range of factors that impact on the 
workplace (e.g. safety of others, reputation, use of workplace 
resources in the violence, employee’s role). The employers’ 
response must comply with Australian employment laws and 
may include or lead to the termination of an employee’s 
employment.    
 
The interviewees recommended that employers develop a 
comprehensive set of policies and procedures that account for 
all types of family violence/violence against women, detail a fair 
process of investigating allegations and consider investigating 
acts that have been committed outside of the workplace and in 
the past, if they have a connection to the organisation or the 
employee’s role. A majority of the interviewees also 
recommended that perpetrators do not use family violence 
leave to attend to family violence related matters. They also 
strongly recommended that employers should encourage 
perpetrators to seek professional assistance to stop their violent 
behaviour and provide them with relevant referral information 
(it should be noted that this conflicts with employment law 
which prohibits employers from making this a condition of 
employment in many circumstances).  
 
It was also suggested that employers seek legal advice from 
employment lawyers on this topic, in addition to advice from 
family violence experts, to ensure that any processes, 
frameworks or procedures are legally sound.  The interviewees 
also shaped recommendations on the design of fair, robust 
systems of managing allegations of family violence/violence 
against women against employees and responding effectively to 
men who have reported being victims/survivors of family 
violence.  
 
The interviewees also discussed many other nuances in this 
topic, such as the conditions when an employee’s violence may 
lead to instant dismissal, the use of Employment Assistance 
Programs to work with perpetrators, and the management of 
perpetrators and victims/survivors who work in the same 
organisation.  
 
The key principles and practical actions recommended by this 
report have been summarised in Workplace Equality and 
Respect Practice guidance:  Workplace responses to staff who 
perpetrate violence against women.  
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Background 

 

Overview of this paper  

Our Watch, in partnership with No To Violence/Men’s Referral 
Service, engaged a lead consultant, Dr. Peter Streker, to 
undertake a literature review and consultation with prevention 
of violence against women and male family violence experts, 
workplace representatives and other key stakeholders.  
 
This report explores the major moral, ethical and pragmatic 
dilemmas of managing perpetrators of family violence/violence 
against women in the workplace by drawing on the findings of a 
literature review and series of interviews with leaders in the 
field. The report includes recommendations for  
Workplaces responses to perpetrators and for wider actions to 
support workplaces.  
 
It aims to inform the Victorian Government’s response to 
Recommendation 192 of the Victorian Royal Commission into 
Family Violence.  
 
This report also informed the development of a brief guidance 
resource for workplaces that outlines key considerations and 
makes recommendations about appropriate responses to 
perpetrators of violence. This summary can be found here: 
Practice Guidance: Employers responding to staff who 
perpetrate violence against women. 
 

Scope and terminology 

This research and this report focused on the most prominent 
pattern of family violence in Australia – male violence against 
women.1 Focusing on violence perpetrated by men against 
women does not aim to dismiss the seriousness of other 
patterns of violence, such as violence within same sex 
relationships or violence against men. It acknowledges that the 
most powerful dynamics and drivers of violence against women 
are gender based.2  Given that participants in the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics’ personal safety survey identified that 95% 
of violent acts, such as threats, physical and sexual assault, were 
committed against them by men, it is likely that many of the 
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ideas and strategies raised in this report may also be useful for 
managing and preventing other patterns of violence.3   
 
As this project responds directly to Recommendation 1921 in the 
Victorian Government Royal Commission into Family Violence, it 
will primarily focus on Victorian legislative and policy contexts 
and draw from other relevant international research, examples 
and jurisdictions wherever possible.   
 

Key terms 

Family violence/Violence against women 

The phrase “family violence/violence against women” is used 
throughout this summary to capture violence that has happened 
both within the family context (i.e. intimate partner violence) 
and outside of the family context (e.g. non-partner sexual 
assault and workplace based gendered violence perpetrated by 
men against women). This is in line with the Family Law Act 
(Family Law Act 1975 (Cth) section 4AB4. It includes violence 
perpetrated against women who do not conform to dominant 
gender stereotypes or socially accepted gender roles. 
 
Family violence is a pattern of abusive and controlling 
behaviours, used by a partner or relative, which can include 
physical or sexual violence, psychological or emotional abuse, 
stalking, and financial or social control. Workplace based 
gendered violence is defined as actions and behaviours used in 
the workplace which express power inequalities between 
women and men and cause physical, sexual, psychological or 
economic harm to women. 
 
The term violence against women is used with an understanding 
that it is relating to all women, understanding that women’s and 

                                                           

1  Victorian Government Royal Commission into Family Violence Recommendation 192:  On receipt of Our Watch’s Workplace 
Equality and Respect Project final report, the Victorian Government should 

• begin implementing best-practice workplace programs in all public sector workplaces in order to: 

• enable them to build respectful and gender equitable cultures 

• ensure that they have suitable policies for family violence victims 

• provide adequate responses to and not allow for collusion with family violence perpetrators 

• build skills and support staff in taking bystander action 

• support the maintenance of the project’s proposed web-based portal or database of program models, tool kits, 
training resources and packages for application and use in all workplaces review and report on options for using 
existing regulatory frameworks and government procurement policies to support all Victorian employers in 
implementing best-practice family violence policies [within 12 months of receipt of the final report]. 
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men’s identities, social positions and experiences are shaped not 
just by gender, but by a range of other social categories of 
difference, including Aboriginality, culture, race, ethnicity, faith 
or spirituality, socio-economic status, ability, sexuality, gender 
identity, education, age and immigration status. Women/woman 
is understood to mean anyone who identifies and lives as a 
woman.  
 

Perpetrator 

The term ‘perpetrator’ is used to represent men who have 
committed violent and abusive acts against women. 
‘Perpetrator’ encompasses concepts such as ‘batterer’ or 
‘abuser’ that are used by other researchers. While much of the 
research and workplace policies address family violence 
specifically, this project will use a broader conceptualisation that 
also incorporates other acts of violence against women in public 
or private settings, such as non-partner sexual assault or 
harassment and violence perpetrated by men against women in 
the workplace. The concept of violence used in this report 
encompasses a broad range of violent acts including physical 
and sexual assault, stalking, breaches of family violence 
intervention orders, and emotional, psychological, social, 
spiritual, cultural and financial forms of violence.   
 

Primary prevention 

Primary prevention refers to whole of population initiatives that 
aim to address the primary (first or underlying) drivers of 
violence to stop it before it occurs. Best practice primary 
prevention and the drivers of violence against women are 
defined in Change the story: A shared framework for the primary 
prevention of violence against women and their children in 
Australia. 
 
Victim/survivor  
The term ‘victim/survivor’ will be used to represent women who 
have experienced violence from intimate partners and others. 
 

 

 

 

https://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/0aa0109b-6b03-43f2-85fe-a9f5ec92ae4e/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children-AA-new.pdf.aspx
https://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/0aa0109b-6b03-43f2-85fe-a9f5ec92ae4e/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children-AA-new.pdf.aspx
https://www.ourwatch.org.au/getmedia/0aa0109b-6b03-43f2-85fe-a9f5ec92ae4e/Change-the-story-framework-prevent-violence-women-children-AA-new.pdf.aspx


Workplace response to perpetrators of violence against women 

 10 

Methodology   

The findings in this report were developed as a result of 
completing a literature review on the topic and considering the 
current state of thinking from interviews with 19 key informants. 
They included academics, business leaders, human resources 
managers, union leaders, government leaders, legal 
professionals, gender equity specialists and specialists who work 
with victim/survivors and perpetrators of family violence and on 
the prevention of violence against women (see Appendix A).  
 
As this is exploratory research in an area that is in the early 
stages of development, most of the interviewees’ organisations 
have not yet developed a formal position on this topic. 
Therefore, many of the interviewees responded to this complex 
subject matter by relying on both their professional and 
personal opinions. Consequently, the names of the participants 
have been kept confidential in this report as the views they 
expressed do not necessarily represent their organisation’s 
position. For the same reason, direct quotes and comments 
have not been associated with specific people or organisations 
and the themes of the interviews have been summarised to 
indicate the weight of the interviewees’ support for particular 
positions. The findings were discussed with a project advisory 
group that also comprised leaders and specialists from the 
family violence/preventing violence against women sector, the 
corporate sector and trade unions. 

 

Legal Disclaimer 

This document is designed to present an overview of the issues 
associated with managing perpetrators of family 
violence/violence against women in the workplace. It does not 
attempt to provide legal advice on the matter, nor chart a 
definitive course of action for any particular employer. 
Employers and other interested parties should obtain specific 
legal advice on particular instances, as the ideal approach to 
each situation will vary depending on multiple considerations. 

 
 

 

 

“Workplaces 
have an 

enormous 
capacity to 

positively 
influence their 

attitudes and 
behaviours 

and embolden 
broader 

efforts to 
eliminate 
violence 

against 
women.”  
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Introduction 

 

The Council of Australian Governments called for long-term, 
integrated action from all sectors of Australian society to reduce 
violence against women and children, as they recognised that 
this issue was too important and complex for any single 
government or sector to address alone5. Australian workplaces 
can make a powerful contribution to preventing violence against 
women, as they exert enormous influence over people’s 
professional and personal lives and broader aspects of society6.   
 
Many Australian employers may now be aware that one in three 
women have experienced physical violence since the age of 157 
and the majority of women who have experienced violence are 
or have been employed8. Many employers have shown 
leadership by taking steps to ensure that staff who have 
experienced violence are appropriately supported and have 
committed to preventing violence against women by developing 
cultures, policies and practices that ensure that women are safe, 
respected and treated as equals to men9. For example, many 
employers have developed initiatives that promote gender 
equity, women’s financial independence and foster cultures that 
take a strong stand against sexism and sexual harassment10. 
 
However, it is not clear whether Australian employers are as 
confident about managing employees who have perpetrated 
family violence/violence against women. Indeed, many 
employers may not even know if they have perpetrators among 
their staff, as it is unlikely that perpetrators will want to disclose 
this aspect of their lives at work11.  
 
Given the high number of female victim/survivors of violence it 
is self-evident that the number of perpetrators in workplaces 
must also be significant12.  One of the next steps in the evolution 
of this work is to develop comprehensive workplace responses 
that address all employees, including those who have witnessed 
violence, supported other people who have experienced 
violence or perpetrated violence13.    
 
Employers’ responses to their employees’ violent behaviour 
should be understood in the context of these other leadership 
efforts that develop systems to prevent violence, encourage 



Workplace response to perpetrators of violence against women 

 12 

behaviour change with external partners and promote safe, 
respectful cultures that embrace gender equity.  
The fact that approximately 12 million Australians spend many 
hours each week at their workplace, means that employers have 
a vital role to play in preventing violence against women in 
Australia.14 Workplaces have an enormous capacity to positively 
influence their attitudes and behaviours and embolden broader 
efforts to eliminate violence against women.15 Employers who 
successfully manage perpetrators in their workplace can prevent 
their staff, associates, customers and other members of the 
public from being subjected to situations that can be very 
stressful and dangerous, and potentially expensive to the 
company  
 
The prospects of preventing violence against women will be 
strengthened if employers can establish safe, respectful 
workplace cultures where violence is never excused or 
minimised and perpetrators are held accountable.  

 

The impacts of Family Violence/Violence against Women on 

workplaces and employees  

Impacts on Victims/Survivors  
 

Many Australian women are not only exposed to violence in 
their homes, but also in the places where they work.16 Some 
studies have found that more than 60% of Australian women 
have experienced violence in the workplace and three-quarters 
have experienced unwanted sexual behaviour at work17. This 
includes violence perpetrated by their partners and ex-partners 
who harass, stalk or abuse them at work.18 
 
A national study in 2011 of more than 3600 Australians (81% 
women) found that almost one-third had experienced family 
violence over their lifetime19. Nearly half who experienced 
family violence reported that the violence affected their capacity 
to attend work due to their partner inflicting physical injuries, 
restraining them, hiding their car keys or refusing to care for 
their children. 
 
It is common for victim/survivors to have their work interrupted 
by a perpetrator or require time off work due to recover from 



Workplace response to perpetrators of violence against women 

 13 

the physical and psychological injures they have received from 
the violence and abuse or to obtain medical, legal or therapeutic 
assistance.20 Approximately one in five (19%) who experienced 
domestic violence in the previous 12 months reported that their 
perpetrator sent abusive calls, emails, texts or visited them at 
their workplace. Most women (59%) reported that their work 
performance suffered as they felt distracted, anxious and/or 
unwell.21 
 
The intensity of workplace contact and level of threat 
experienced by most (56%) increased when they attempted to 
leave. Fifty-three per cent of the victim/survivors in McFerran et 
al.’s study (2013) experienced violent behaviour from their 
perpetrator while they were working, which included abusive 
phone calls, texts, emails and one in five (20.5%) experienced 
the perpetrator turning up unexpectedly at their workplace.22   
 
Nearly 30% of the 393 Australians in McFerran, Cortis and 
Trijbetz’s 2013 survey reported experiencing family violence. 23 
More than half (59%) who reported being affected by family 
violence stated that their work was negatively affected and one-
third (32.5%) said that the violence interfered with their capacity 
to get to work. More than four in ten (42%) mentioned that they 
took time off work because of the violence. The violence and 
abuse perpetrated on women form part of a pattern of 
economic abuse against them which impacts on their 
employment, destabilises their independent incomes and 
increases their dependency on their perpetrators.24 Galvez, 
Mankowski and Glass found that 25% of the perpetrators they 
interviewed insisted that their partners quit their jobs and 24% 
told them to spend more time at home.25 
 
A significant number of women (45%) in Ridley et al.’s study 
were also worried that their employment would be terminated if 
they discussed family violence with their employer and more 
than half (60%) either lost their job or quit their job as a direct 
result of the violence they received. 26 American research by 
Laharnar et al. (2015) found that many employees who had 
experienced violence at home were supportive of domestic 
violence leave, but unaware of or confused about the details of 
their workplaces’ policies.27 Less than half (48%) of the women 
with a recent experience of family violence in McFerran et al.’s 
2011 survey disclosed this issue to a manager or supervisor and 
only 10% found their supervisors’ response helpful. They were 
more likely to disclose to co-workers than management or 
Human Resources staff as many feared dismissal.28 



Workplace response to perpetrators of violence against women 

 14 

Interviews with 120 domestic violence victim/survivors by Ridley 
et al. (2005) revealed that 98% reported difficulty concentrating 
at work and 96% reported that their job performance was 
affected by family violence.29 Violence may also be detrimental 
to victim/survivors’ level of job satisfaction and their 
supervisor’s assessment of their work. Tolentino et al.’s (2011) 
survey of 500 married Filipino women who were employed full-
time concluded that those who had experienced intimate 
partner violence were more likely to exhibit lower rates of job 
satisfaction and lower performance assessments from their 
supervisors.30  
 
Australian research on violence in the workplace showed that 
11% of victim/survivors worked in the same workplace as their 
perpetrators31 and American research by Soledad Martinez 
(2015) noted that some studies have found up to 25% of the 
victim/survivor–perpetrator couples employed within the same 
organisation.32 These figures would increase further if other 
work contacts were included, such as couples who work in 
organisations that have frequent contact with each other (e.g. 
supplier or customer).  
 

Impacts on employers, other employees and customers  

Violence against women can negatively affect employees and 
workplaces in many ways.33 Employees and customers’ health 
and safety may be threatened, productivity may be 
compromised and workplace morale may suffer.34 Employers 
will expend time and resources to recruit staff or cover shifts if a 
victim/survivor has to leave work or quit her job to escape a 
dangerous situation, and organisations that employ perpetrators 
of violence against women may find that their reputation, image 
or brand is negatively affected as well.35 The human and 
financial costs of these situations can accumulate exponentially. 
 
PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015) concluded that employers 
directly pay a heavy cost each year as a result of violence against 
women. They calculated that $2.1 billion is lost annually to the 
Australian economy from productivity costs related to 
victim/survivors and perpetrators being absent from work due 
to death, illness, court hearings or imprisonment. 36 While this 
figure includes the value of unpaid work such as child raising and 
domestic chores, it does not include presenteeism - time when 
the employees are at work, but unproductive as they are 
distracted or preoccupied by the violence or its repercussions.37   
 

 “Ideally 
perpetrators 

of violence 
would self-
disclose to 

their 
employers, 

although 
many would 

be reluctant to 
do this”  
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Aside from the direct risk of being caught in the midst of a 
violent incident between a perpetrator and victim/survivor at 
work, other employees and customers may be approached by 
perpetrators to become part of the abuse, pass on messages or 
elicit information, such as the victim/survivor’s whereabouts.38 
Co-workers may fear for their own safety as they attempt to 
shield the victim/survivor from unwanted phone calls and visits 
or are followed and approached by the perpetrator outside of 
work39.   
 
Some may feel overstretched as they fill in for absent or 
distracted workers who are recovering from violence. They may 
feel resentful towards victim/survivors or may be triggered by 
accounts of the violence which negatively impacts their own 
mental health - particularly if they have had similar experiences 
too.40 Some colleagues may simply feel helpless and unsure 
about how to help or feel compromised that they know about 
the violence but have promised the victim/survivor that they will 
not tell anyone.41 McFerran et al. (2011) declared that co-
workers were affected more than they anticipated. Some were 
directly affected by the abuse as they tried to support or protect 
their colleagues, some were directly threatened or assaulted, 
and many were the victim/survivor’s first point of disclosure42.   

Impacts on perpetrators  

Several researchers have concluded that violence against 
women can have a substantial impact on the perpetrators’ 
employment.43 Perpetrators may require time off work to attend 
programs, court hearings, serve prison sentences or meet 
probation officers.44 They have also reported concentration and 
performance difficulties, and a substantial number use work 
time and equipment (e.g., phones, cars, computers) to monitor, 
threaten or assault their victims/survivors or their work 
colleagues.45 
 
Cranwell Schmidt and Barnett (2012) interviewed 193 men who 
completed perpetrator intervention programs in Vermont, USA, 
and found that 29% contacted their partner while at work to 
scare or intimidate her, 25% left work early or were late due to 
committing abuse against their partners and 31% took paid or 
unpaid time off to either be abusive or deal with the 
repercussions of a previous abusive incident.46 Thirty-five 
percent admitted that they used work resources to conduct 
abuse against their partner or ex-partner, including phones 
(27%), work vehicles (5%) and computers (2%). Others used their 
own phone or a friend’s phone to threaten, control or intimidate 
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their partner while at work. More than one out of 10 (13%) 
admitted to stalking their partner during work time, including 
some who used work vehicles.47  
 
Interviewees in this study noted that their partner generally 
responded to these threats by apologising, sounding nervous or 
scared, hanging up the phone or fulfilling the action that was 
demanded. If the men were unable to contact their partner 
during work hours, many perpetrators reported feeling 
frustrated or angry and made multiple subsequent attempts to 
contact her. Some sent angry, intimidating messages or left work 
early to monitor her or asked someone else to check up on her. 
Three out of four men in this sample struggled to concentrate at 
work because of their abusive actions and 80% said that their 
job performance was negatively affected by the violence they 
inflicted on others. Nearly one in five (19%) caused or nearly 
caused an accident at work due to being distracted by violence 
they had committed or were planning.48 Similar results were 
found by Rothman and Perry (2004), as three-quarters of the 
perpetrators in their sample missed at least one day of work as a 
result of factors associated with their violence (e.g., court, 
appointment with probation officer); 46% were late to work; 
39% left work early and 17% confessed to making mistakes on 
the job because they were preoccupied with thoughts about 
their partners or their violence.49 More than half (55%) of the 
perpetrators in Galvez et al.’s (2015) study interfered with their 
partners’ ability to get to work, conduct their work or maintain 
their job.50 Some confessed to calling their partners at work up 
to 20 times per day - the average person made nine calls per 
week. Some of these calls were fuelled by jealousy as 27% 
reported feeling jealous that their female partner was spending 
time with her male co-workers or her boss. 
   
A study by Mankowski and colleagues (2013) on 198 men from a 
perpetrators’ program indicated that the extent of the violence 
they perpetrated made a difference to their work performance. 
Men who perpetrated the most extreme forms of abuse 
experienced work performance effects that were four times 
worse than those who exhibited ‘lower level tactics of abuse’.51 
Rothman and Corso (2008) tested 61 male employees from a 
government organisation for their ‘propensity for partner abuse’ 
and found that the men who scored higher were less productive 
than their colleagues (e.g., more likely to be absent or make 
more mistakes). 
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What we know about perpetrators in the workplace  

Ideally perpetrators of violence would self-disclose to their 
employers, although many would be reluctant to do this.52 
Perpetrators may be most likely to ask their employers for help 
to deal with their violence if they have been involved in a crisis, 
have been arrested, need time off work to attend court or have 
received an ultimatum from their partner that the relationship 
will end if they do not seek help to stop their violence.53 A UK 
organisation called Refuge (supporting women and children 
experiencing family violence) and Respect (assisting family 
violence perpetrators to change their behaviour) produced a 
resource manual for employers in 2010 which cautions that 
perpetrators are unlikely to offer an honest disclosure that 
provides detail on the full extent of their abuse, as they may be 
overwhelmed by guilt, shame, embarrassment; fear the 
involvement of authorities such as child protection or the police; 
or believe that their actions were justified.54 Refuge and Respect 
(2010) explained that defence mechanisms such as minimisation 
and denial are common and that:  
 
“some men…are unlikely to disclose the seriousness or extent of 
their abuse, and may try to blame it on other people or external 
factors. Even those who are concerned enough about the abuse 
to seek help, may present with other problems such as alcohol, 
stress or depression, and may not refer directly to the abuse as a 
problem.” 55 
 
Klein and Martin (2011) added that self-reports from workplace 
bullies are known to be unreliable.56 The possibility of family 
violence may be present if the employee mentions that they are 
having problems with their anger, stress or arguments at home 
or alcohol; or if they say they feel suicidal, ‘out of character’ or 
‘not themselves’. Messages about their perpetration may also 
be coded in phrases, such as “My partner says I need help”, “My 
partner is not coping” or “We need couples counselling”.57 
 
Refuge and Respect also suggested that the following signs may 
also indicate that an employee is perpetrating violence against 
women: 

• Uncharacteristic late/absent behaviour with no 
explanation 

• Repeated injuries/scratches/bite marks to wrists and 
forearms 

• Uncharacteristic moods and depression 
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• An obsession with time and an avoidance of socialising 

• Constant text messaging or telephoning a partner 

• Sexual jealousy or possessiveness 

• Recent mental ill health relating to violence 

• Increases in substance use/dependence 

• Negative comments made by the abuser about their 
partner women in general 

• The employee who is angry, depressed and blaming of 
their partner about child contact arrangements.58 

 
In a 2012 study, Hardison Walters et al reviewed 28 Employee 
Assistance Programs (EAPs) to explore workplaces interventions 
for perpetrators. The majority of interventions for perpetrators 
in this study relied on self-disclosure from the perpetrator, as 
most Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) did not screen for 
the perpetration of violence against women.59 Less than one 
third of the programs’ representatives mentioned that they 
asked questions about the employee’s intent to harm 
themselves or others, or probed for family violence if the issue 
was raised, suspected or if relationship problems were revealed. 
Only 15% of the EAPs in the sample had policies that addressed 
perpetration or provided educational materials or programs 
designed for perpetrators. The researchers concluded that many 
EAPs missed opportunities to adequately assess perpetrators 
and intervene effectively. They also cautioned that some 
perpetrators would be reluctant to reveal their abusive 
behaviour if they thought that information will be passed on to 
their employer. EAP programs need more consistent approaches 
to manage perpetrators of violence against women.60   
 
Employers may be challenged by unclear, incomplete or false 
evidence presented to them by employees. Klein and Martin 
acknowledged in their study on workplace bullying that bullies 
can manipulate employers by presenting themselves as victims 
and coercing personnel staff into colluding with their story.61 
Many workplace bullies have revealed past and current histories 
of domestic violence. Klein and Martin identified that a gap in 
the domestic violence and bullying literature was: 
 
“the perpetrator’s attempted coercion of professionals. In the 
domestic violence field, attention is most often drawn to 
perpetrators’ coercion of an intimate partner or children. Yet the 
potential for professionals to be drawn into colluding with the 
perpetrator’s description of the relationship is well-known in 
specialist domestic violence services.” 62 
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They added that perpetrators can frequently exploit mediation, 
couples counselling and other traditional practices in their 
attempts to manipulate the wider system and increase their 
coercive control of their victim/survivors. The coercion of 
employers and personnel staff compromises the 
victim/survivor’s credibility, can isolate them from support and 
maintain the perpetrator’s hold over them.63 Researchers 
emphasised that the extra dimensions involved in working with 
perpetrators, such as the dangerousness of their behaviour, the 
typical distortion and unreliability of their stories and the risk of 
collusion with professionals who are willing to treat all clients 
the same and believe what they say, requires that specialist 
perpetrator interventions are needed. 64 
 
Employers must be able to manage these complexities while 
abiding with essential principles of employment law, such as 
ensuring that their employees have a right to a fair process and 
that any disciplinary action is proportionate to the impact of the 
behaviour on the workplace. Employers must be familiar with 
and abide by relevant national, state and territory laws that 
cover workplace and employee rights and responsibilities. 
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Models of managing perpetrators in the workplace  

 

The international literature on the management of perpetrators 
of family violence/violence against women in the workplace 
highlighted three main approaches that employers adopt to 
manage perpetrators of family violence/violence against 
women. 
 
Some employers believe that family violence/violence against 
women is a private issue that is none of their business and do 
not invest any resources or time to addressing it. Others have 
implemented a zero tolerance approach to family 
violence/violence against women and will instantly dismiss 
employees who are found guilty of a family violence offence. 
Most organisations have adopted graduated approaches to 
managing perpetrators and take action against employees who 
have perpetrated family violence/violence against women 
within certain parameters. The action will vary according to a 
range of factors that will be discussed later in this report and 
may lead to the termination of their employment.  
 
This following section outlines three models of workplace 
response to perpetrators, outlines interviewees’ comments on 
and level of support for each of these models, and make 
recommendations to support appropriate responses in future.  
 

The ‘None of our Business’ model 

A 2007 survey of 200 corporate executives and 503 employees 
from Fortune 1500 companies, found that almost all of the 
employees (91%), but less than half (43%) of the executives 
believed that family violence affected the workplace and only 
13% of the executives felt that companies had a major role to 
play in tackling family violence.65 Cranwell Schmidt and Barnett’s 
2012 study showed that when perpetrators reported their use of 
violence towards women to their direct supervisors, most 
supervisors (43%) dismissed their employee’s personal life as 
none of their business or downplayed the incident.66 More than 
one in five supervisors (21%) criticized or blamed the man’s 
partner for the violence. Another 31% of supervisors focused on 
the legal implications of the employee’s actions, 22% of the 
supervisors warned their employee that he might face 
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disciplinary action or get fired from work and 7% referred the 
employee to other resources for help.67 
 
This approach, which includes employers who turn a blind eye to 
violence against women, typically benefits perpetrators as it 
absolves them of responsibility for their actions, and effectively 
places victim/survivors and other people at risk of continuing 
patterns of violence and abuse.68  Employers, supervisors and 
managers who become aware of incidents of family 
violence/violence against women are in a strong position to 
apply social pressure or support for the employee to change 
their violent behaviour. If they downplay or ignore this violence, 
this potentially life-changing opportunity will be lost.   
 
The “None of Our Business” model was not supported by any of 
the interviewees. Most interviewees stated that family 
violence/violence against women was a fact of life for 
organisations, in the same way as other social issues like mental 
health and drugs and alcohol are, and that violence against 
women may have an economic and social impact on their 
workplace, whether the employers realised it or not. 
Interviewees mentioned that the impact of family 
violence/violence against women is now well known and can 
express itself subtly in organisations through absenteeism; poor 
concentration; physical and psychological injuries; abusive or 
bullying behaviour; harassing phone calls, emails and texts; 
unexpected, hostile visits from ex-partners; or requests for 
employers to comply with Family Violence Intervention Orders.  
 
Interviewees also noted that it can lead to significant costs 
through lost productivity or high staff turnover, as some staff 
may be forced to leave the organisation to protect themselves 
from predatory behaviour. Some interviewees mentioned that 
even if employers were not sympathetic to violence against 
women as a social issue, the economic costs of staff productivity 
and turnover alone should be sufficient to stimulate them into 
taking this issue seriously and developing comprehensive action. 
They noted that the high prevalence of violence against women 
suggests that it is very likely that an organisation’s employees 
will be victims/survivors and perpetrators of family violence at 
some point of its history. 
 
Some interviewees commented on the barriers that hold some 
employers into an ‘it’s none of our business’ default position. 
They suggested that many employers are fearful of tackling this 
complex piece of work and making mistakes and may be waiting 

“Most 
interviewees 

stated that 
family violence/ 
violence against 

women was a 
fact of life for 

organisations, in 
the same way as 

other social 
issues like 

mental health 
and drugs and 

alcohol are”  
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to see what others do first, before formally committing to a 
position. They speculated that some employers may be so 
focused on their core work that they will not respond to this 
issue until it obviously impacts them and some will disengage 
from this work as they are hostile towards the gendered 
discussions of family violence or the notion of gender equity.  
 

The Zero Tolerance Model 

One of the most interesting debates related to this topic 
deliberates on whether an organisation should uphold a zero 
tolerance approach to the discovery that an employee has 
committed an act of family violence/violence against women 
and terminate their employment immediately; or provide a 
graduated response that offers the perpetrators an opportunity 
to change his behaviour (depending on the circumstances) and 
impose penalties, including demotion, suspension and 
employment termination, if their violence continues.69  
 
Advocates for the zero tolerance approach argue that family 
violence/violence against women is an abhorrent act that needs 
to be stamped out with strong, unequivocal action. Employers 
can directly punish perpetrators in a manner that exerts a huge 
impact on their lives and sends a powerful message to others 
that family violence/violence against women is unacceptable. 
The immediate termination of employment may also provide a 
powerful mechanism to sanction acts of violence that are 
difficult to prosecute through the legal system, such as 
emotional, social or cultural violence. Examples of zero 
tolerance approaches for family violence perpetrators can be 
found in the policies of government employees in the US states 
of South Carolina and Indiana. 70  
 
Opponents to the zero tolerance approach have not argued 
against the notion that family violence/violence against women 
is abhorrent and requires strong action. Instead, they argued 
that the zero tolerance approach may be counterproductive and 
place the victim/survivor at greater risk of harm.71  Some 
expressed concern that the perpetrator may react to his 
dismissal by retaliating against the victim/survivor and blame 
her for his employer’s decision. 72 Some researchers suggested 
that unemployment may increase the risk of murder, as they 
found a relatively high proportion of perpetrators who 
murdered women were unemployed at the time. 73    
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There was also zero support from the interviewees for zero 
tolerance as a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to this issue, although 
some believed that there may be certain situations when this 
action may be appropriate (e.g. if the role involves working with 
‘vulnerable’2 populations or if the person is a leader of a high 
profile organisation in the family violence sector). Some 
interviewees mentioned that they had moral sympathy for this 
approach, but that it would not be practical to apply it in most 
circumstances. A couple of interviewees noted that this would 
dramatically reduce the number of people eligible for work, 
given the volume of perpetrators of family violence/violence 
against women in the general community. They added that zero 
tolerance approaches may unintentionally place some 
victims/survivors at greater risk of harm, as the perpetrator may 
punish them if his employment is terminated. The 
victim/survivor may also be dependent on his employment as 
the family’s primary source of income. If the zero tolerance 
approach was applied as the norm, it may destine a perpetrator 
to long stretches, even a lifetime, of unemployment and 
dependency on welfare and negatively impact on the 
victim/survivor in unintended ways.  
 
Some interviewees argued that this approach simply shifts the 
problem elsewhere without implementing any steps that move 
closer to eliminating family violence/violence against women, as 
it does not address any of the underlying issues that fuelled the 
violence or support the employees’ attempts to stop their 
violent behaviour. They emphasised the importance of designing 
and fostering cultures in workplaces that supported gender 
equity and challenged violence-promoting attitudes and 
behaviours.   
 
Others emphasised the confusion that surrounds the term ‘zero 
tolerance’ in this context. All of the interviewees morally 
supported the position of zero tolerance of family 
violence/violence against women. However, this does not 
necessarily mean that they automatically supported the instant 
termination of an employee who has conducted violence (i.e., 
the zero tolerance approach of managing this issue at work) as 
this may breach employment law and lead to a range of 
unintended consequences for the victim/survivor and the 

                                                           
2 The notion of ‘vulnerable’ people or populations is used widely through the literature, legislation and workplaces’ policies 
and procedures, even though it is vexed. It refers to people who may be exploited by others who they may be dependent 
upon (e.g. children, people living with a disability) or who belong to a demographic group that has been traditionally 
disadvantaged compared to other groups. Even though some people object to the stigmatising use of this term, it will be 
used with caution in this report, due to its common usage.  
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broader community. Nor does it mean that a person 
automatically condones family violence/violence against women 
if they do not support an employee’s instant dismissal. These 
interviewees called for a more sophisticated approach that is 
likely to lead to more constructive long-term outcomes for all 
parties (e.g. cessation of the man’s violent attitudes and 
behaviours and lower risk of women being targeted for violent 
acts of revenge or indirectly financially punished by the loss of 
the family’s income).  
 
These positions were also reflected in the literature. Opponents 
to the zero tolerance approach as a ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution 
also believed that talking respectfully to perpetrators of violence 
against women and offering them the opportunity to change 
does not mean that they are necessarily colluding with the 
perpetrators, condoning or excusing their abusive behaviour.74 
They predicted that everyone will ultimately be safer if 
perpetrators stop using violent behaviour.75 Indeed, some have 
argued that employment-based sanctions broaden the scope of 
a community’s responses to violence against women beyond 
criminal justice responses, creating an additional layer of 
perpetrator accountability.76 

The Graduated Response Model 

The graduated approach combines assistance and consequences 
for perpetrators as perpetrators are expected to take 
responsibility for their behaviour and seek professional help to 
change.77 Further disciplinary action, such as suspension, 
demotion or termination will be introduced at later stages if the 
expected changes are not forthcoming or if the employee fails to 
comply with the organisation’s policies.78   
 
The Refuge and Respect (2010) manual for employers 
emphasised that good policies should include guidance that 
helps the employer clearly explain that violence is a choice and 
is always unacceptable. These policies should also help the 
employer understand their legal, ethical and moral obligations 
and assess the severity of the violence, the impact of the 
violence on others and the risk that the employee poses to the 
safety of others and the organisation more generally.79 The 
policy should provide the employer with clear guidelines that 
determines their course of action, including advice on what the 
employer needs to do if an employee may have broken the law 
and how information should be passed onto other agencies or 
authorities. It should also provide employers with accurate 
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advice, information and referral procedures to support the 
employee to change their behaviour.80   
   
Guidelines should also help employers take action to minimise 
the possibility that perpetrators or other staff members will use 
their position or the organisation’s resources to interfere with 
women’s health, wellbeing or safety.81 Employers may also need 
to modify the employee’s role (e.g., who they have contact with) 
or ban them from certain duties, such as working with children, 
accessing databases of private addresses or providing advice to 
women in vulnerable situations.   
 
Samples of different positions that US state governments have 
on managing employees who have perpetrated violence against 
women are provided in Table 1 below. 
 
 

Table 1: Positions of US state governments on managing 
employees who have perpetrated violence against women82 
 

US State  Government position on managing employees who have perpetrated 
violence against women 

Florida  
• Employees who commit violent acts are to complete counselling. 

Serious violence can result in termination. 

Kentucky  

• Allows for disciplining employees who are arrested or convicted of 
domestic violence crimes or sex offences or subjected to orders of 
protection where such action has a direct connection to the employee’s 
duties. 

Maine  

• Employees who commit domestic violence, sexual assault or stalking 
may be disciplined by their agency when the behaviour occurs off duty 
as long as a nexus between the behaviour and their employment with 
the state is established.  

• Perpetrators must disclose valid orders of protection, conditions of bail 
or probation that might interfere with the person’s ability to perform 
their job duties. 

Maryland  
• Perpetrators must contact the State’s Employee Assistance Program for 

consultation and resources and get in touch with an abusers’ 
intervention programme. 

New 
Hampshire  

• State agencies must take corrective or disciplinary action against 
employees who perpetrate domestic violence or harassment in the 
workplace. 

New York  
• Provides for accountability for employees who are perpetrators of 

abuse. 
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Ohio  

Statewide 

• Employers may take corrective action against perpetrators. 
 

Barbara Warner workplace domestic violence policy  

• Employees who are authorised to carry a firearm must notify their 
employer if they are convicted of domestic violence related crime or if 
they have been served with an order of protection. 

Utah  
• Encourage perpetrators to seek assistance and agencies must report 

violation of orders of protection in the workplace, adjust work schedule 
to allow a perpetrator to attend perpetrator treatment. 

 

All of the interviewees preferred a model that enabled 
employers to address perpetrators of family violence/violence 
against women in the workplace in a serious manner, in 
accordance with the principles and regulations of Australian 
employment law. They stated that an organisation’s approach 
must incorporate essential principles of employment law, such 
as an employee’s right to safety, and a fair and non-
discriminatory process.   
 

They agreed that there is ‘no one size fits all’ approach to managing perpetrators, as 
employers need to tailor their response according to variables such as the employee’s role, 
the nature of the organisation and the impact of the violence on the workplace (e.g., safety, 
performance, reputation). Some added that it was important that employers only 
implemented disciplinary procedures after a connection had been established between an 
employee’s violence and their capacity to perform their role.  This includes historical acts of 
violence that currently impact the workplace or the employee’s work. This impact could be, 
for example, related to organisational reputation, employee performance and morale or the 
safety and wellbeing of other employees. For the Queensland Government evidence 
supporting this connection needs to satisfy the balance of probabilities, which is a lower 
threshold of evidence than is required in criminal proceedings83. The body of evidence 
required to establish such a connection will depend on a wide combination of factors that 
may be unique to particular situation. These factors include the employee’s position and role, 
the existence of corroborating evidence (e.g. witnesses, video footage) and the source of the 
information (e.g. police, court reports).  The issue of whether a connection should be made to 
the employment (and considerations such as the location and timing of the act of violence) is 
discussed in the following chapter. 

 
Most interviewees also mentioned that it is critical for 
employers to address the broader issue of family 
violence/violence against women in their policies, procedures 
and communications to establish environments that provide 
safe working conditions for all staff. These practices include 
activities such as: 
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• training all staff about the impact of violence against 
women  

• helping staff to understand how they can contribute to 
safer cultures 

• enabling access for staff to seek specialised assistance for 
violence-related matters 

• providing staff with contact details for high quality 
referrals to specialist services. 

 

Recommendations | Models of managing perpetrators in the 

workplace  

Appropriate models 

1. Employers should adopt a graduated response model that incorporates the management of 

perpetrators of family violence/violence against women within the broader context of 

providing a safe working environment and preventing family violence/violence against 

women.  

2. A zero tolerance approach should generally not be adopted, except where the behaviour 

would result in summary dismissal in normal circumstances (e.g. breaching workplace 

policies or code of conduct). The position of victims/survivors should be considered before 

an employee is terminated for perpetrating violence against women, in case this outcome 

has a detrimental impact on the safety and wellbeing of her or the family’s children.   

3. Employers should consult with family violence specialists and employment lawyers to think 

through the personal and legal risks that the victims/survivors might face and how to best 

design a model to respond.  

Workplace policies 

4. Employers should consult with family violence specialists and employment lawyers to 

ensure that any approach taken to managing perpetrators is in line with relevant 

employment law to ensure employees’ right to a fair process. 

5. Workplaces should develop should clear policies, procedures and codes of conduct and 

make available resources (i.e. training and information on family violence/violence against 

women and referral contacts for employees who need assistance).  

Workplace guidance 

6. All employers should be equipped with the requisite knowledge to respond to and support 

employees who are victims/survivors and perpetrators of family violence/violence against 

women.   
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Parameters of the graduated response model   

 

This section explores the parameters of the graduated response 
model, such as how the type, location and timing of the violence 
might influence an employer’s capacity to respond effectively.  

The types of family violence/violence against women   

Advocates for the prevention of violence against women stress 
that all forms of violence and controlling behaviours need to be 
addressed in our society, regardless if there has been a criminal 
conviction or not.84 The Family Law Act (Cth) defines the 
following list of behaviours as family and domestic violence:   

“(a) is physically or sexually abusive; or   

(b) is emotionally or psychologically abusive; or   

(c) is economically abusive; or   

(d) is threatening; or   

(e) is coercive; or   
(f) in any other way controls or dominates the family or 
household member and causes that person to feel fear 
for their safety or wellbeing or that of another person; 

or  
(g)causes a child to hear or witness, or otherwise be 
exposed to the effects of such behaviour.”85 

 
The general consensus among interviewees was that all forms of 
violence against women warranted action from an employer. 
While most employers would be aware of and prepared to take 
action if an employee committed obvious acts of violence, such 
as physical or sexual assault; many interviewees highlighted the 
insidious, damaging impact that more subtle acts, such as 
emotional, social and financial violence had on women, and 
insisted that they be attended to as well.   
 
They also acknowledged that in practice, some types of violence 
will be easier to substantiate than others. For example, violence 
that involves criminal charges may be more likely to have a 
direct impact on an employee’s role than violence that carries 
no criminal charges; particularly if they are required to attend 
court and are incarcerated. Even though all forms of violence 
against women should be taken seriously, an employer’s 
capacity to act will be limited by adherence to company policies, 
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employment Law and greater impact that the violence has on 
the workplace.  
 

The location of the family violence/violence against women   

All of the interviewees agreed that an employer will generally 
have a very strong basis to take action for termination against an 
employee who has committed family violence/violence against 
women if the employee has been violent at the workplace or has 
involved the workplace directly in the violent act, such as on 
occasions when they used workplace time or equipment to stalk, 
intimidate or threaten women or wore a workplace uniform 
while violent, as their actions may have directly impacted their 
performance, the organisation’s assets or its reputation. 
Cranwell Schmidt and Barnett’s research on perpetrators of 
family violence indicated that these behaviours were relatively 
common among their sample (see section 3.3 for more details). 
86  
 
The interviewees acknowledged that the employer’s role 
becomes less clear if the violence has occurred off-site. Indeed, 
under employment law, employers should generally not be 
involved in these matters, unless there is a strong connection to 
their role or the workplace. For example, the employer may 
have the impetus to act if an employee sexually harasses 
somebody on social media and has nominated the organisation 
as their employer on their social media account or if the activity 
takes place during work time. If there is no association on social 
media between the employee and the organisation it can be 
more challenging. 
  
Some of the legal specialists interviewed also stated that an 
employer may also have a stronger basis for termination for an 
off-site incident, if: 

• the organisation was associated with the function (e.g., a 
staff farewell party);  

• it involved other employees as the victim/survivor, 
witnesses or collaborators;  

• a family violence intervention order involved the 
workplace;  

• the incident was publicised in the media and named the 
person’s employer; or  

• the employee received a criminal penalty that interfered 
with their capacity to fulfil their role.  



Workplace response to perpetrators of violence against women 

 30 

 
Generic legal advice offered in recently developed guidance 
from the Queensland government also stated that a requisite 
connection may be established between an act of violence and a 
person’s employment if:   

• The conduct is likely to damage the relationship between 
the employer and the employee 

• The conduct damages the employer’s interests (e.g. 
reputation) 

• The conduct is incompatible with the employee’s duty as 
an employee.87 

 
Generic legal advice offered in recently developed guidance 
from the Queensland government also stated that a requisite 
connection may be established between an act of violence and a 
person’s employment if:   

• The conduct is likely to damage the relationship between 
the employer and the employee 

• The conduct damages the employer’s interests (e.g. 
reputation) 

• The conduct is incompatible with the employee’s duty as 
an employee.88 

 
Employers will require specific legal advice to account for the 
many variables involved in different scenarios. Given the 
complexity of legal and moral issues surrounding termination of 
staff who perpetrate violence, further consultation with legal 
experts may also support the development of guidance for 
workplaces concerning when they may have adequate grounds 
for dismissal. 
 
Some acts of violence, such as emotional abuse, psychological 
abuse, spiritual and cultural abuse may be the most difficult 
behaviours to prove and monitor, even though many 
researchers believe that these acts need to be treated 
seriously.89 There is currently little research on this topic that 
provides a consistent, clear direction - partly because the 
definitions and scope of legislation and policies relating to 
violence alters among different organisations and jurisdictions, 
however the Family Law Act does provide a consistent 
overarching definition. 

The timing of the family violence/violence against women   
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There is also very little research or consistent policy positions 
regarding violent incidents that have occurred in the past. Most 
workplace policies imply that they are willing to deal with 
current or very recent acts that occurred while the perpetrator 
was employed by the organisation. These events provide the 
organisation with the clearest imperative to act.   
 
Many of the interviewees mentioned that the main issue with 
regards to the timing of the violence was not necessarily when 
the incidents occurred, but whether the incidents asserted a 
current impact on the employee’s role or their workplace. 
Employers will have a much stronger basis to act if an impact on 
the employee’s role or the workplace can be established. This 
means that current incidents may be more likely to elicit a 
response from an employer than historical events; although, 
there may be circumstances when previous incidents of violence 
against women require action from employers as well.  
Employers will need to consider this on a case-by-case basis, and 
assess factors such as the nature of the employee’s role and the 
severity of the violence.  
  
Some workplace policies have recommended that police checks 
should scan violent crimes that an employee may have 
committed over the previous five years. For example, Kennedy 
(2016) reported that people applying for jobs with the 
Massachusetts state government will be screened to see if they 
have any convictions for domestic violence, sexual assault or 
stalking within the previous five years.90 The time limits in spent 
conviction laws (i.e., old criminal records may be amended after 
a certain time period to ‘wipe the slate clean’) vary across 
Australian states and territories3.  
 
Criminal records checks are generally required when a certain 
criminal conviction renders the employee or potential employee 
‘unable to perform the inherent requirements of the job’. For 
example, employers need to know about violence convictions if 
the role involves working with certain categories of ‘vulnerable’ 
people. However, if the employee’s role primarily involves tasks 
such as repairing roads, then such a record is less important to 
the inherent requirements of the job. The majority of 
interviewees mentioned that it was not necessary to conduct a 
criminal records check or working with children check for all 

                                                           
3 See Australian Human Rights Commission’s, 2017, table at www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/human-
rights-comparative-table-legislation-spent-convictions 
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roles; although it may be vital for some, depending on the 
context of the role and the organisation. 
 
Other interviewees only spoke on behalf of their own 
organisation, where they always conducted criminal records 
checks, because they worked with ‘vulnerable’ populations or 
where some forms of prior criminal activity impacted an 
employee’s capacity for professional registration or licensing 
(e.g., law, psychology). Some also declared that criminal records 
checks will produce limited information about an employee’s 
history of violence against women, because they are unlikely to 
capture all incidents, and even if they did, it may be hard to 
distinguish whether an incident was related to family 
violence/violence against women or not. For example, assaults 
in Victoria may not be specifically identified as family violence 
related or not.  
Family violence intervention orders are civil matters, so they are 
unlikely to appear on a criminal records check unless they have 
been breached, as breaches are regarded as criminal matters. 
Interviewees also warned that family violence intervention 
orders may not necessarily provide solid evidence that family 
violence/violence against women has occurred, as they are civil 
law instruments that can be implemented if “the safety, welfare 
or property of a family member appears to be endangered by 
another family member”.91     
 
Some interviewees spoke about the unintended side-effects of 
denying future employment to people with family violence-
related criminal records, such as the impact that this may have 
on the victim/survivor and other family members, who may end 
up destitute or homeless if they are dependent on the 
perpetrator’s wage as their only source of income. They 
highlighted the need to ensure the right of employees and 
potential employees to a fair process when applying for and 
securing jobs is respected.  
 
Others mentioned that the community may not be ready to cast 
perpetrators of family violence/violence against women into a 
lifetime of unemployment where they lived exclusively off 
welfare benefits. They acknowledged that education and 
employment are major factors that have helped many people 
rehabilitate from criminal activity and reintegrate into becoming 
productive members of the community again. Others predicted 
that the prospect of long-term behaviour change is likely to 
improve if perpetrators are exposed to healthy workplace 
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cultures that reinforce gender equity and more appropriate, 
respectful, behavioural standards.  

Managing allegations that an employee has committed family 

violence/violence against women  

It is important that employers are cautious about raising this 
topic with employees and do not reach premature conclusions 
without further investigation. The Refuge and Respect manual 
provided a series of suggestions to help employers inquire 
whether an employee may be perpetrating domestic violence, 
such as raising the topic sensitively if the employee’s 
performance is below standard.92 While self-disclosure may be 
the most desirable method of disclosure as it involves the 
employee taking some level of accountability, it may be more 
likely that employers suspect or find out that an employee may 
be a perpetrator through the allegation of a third party, such as 
a victim/survivor, police or another employee who may have 
overheard discussions or witnessed violent, abusive or 
suspicious acts. Some employers may become aware of a staff 
member’s perpetration through a media report, criminal records 
check or receive notice about the details of a Protection Order 
that involves a staff member. 93   
 
Many researchers have advocated that workplaces’ policies and 
procedures should clearly state how they will handle family 
violence/violence against women and ensure that this position is 
consistent with their other organisational values, important 
documents and legal obligations (e.g., codes of conduct, 
disciplinary procedures, employee handbooks, policies on topics 
such as recruitment and selection, bullying and sexual 
harassment, occupational health and safety, whistleblowing, 
gender equity and inclusion and diversity).94 The Queensland 
Government (2017) recommended that family violence policies 
should cover all staff, including perpetrators and bystanders and 
predicted that no single approach would neatly fit the 
circumstances, resources and needs of all organisations. They 
also emphasised that an organisation’s actions should be 
properly monitored and evaluated.95 
 
Perpetrators who do not take responsibility for their behaviours 
have a strong vested interest in covering up or distorting the 
true account of their violence to others in the workplace and/or 
against family members. Accepting responsibility may lead to 
serious ramifications, such as criminal charges, the loss of the 
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employee’s job, future work and hostility or detestation from 
many of their colleagues. With such heavy consequences for the 
employee, their victim/survivor, their colleagues and the 
organisation, it is very important that allegations are carefully 
investigated and handled respectfully, so that false and 
vexatious allegations can be distinguished from valid claims and 
managed appropriately.96   

 
Workplaces need to consider whether the employee’s actions 
have brought the organisation into disrepute, regardless of 
whether the employee is convicted of a crime or not. This is 
particularly important for employees who represent the public 
face of an organisation, as their profile may be closely associated 
to the organisation’s reputation. Workplaces will also need to 
assess the impact of the perpetrator’s behaviour on other 
employees and other people who interact with the organisation 
(e.g., customers, clients, suppliers).97  

 
Most interviewees noted that organisations should have clear 
investigative processes in place already to deal with a range of 
allegations of improper behaviour, including those that allege 
that an employee has perpetrated violence within the 
workplace. Many also agreed that workplaces should have very 
sound family violence, sexual harassment, occupational health 
and safety and bullying policies in place to prevent and manage 
these issues appropriately. People who investigate and respond 
to allegations of violence against women need to be 
appropriately trained and experienced so that the employer’s 
course of action is based on accurate information.98 And will 
often need the support and advice of experts i.e. lawyers, police) 
 
Interviewees reiterated that employees are entitled to a fair 
process and that employers should only take disciplinary action 
if there is substantive evidence to support the claims raised in 
the allegation and that there is a clear implication that the act 
will impact the employee’s role or the workplace. They 
emphasised that the process should provide the employee with 
a reasonable opportunity to respond to the allegations and 
enable employers to clearly judge whether the claims are 
substantiated or not and take appropriate action. Some 
interviewees warned that employers must also be aware of the 
potential for deceit, manipulation and collusion that could occur 
during the investigation process (discussed further in section 
6.5) and recommended that this risk could be mitigated by hiring 
independent investigators to manage the allegations.  
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Some interviewees highlighted that employers of smaller 
organisations may be reluctant to hire independent 
investigators. One stated that even though engaging an 
independent party to assist with an investigation is a cost to 
business, the risks and costs of not conducting investigations 
may be much higher, as employers need to provide a safe 
workplace for their employees.  The interviewee added that 
there are cost effective ways that investigations can be 
conducted if an independent person cannot be hired (e.g. 
confidential interviews using fair processes, carefully worded 
questions and a review of other relevant information such as 
emails, other statements or documents).  Another interviewee 
asserted that employers of small organisations would almost 
certainly investigate an allegation of fraud or extortion, so there 
is no good reason to deny an investigation into allegations of 
family violence/violence against women.  
 
Some interviewees emphasised that employers, managers and 
human resources staff should not become pseudo-counsellors or 
amateur police detectives through this process or attempt to 
conduct investigations that are beyond the scope of the 
employment. For example, they should not initiate interviews 
with alleged victims/survivors who do not work in the 
workplace, as this may increase their distress and risk 
complicating matters further. A few interviewees suggested that 
workplaces could gain assistance on allegations from agencies 
such as No to Violence/Men’s Referral Service for a primary 
aggressor assessment. 
 
Some of the interviewees contemplated the scenario of what an 
employer might do if an alleged victim/survivor who is not an 
employee called to notify them that an employee (i.e., her 
partner) is a perpetrator of family violence/violence against 
women. Some suggested that the employer should believe her, 
offer her contacts for support, but suggest that there was not 
much else they could do. Others suggested that the employer 
may take some action, such as monitoring the employee’s 
behaviour more closely at work or taking preventive action to 
ensure that workplace resources (e.g. databases that contain 
her new address) are not used to stalk, intimidate or harass her.  
This scenario provided an example of the complexities of dealing 
with perpetrators and shows the need for further guidance that 
ensures that the employee is managed fairly and that all parties 
are safe. 
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Some of the issues raised by the interviewees that employers 
may consider when assessing their response to an allegation 
against an employee may include:  

• Does the allegation impact the workplace or an 
employee’s role directly or indirectly? If so, how?  

• Does the allegation suggest that workplace resources or 
time were involved in the perpetration of the violence? 

• Does the allegation suggest that an employee was 
representing the organisation in some way during the 
perpetration of violence? (e.g.  wearing the 
organisation’s uniform, mentioned that they were 
associated with the organisation on social media, driving 
in a vehicle owned by the organisation) 

• What evidence has been provided to support the 
allegation? 

• Has this evidence been collaborated by other sources? 

• Does the organisation need to apply any quick, interim 
actions to secure the safety of all parties in the 
organisation during the period of the investigation? (e.g. 
temporarily change the duties of or move the alleged 
perpetrators or restrict their access to some resources, 
such as databases or vehicles).  

 
The table below presents an initial guide that employers could 
use in determining when action may be warranted in response 
to an employee perpetrating family violence/violence against 
women. It is impossible to provide a definitive list of variables 
that can determine if action is warranted, as their power will 
change as they combine with other variables and play out in 
different contexts. For example, if an employee assaulted his 
partner, a non-employee, on the weekend, some would argue 
that the employer has a weak case to take action.  
 
The impetus to take action is likely to be strong if:  

• Other staff from the organisation witnessed the act of 
violence; 

• The act or report of violence was featured in the media and 
the workplace was named; 

• The perpetrator was wearing a work uniform and was 
photographed; 

• The perpetrator was arrested, incarcerated and unable to 
fulfil his role; 

• The perpetrator works with ‘vulnerable’ populations; 

• The perpetrator is a person of authority or influence in the 
organisation; or 
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• The perpetrator becomes deregistered from his profession 
and cannot perform work duties. 

 
The absence of these factors however will not always result in 
workplace action not being warranted as contexts will differ. 
This is why legal advice is required for specific situations.  
 
Table 2 (below) is demonstrative, not definitive.   
 
Table 2: Factors that employers should consider when deciding 
to take action if an employee perpetrates or is accused of 
perpetrating family violence/violence against women 
 

    Definitely warrants action      May warrant action 

WHERE?  • At work, or using workplace 
resources or time 

• Outside work if a connection can be 
established with work 

• Outside work where there is no 
connection to work or the workplace  

• It also depends on who was 
involved, when it happened and 
what happened. 

WHO?  • Another employee or person 
associated with the workplace (e.g., 
customer, employee, supplier) 

• The victim/survivor or police 
requests action and there is a 
connection to the workplace (e.g., 
cannot use work email to contact 
victim/survivor) 

• No person associated with the 
workplace was involved or 
witnessed the violence  

• It also depends on where it 
happened, when it happened and 
what happened.  

WHEN?  • An incident that has a current 
impact on the person’s role or the 
organisation 

• An incident that does not have a 
current impact on the person’s role 
or the organisation  

• It also depends on who was 
involved, where it happened and 
what happened. 

WHAT 
DID 
THEY 
DO? 

All forms of violence against women 
are considered, but the employer’s 
impetus to act is stronger if:  

• They have strong evidence that the 
employee committed the violence; 

• The violent exerted a high, tangible 
impact; and/or 

• The violence was conducted using 
the workplace’s time or resources.  

The employer’s impetus to act is 
weaker if:  

• They have no/weak evidence that 
the employee committed the 
violence 

• The violence exerted an intangible 
impact 

• The violence was not conducted 
using the workplace’s time or 
resources.  
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It also depends on who was involved, 
when it happened and where it 
happened. 

 
Once the employer has determined that a response is required, 
the next step is determining the most appropriate course of 
action. Section 6 explores some of the options available to 
employers.  
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Recommendations and suggested actions| Parameters of the graduated 

response model   

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Approach  

7. Each incident should be assessed according to its unique characteristics and an 

expert service (e.g. Men’s Referral Service) should be consulted to provide advice 

about an appropriate response. 

8. Employers should prioritise the safety of the victim of violence and other 

employees in any response. 

9. Employers should acknowledge all forms of violence against women as harmful 

and educate staff about the detrimental impact of all forms of violence against 

women. 

Action 

10. Employers should understand the limitations of their capacity to collect evidence 

(e.g. they should not interview a victim/survivor who is not an employee). 

11. Employers should be careful about how they manage allegations and ensure that 

the process is fair and they have substantial evidence that the allegation is well 

founded before they take action. 

12. Employers should explore whether their existing policies, practices and 

complaints procedures are robust enough to manage allegations that an 

employee has committed violence against women. 

13. Employers should ensure that any disciplinary action is proportionate to the 

impact of the behaviour on the workplace.    

14. Employers should consider the potential risks, benefits and consequences of 

their management of allegations to their prevention efforts and on 

victim/survivors, employees, other stakeholders.  

15. Employers should take swift, interim measures to maximise the safety of all 

employees during the investigation period.      

Policy responses 

16. The Victorian government should resource further exploration of an employer’s 

scope to take action if an employee has committed family violence/violence 

against women, focusing on finding agreement to inform guidance to workplace 

on the dealing with the most contentious aspects of responding to perpetrators. 

(This work could commence with a review of the Suggested Actions in this paper) 
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17. Checklists and interview schedules could be developed to guide employers 

through a fair process of investigating allegations. These should be flexible 

enough to accommodate a range of variables. 

18. A broad range of scenarios should be tested before an expert panel of family 

violence, employment law, union and human resources specialists to work out 

the safest and most effective pathways that employers should take. 

19. The Victorian government should consider amending legislation so that 

information about family violence-related convictions appears on a person’s 

criminal record.   

 

SUGGESTED ACTIONS 

Action 

• Employers should take action, using a graduated response, when a violent 

incident has a current impact on the employee’s role or the organisation. 

• Employers should always take allegations and/or acts of violence during work or 

using work resources seriously and consider how/when to engage an outside 

authority (e.g. lawyers, police etc.) to support a fair and robust investigation  

process. 

• Employers have policies that consider when it is necessary to conduct internal 

investigation and/ or when it is necessary to contact external agencies e.g. police. 

• Employers should investigate the impact that acts of family violence/violence 

against women that have occurred outside of the workplace have on the 

employee’s performance, other employees’ safety and wellbeing, the 

organisation’s assets and reputation and respond appropriately within the 

bounds of employment law. 

Criminal records checks 

• Employers should conduct criminal records checks only if this information is 

relevant to the inherent requirement of the job. 

• Employers should understand that many people who have perpetrated family 

violence/violence against women will not be detected through criminal records 

checks. It is important that all organisations develop policies, procedures and 

cultures that enable all employees to contribute to the prevention of violence 

against women. 

• Employers may explore other methods of assessing job candidates on this topic 

(e.g., attitude surveys, interview questions), providing that this information is 

relevant to the inherent requirement of the job and does not breach 

employment law.  
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Potential response actions  

 

This section explores the types of action an employer can take if 
they have substantive evidence that an employee has 
perpetrated family violence/violence against women and there 
is a strong connection to the workplace.  
 
Interviewees agreed that it was vital that employers addressed 
these issues seriously, held perpetrators to account, act as soon 
as possible to prevent further harm and support responses that 
produce successful, long-term outcomes. Some also highlighted 
that employers’ responses to violent behaviour should be 
contextualised within their other efforts to develop safe, 
respectful, working environments that promoted gender equity. 
Others reinforced the need to consider and prioritise the safety 
of the victim/survivor in any course of action, while also abiding 
by employment law. 
 
The following options for employer action were listed by the 
Queensland government (2017):  
 
“If an employer has evidence an employee may be using 
violence and or abuse and satisfies a civil standard of proof, then 
they can and should consider taking appropriate action. The 
action needs to be considered in a number of contexts, including 
the spectrum of behaviour, organisational reputation and 
workplace impacts, and may include: 

• Monitoring the situation 

• Referral to support services such as counselling 

• Contacting external agencies such as the police 

• Temporary adjustments to the workplace or 
operations 

• Disciplinary action.”99 
 
They also advised that employers need to consider the following 
factors when determining their course of action:  

• The safety needs of employees, other stakeholders and 
the perpetrator (who may be at risk of suicide or a 
mental health crisis);  

• The immediate action that is required (e.g. removing a 
person, altering access to resources, referral, contacting 
police, safety planning); 
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• The longer-term action that is required (e.g. monitoring 
behaviour, managing privacy). 100 

 

Determining whether the violent act warrants instant dismissal 

Most interviewees mentioned that instantly dismissing an 
employee without notice (known formally as ‘summary 
dismissal’) for a violent behaviour is possible, but very rare as 
the employer must demonstrate that it is unreasonable for an 
employee’s employment to continue. Some mentioned that 
types of violence that would lead to a criminal conviction, such 
as murder, physical or sexual assault, would provide grounds for 
action, but summary dismissal ultimately depends on whether 
the incident impedes a person’s capacity to carry out their role 
effectively and safely. Some stated that summary dismissal 
would not necessarily happen when a charge or allegation has 
been lodged, but when a conviction has been formalised or 
when some other form of sufficient evidence has been provided. 
There may be other conditions related to the incident that may 
affect a person’s capacity to conduct their role (e.g. loss of a 
drivers’ licence, incarceration). Some interviewees reiterated 
that employers must provide the employee with a fair process 
and establish that the violence has some legitimate connection 
to the position or workplace before they act.  
 
Several interviewees also cautioned that the sudden termination 
of employment may have unintended consequences for 
victim/survivors as they may end up in poverty or homeless if 
the perpetrator’s salary is their primary source of income. This 
view was supported by researchers such as Kennedy (2016) who 
suggested that employers consider whether their decisions, 
policies and actions may inadvertently disempower 
victim/survivors and endanger their safety. Victims/survivors 
may also be at risk of harm if a terminated perpetrator blames 
them and seeks revenge against them.101 After Mathias Rutledge 
(2015) reviewed Workplace Restraining Orders (i.e., restraining 
orders that workplaces took out against perpetrators to stop 
them from harassing employees), she recommended employers 
consult with victims/survivors who are employees and consider 
their views before a Workplace Restraining Order is obtained, as 
this may minimise the risk that she may be inadvertently 
affected.102 The victim/survivor is also very likely to provide an 
extra perspective or additional information to the employer. At 
the very least, this step provides her with a system of warning in 
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case she needs to take extra security measures (e.g., staying 
with a friend, hiring a guard, informing the police, leaving town).   

Perpetrators eligibility for family violence leave 

The following three options emerged when the interviewees 
were asked if perpetrators should be eligible for family violence 
leave:   

• Yes  

• No 

• Yes, they should be treated as innocent until they face 
court. If the court determines that they perpetrated 
violence against women, then no. 

 
Despite these differences, all interviewees agreed that 
workplaces are in a very strong position to support employees to 
take responsibility to change their violent behaviour. It was a 
matter of which type of leave should be used to enable this, if 
leave was required. The two interviewees in favour of allowing 
perpetrators to use family violence leave argued that this 
position improved perpetrators’ chances of long-term, positive 
behaviour change. One believed that victim/survivors, 
perpetrators, bystanders and supporters (e.g., a 
victim/survivors’ sister) should be able to use family violence 
leave to achieve the best possible outcomes. The other 
advocates for this position suggested that perpetrators should 
not be granted as much leave as victims/survivors, although they 
should be supported to complete activities that will improve 
women’s safety, such attend court and men’s behaviour change 
programs, on the condition that they provide evidence of 
attendance.  
 
The majority of the interviewees argued against allowing 
perpetrators to use family violence leave. Many emphasised that 
this form of leave was originally designed to prevent 
victims/survivors from becoming economically disadvantaged as 
a result of violence perpetrated against them (i.e., they should 
not be penalised by having to take annual leave or sick leave if 
they are a victim of a crime) or have their employment status 
jeopardised if they needed time away from work. These 
interviewees were also concerned that providing leave to 
perpetrators might be seen as a reward for dangerous, 
irresponsible acts and softened the organisation’s stance that 
perpetrators should be held accountable for the harm they have 
caused others. They believed that perpetrators should use other 
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forms of leave, such as time in lieu or annual leave, to attend to 
family violence-related matters, such as counselling or court.  
 
The third option, advocated by one interviewee, suggested that 
an employer was unable to judge whether someone was a 
perpetrator of family violence or not and the courts should be 
utilised to make this decision and help guide an employer’s next 
step. This view recommended that the employee should not be 
denied family violence leave until this process has happened - 
although some employers may choose to negotiate other forms 
of leave instead. One respondent counter-argued against this 
positon by stating that a resolution through the courts often 
depended on a very long process of hearing criminal charges, 
which means that they will only adjudicate on a small fraction of 
violence against women. Sometimes courts do not make a clear 
ruling on the guilt or innocence of either party, but formalise 
civil Family Violence Intervention Orders to overlay legal safety 
zones on the relationship. Others suggested that a primary 
aggressor assessment was a quicker method of determining the 
status of an alleged perpetrator. 
 
Some interviewees who had worked with large numbers of 
other organisations on this topic reported that they have not 
seen examples of widespread rorting of family violence leave. At 
this stage of development, it was clear that the majority of key 
informants across all of the areas canvassed in these 
interviewed were not in favour of allowing perpetrators to 
access family violence leave. This included the option of holding 
this line once the courts had determined whether an employee 
was a perpetrator or not. This is a new area of development and 
there is no evidence in the literature to suggest that others in 
these or other sectors hold strong contrary views to this 
position. Nor is there any evidence that demonstrates better 
health and safety outcomes if perpetrators had access to family 
violence leave. It will be interesting to follow the results from 
the Queensland public service’s policy of enabling perpetrators 
to access family violence leave to see if better outcomes ensue.  

An employers’ role in supporting perpetrators to change their violent 

behaviour  

As the expertise required to provide effective treatment is 
typically beyond the scope of organisations, employers need to 
be able to offer appropriate referrals to community agencies or 
practitioners that specialise in working with perpetrators.103 
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Workplaces currently rely heavily on Employee Assistance 
Programs (EAPs) to manage intimate partner violence.104 
According to Hardison Walters et al.:  
“EAPs are in a unique position to play a prominent role in 
responding to intimate partner violence because of the large 
population they serve and the primary function of assisting 
employees to identify and resolve personal problems.” 105 
 
Only a small number of perpetrators will have contact with the 
criminal justice system, although many more will be engaged 
with employment. EAPs can either counsel the employee 
themselves or connect perpetrators with specialist treatment, 
such as a men’s behaviour change program. Hardison Walters et 
al. recommended that there is a need to develop EAP services 
that are specifically designed for employees who exhibit or are 
at risk of violent behaviour, due to the extra dimensions 
involved in working with perpetrators.106 These dimensions 
include the dangerousness of their behaviour, the typical 
distortion and unreliability of their stories and the risk of 
collusion with professionals who are willing to treat all clients 
the same and believe what they say.107 Refuge and Respect 
(2010) also added that “a referral to any form of ‘couples’ or 
‘joint family’ work is inappropriate and unsafe when domestic 
violence is a risk”, as a perpetrator may attempt to manipulate 
these settings to leverage more power and control over his 
partner (e.g. attempt to get the therapist to believe he is the 
victim or that his partner has a mental health problem) and 
victims/survivors may be either too intimidated to speak freely 
or may be punished for something she said by the perpetrator 
after the session.108   
 
Klein and Martin (2011) noted that employers or personnel staff 
risked legitimating deceitful accounts of events if they 
attempted to treat perpetrators’ stories in a neutral manner or 
use traditional methods, such as mediation or conflict resolution 
models.109 They called for employers and personnel staff to be 
more equipped to deal with people who are dishonest and 
emphasised the importance of triangulating data on violent 
incidents through using abuse checklists, witness and victim 
survivor statements, third-party evidence and the manager or 
supervisor’s intuition.  
 
Professionals who have experience working with perpetrators of 
family violence adopt an attitude of ‘sceptical empathy’, rather 
than neutrality, to assign accountability for abusive behaviour 
and focus on underlying patterns of coercion and control. Ideal 
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assessments also need to explore the context and psychological 
motivations for perpetration. Tools such as the Controlling 
Behaviours Index can help contextualise perpetrators’ accounts 
of their situation as they focus on patterns of behaviour rather 
than narratives of specific incidents. Specific incidents can often 
be presented in a distorted way that shapes the story according 
to the perpetrator’s agenda, minimises the storyteller’s 
accountability and shifts blame on to the victim/survivor or 
some other factor, such as stress or alcohol. 110    
 
The interviewees generally concluded that an employer cannot 
force an employee to undertake therapy for committing acts of 
family violence/violence against women, although they can 
encourage them to take this step and provide appropriate 
referrals to family violence specialists.  Some noted that there 
may be some exceptions to this principle. For example, if 
perpetrators have exhibited bullying behaviour at work, they 
may be required to complete relevant training as a condition of 
employment. 
 
There was also some difference of opinion among the 
interviewees about how much support workplaces should 
provide for perpetrators to change their behaviour (e.g. should 
the workplace contribute to funding the treatment through the 
EAP or a specialist service?). All the interviewees agreed that 
employers should at least be equipped with contact numbers for 
men’s behaviour change programs, the Men’s Referral Service 
(or interstate equivalents) and therapists who specialised in 
working with male perpetrators of family violence.  
 
The interviewees strongly recommended that employers should 
also insist that their EAP providers are skilled in the nuances of 
working effectively with men who have perpetrated violence 
against women. One commented that “EAP providers’ response 
to this topic was patchy, at best.” A few interviewees highlighted 
some of the major differences between general counselling skills 
and therapeutic work with perpetrators of family violence, 
which included managing very high rates of denial, lying, 
manipulation and deceit through sceptical empathy; prioritising 
the safety needs of people other than the direct client (i.e. the 
victim/survivor, children) and using methods of triangulating 
data to provide assessments that are not just based on face 
value.  
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Responding to men who report being victims/survivors of family 

violence  

Refuge and Respect (2010) recommended that allegations from 
men who reported being victim/survivors of violence in 
heterosexual or same sex relationships or from other family 
members should always be taken seriously, investigated 
properly, and men should be supported to seek appropriate 
assistance with family violence specialists.111 They also 
cautioned that “some men who present as victims are also likely 
to be perpetrators of domestic violence. Care should therefore 
be taken to establish a picture of what is happening because 
sometimes it is not clear who is the victim and who is the 
perpetrator”. 112 
 
Signs of this pattern emerged in McFerran’s et al.’s (2013) 
research when they found that while 25% of the self-identified 
victim/survivors of family violence in their survey of 393 
Australians were male, a deeper examination revealed that 28% 
of these men also had Protection Orders issued against them – a 
rate 14 times higher than the women in their sample.113 This 
complexity reinforces the need for specialist investigations and 
treatment. 
All of the interviewees agreed that men who reported being 
victims of family violence should be treated the same as women: 
they should be believed and offered referrals for specialist 
support. This position acknowledged that men can be 
victims/survivors of family violence as well; that there are 
diverse forms of intimate relationships and patterns of violence; 
that all victims/survivors required equal treatment and support 
and that it was paramount to believe the victims/survivors who 
disclosed so that the listener did not compound the 
victim/survivor’s harm. While the gendered trends in 
heterosexual family violence are heavily skewed towards 
women being victim/survivors and men being perpetrators, 
interviewees said that a workplace’s response needed to 
account for exceptions to these trends and relationship patterns 
too. 
 
Several interviewees mentioned that employers, managers or 
human resources staff should not make a clinical assessment 
about whether a person was a perpetrator or victim/survivor. 
Rather, their role was to listen, believe and provide the 
employees with referrals to specialist agencies for assessment 
whenever this was appropriate. Interviewees who have worked 
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with perpetrators of family violence confirmed trends found in 
the literature, that men who have perpetrated violence against 
family members will often present themselves as 
victims/survivors as a method of minimising their role in the 
violence. They expected that many would present this position 
to their employer as well, as they would not want their 
employer to know about the extent of their violent behaviour. 
Some interviewees added that it is very dangerous for 
perpetrators to masquerade as victims/survivors in therapy as 
this can cloak and prolong the violence, but noted that detecting 
this was beyond the scope of an employers’ role. 
 
Other interviewees mentioned that while employers should be 
aware of the strong gendered patterns seen in the research on 
family violence, they need to be careful that they do not 
discriminate against male employees and breach employment 
law.   

Guarding against the possibility of perpetrators providing accounts 

that are deceitful, manipulative and/or lead to collusion   

Interviewees who had studied or worked in the family violence 
sector noted that it is common for perpetrators to provide false 
accounts of the extent of their violence to authorities. Other 
interviewees also acknowledged that perpetrators may provide 
accounts that are deceitful or manipulative. Many noted that 
this was one of the most difficult issues for employers, managers 
and human resources staff, as they can only make decisions 
based on the information before them.   
 
Some expressed concern that employers, managers and human 
resources staff were highly vulnerable to becoming embroiled in 
collusion with perpetrators’ versions of events because they 
cannot establish a complete account of the facts of the matter 
without acquiring additional information that is beyond their 
authority to collect and assess. Some interviewees noted that 
employers needed to be wary about the risks to the organisation 
if decisions are made on the basis of false or selective 
information. These risks may include the safety of other 
employees and stakeholders; and the risks to the organisation’s 
reputation if they were found to be complicit in enabling 
violence to continue. Some interviewees suggested that this is 
untested territory that would require more thought and 
scenario testing before solid recommendations were developed. 
This caution acknowledged that the other side of this 
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conundrum hosts the legal risks to the organisation associated 
with treating an employee unfairly or unlawfully.  
 
Some interviewees suggested that employers, managers and 
human resources staff should be provided with information on 
the nature of collusion and the typical tactics used by 
perpetrators of family violence/violence against women to 
minimise their responsibility and accountability. This could also 
include information on patterns of behaviour to monitor in the 
workplace, such as frequent checking of their partner’s 
whereabouts, misogynistic jokes or arguments that defend 
violent acts against women. They hastened to add that 
employers need to be cautious that they do not assume that 
employees are perpetrators without sufficient evidence. 
 
Some interviewees expressed concern that this extra knowledge 
might leave employers and human resources staff in an even 
more compromised position as they may suspect that an 
employee might be acting deceitfully, but would still be unable 
to act. Others suggested that even if that was the case, the only 
way to reduce the pressure of this compromise would be to 
either turn a blind eye to the research or find new methods of 
addressing this phenomenon that were within the scope of 
employment law.    
  
All interviewees acknowledged that employers, managers and 
human resources staff are generally not in a position to assess 
the claims or collect some forms of additional information in a 
specialised manner. Another potential solution they offered was 
to provide employers with an option of referring employees to 
agencies, such as the No To Violence/Men’s Referral Service, 
who are able to provide specialist secondary consultation or 
conduct a primary aggressor assessment. This may include 
recommendations for employer action (e.g., safety, monitoring, 
training).  
 
The problem with this option though, is that employers can only 
offer this referral, not necessarily insist on it. It is unlikely that an 
employee who is being deceitful will voluntarily attend. Another 
problem with managing this issue is that the standard practice of 
believing an employee when they present as a victim/survivor 
and offering them a referral, means that employees are not 
obliged to follow up this referral either. Under existing laws, 
employers cannot unfairly discriminate on different courses of 
action based on the employee’s gender. This conundrum needs 
further legal and pragmatic exploration, as the interface 
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between family violence/violence against women and 
employment could hold a vital opportunity for early intervention 
and the prevention of serious harm.  
 
Some interviewees also noted that it is important that 
employers, managers and human resources staff are not just 
informed about this topic, but also supported by specialists and 
other professionals to deal with the stress associated with 
managing this issue (e.g. they may be worried that they have 
inadvertently colluded and supported a perpetrator’s position 
and increased the risks of harm to a victim/survivor).    

Managing situations where a victim/survivor and perpetrator are 

employed in the same workplace  

Employers should be prepared to manage situations where 
perpetrators and victims/survivors of family violence/violence 
against women are employed in the same workplace. The 
interviewees agreed that employers should respect and 
implement any conditions of family violence intervention orders 
that involved the workplace and prioritise the victim/survivor’s 
needs if they worked in the same organisation as the 
perpetrator. They stated that people who have had violence 
committed against them should not be disadvantaged at work or 
have their careers threatened. This means that, in practice, the 
perpetrator should be disadvantaged by any of the employer’s 
changes to workplace location or role; not the victim/survivor. 
Some interviewees also acknowledged that this separation may 
be more difficult to achieve in smaller organisations or smaller 
towns (e.g., regional/remote) as there may be fewer relocation 
options available. 
 
The interviewees provided examples of actions that employers 
may consider in these situations, including separating the 
employees from each other during working hours (particularly if 
a family violence intervention order is in place), bystander 
training for all staff, or a change of role or work location.  Some 
also emphasised that the needs of other employees should also 
be considered as they may witness violence at work or be 
caught in compromising situations if they are friends or 
colleagues of either party.   
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Recommendations and suggested actions | Potential response actions 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Disclosure, deception and collusion 

20. All employees who disclose that they are victim/survivors should be treated the 

same, regardless of their gender and male employees who state that they are 

victims/survivors of family violence should be believed and offered referrals to 

specialist agencies for support. 

21. Employers, managers and human resources staff should be provided with 

information on the nature of collusion and the typical tactics used by perpetrators 

of family violence/violence against women to minimise their responsibility. 

Safety 

22. Employers should understand that violence between two employees, regardless of 

where it occurs, may affect the wellbeing and safety of other employees and 

stakeholders and should consider their needs in plans.   

Family violence leave and referral 

23. Perpetrators should not be eligible for family violence leave. They should be held 

accountable for their violent actions and use other forms of leave, time in lieu or 

adjust working hours to address family violence related matters.  

24. Employers should support employees’ efforts to stop violent behaviour by ensuring 

staff have the skills and knowledge to refer appropriate and EAP providers have 

specialised skills in working with perpetrators of family violence/violence against 

women to ensure appropriate referral and reduce the likelihood of collusion, 

manipulation of deceit.   

25. Employers should have contact details for agencies and programs that specialise in 

assisting perpetrators of family violence available if opportunities arise to assist 

employees who self-disclose. These contact details should also be available in other 

forms (e.g. intranet, posters) for employees who do not disclose. 

Dismissal of staff 

26. Employers should approach the dismissal of staff with caution and ensure that their 

action complies with employment law and is based on substantial evidence.  

27. Employers should consider the potential side effects of this action on 

victim/survivors.  
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Further research 

28. Research should be conducted to track the outcomes of policies that enable 

perpetrators to use family violence leave, to see if this position results in more 

perpetrators’ self-disclosing, receiving treatment and changing their behaviour.     

29. Professional standards for working with perpetrators of family violence/violence 

against women need to be developed and formally accredited to ensure quality 

services are available for workplaces to refer to.  

30. Further work is required from legal experts to develop a position on the tension 

between two sets of risks to organisations:   

(1) The risks of making decisions based on false information (i.e., employees 

claiming not to have perpetrated violence against women, when they have) that 

could lead to safety risks to other employees and reputational risks to the 

organisation; versus  

(2) The risks of treating an employee unfairly or unlawfully. Many scenarios 

need to be tested to see if risk set 1 outweighs risk set 2 or vice versa. The 

position that is determined from this assessment may lead to changes to 

legislation or policies. 

 

 
 

SUGGESTED ACTIONS 

Disclosure, deception and collusion 

• Employers should implement clear policies and procedures (that comply with 

employment law) to manage situations when they have evidence that an employee 

has been deceitful in reporting an experience of violence and/or provided them 

with false information. 

• Employers should manage employees who have ultimately been shown to have 

been deceptive in accordance with relevant disciplinary procedures.  

Safety 

• Where an employee is protected by a family violence intervention order (FVIO), 

employers should respect their confidentiality, consult with the employee about 

workplace measures that can be implemented to help protect their safety’ and take 

relevant steps to ensure they are supported and all employees are as safe as 

possible. 
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• Where a family violence intervention order (FVIO) is in place against an employee, 

employers should take relevant steps to support the employee to comply with this 

order while respecting the confidentiality of this employee.  

• Where the victim/survivor and perpetrator are in the same workplace, employers 

should meet separately with both parties (in the presence of a support person if 

they request) to discuss their needs and agree on a safe, pragmatic path forward. 

• Employers should prioritise the victim/survivor’s needs when decisions are made 

about relocation or changes to roles, so that they are not disadvantaged by violence 

committed against them.  
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Other issues to consider  

 

A small number of interviewees spoke about the challenge of 
using language that would engage more staff in this topic, 
without diluting its serious nature.  They mentioned that many 
of their male staff would be unlikely to disclose that they were a 
‘perpetrator’ because of the criminal overtones of the word.  
They noted that alternative terms used in the literature, such as 
‘abuser’ or ‘batterer’ were not much better and had 
experimented with phrases such as ‘people involved in family 
violence’ or ‘people who have committed violence’, but found 
that each alternative did not quite work either. The Queensland 
Government settled on ‘person who may use or uses violence’ in 
their latest report.114 NTV/MRS (2017) have alternated between 
the phrases ‘perpetrators’ and ‘men who use violence against 
family members’ in their formal documents.115 
 
Other interviewees emphasised that the distinction between an 
‘alleged perpetrator’ and ‘perpetrator’ was very important in 
terms of how they are treated in a workplace, although this does 
not mean that employers should not wait to act until a criminal 
conviction has been recorded. For example, if violent behaviour 
has been identified, employers may still implement temporary 
adjustments to operations to protect the safety of other staff, 
monitor their performance or contact the police if it is 
appropriate. Indeed, it is ideal that they act quickly and 
sensitively.  
 
Most of the interviewees noted that the relevant polices in their 
workplace focused on family and domestic violence, but not 
necessarily other forms of violence against women. Some 
mentioned that these acts would be covered by their codes of 
conduct, bullying or sexual harassment policies. This area may 
require more focus for other organisations to ensure that all 
forms of violence against women are treated seriously.  
 
An additional point that was raised in the literature review 
concerned the inadvertent discrimination of some policies and 
practices against people from minority cultures. For example, 
Kennedy (2016) highlighted US research that concluded that 
laws are more likely to be enforced against ‘men of colour’ and 
that violence against ‘women of colour’ may not be taken as 
seriously as violence against white women. This means that 
there may be unconscious biases in the ratios of people from 
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different ethnic and cultural groups who are screened out during 
criminal records checks or who come to the attention of 
management while employed. Employers need to be careful 
that their policies and practices do not lead to decisions that 
discriminate against some employees by responding to and 
reinforcing racial stereotypes and privilege.116   
 
As the field is still in the very early stages of developing of this 
work, there are a number of challenging debates and 
conundrums that remain a long way from being settled. These 
include:  

• How can an employer know that they have a perpetrator 
of family violence among their workforce unless the 
employee self-discloses or the police are involved?  

• How can employers sensitively and safely manage this 
issue during the time between awareness of the 
allegation and substantiation (e.g., conviction)?  

• How can employers act in the best interests of the 
victim/survivor, given that they will not be able to speak 
directly to them if they are not an employee?  

• How can employers ensure that alleged perpetrators are 
accurately assessed and take genuine steps to changing 
their behaviour, if employers can only offer referrals? 

• If we could imagine a system that prioritised the 
prevention of violence, murder and rape, what laws 
would need to be reformed? What extra powers and 
responsibilities would employers’ carry and what new 
risks emerge? 

• Should employers, managers and human resources staff 
be required to implement mandatory reporting of violent 
acts? 

• Should employers, managers and human resources staff 
be required to conduct secondary consultations with 
specialist agencies if they suspect that an employee has 
been violent towards others? 

• Should employers have more power to insist on specialist 
assessment and treatment for employees suspected of 
being violent towards others?  

• Should employers have more power to insist on detailed 
feedback on an employee who has attended specialist 
assessment and treatment agencies?  

• If laws were changed to provide employers with more 
power to address family violence/violence against 
women, what impact might this have on other matters 
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that occur beyond work (e.g., drug and alcohol use, 
gambling)?  

• Should employers treat this topic differently or receive 
more power to intervene, given the extreme risks to 
other people’s safety (e.g., murder, rape, assault)?  

• Should this position also apply to other forms of violence, 
such as street assaults?  

 
Many more fascinating, passionate debates loom. Sophisticated 
debates and discussions also need to be had to resolve a 
fundamental tension that sits at the heart of this topic. On the 
one hand, family violence specialists are aware of the strong 
gendered trends in patterns of intimate partner violence, that 
lead to service responses and prevention activities that are 
differentiated on the basis of gender. For example, a review of 
domestic homicides in NSW found that 97% of women killed by 
an intimate partner had been victim/survivors of violence during 
the relationship; whereas 90% of the men killed by their 
partners were perpetrating violence in the relationship before 
their murder – 17% of those men were murdered by other men 
(NSW Domestic Violence Death Review Team, 2015). Family 
violence specialists understand that not all encounters of family 
violence conform to these gendered patterns, but action that 
enhances gender equity provides the strongest leverage for 
quick, effective change. They are acutely aware that if the 
gendered focus was lost, the most prominent drivers of family 
violence would be ignored and the most powerful opportunities 
for widespread change would be squandered as well, as this 
position provides the best value for investment. Losing this 
focus, would be akin to road safety experts ignoring speed as a 
major contributor to road fatalities and focusing on peripheral 
issues instead.  
 
On the other hand, Australian anti-discrimination laws forbid 
employers from treating employees differently on the basis of 
their gender, so they are currently unable to tailor gendered 
responses in the same way that the family violence specialists 
can. More sophisticated models may be needed to produce 
sensitive, accurate and effective results. Much of this work will 
need to develop outside of the workplace (e.g., refinement to 
laws, service models and evaluation). 
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Recommendations | Other issues to consider 

31. More work needs to be conducted by governments and specialist agencies to help 

more employers overcome the barriers to incorporating work on preventing and 

addressing family violence/violence against women into their organisation. 

32. As research into various forms of family violence emerges, more sophisticated 

models for responding to perpetrators should be developed to enable more 

sensitive, accurate and effective outcomes. i.e. culturally safe and tailored 

responses for patterns of violence for people from diverse communities (e.g. 

LGBTIQ, CALD, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, people with disabilities).  

33. Employers should be made aware of aspects of their policies and practices that 

may reinforce racial stereotypes and unconscious biases or lead to decisions that 

discriminate against some employees. 

34. Any guidance on workplace responses to perpetrators should be informed by 

advice from employment lawyers in addition to family violence subject matter 

experts. 

35. Unions should be consulted in the development of advice on response to 

perpetrators as they are in the unique position of dealing with this issue every day 

from the perspectives of both victim/survivors and perpetrators. 
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Conclusion & Recommendations  

 

It is very encouraging that many Australian employers now 
understand the serious impact that family violence/violence 
against women has on their employees, customers and their 
organisation more broadly and are showing strong leadership to 
mobilise efforts that prevent family violence/violence against 
women. Many seem keen to now tackle the next difficult step 
towards managing perpetrators effectively. This next step 
requires a great deal of courage from all of the parties involved, 
as every position risks being contentious. In some ways, this will 
be one of the most important steps in this journey, as it will 
clarify how serious Australians are about genuinely preventing 
violence against women. Business as usual will not take us there. 
 

Summary of recommendations 

This following recommendations can be used to inform 
appropriate workplace management of perpetrators of violence 
against women: 

For employers 

Reference 

No. 

Recommendation  

1 Employers should adopt a graduated response model that incorporates the 
management of perpetrators of family violence/violence against women 
within the broader context of providing a safe working environment and 
preventing family violence/violence against women.  

2 A zero tolerance approach should generally not be adopted, except where 
the behaviour would result in summary dismissal in normal circumstances 
(e.g. breaching workplace policies or code of conduct). The position of 
victims/survivors should be considered before an employee is terminated for 
perpetrating violence against women, in case this outcome has a detrimental 
impact on the safety and wellbeing of her or the family’s children.   

3 Employers should consult with family violence specialists and employment 
lawyers to think through the personal and legal risks that the 
victims/survivors might face and how to best design a model to respond.   
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4 Employers should consult with family violence specialists and employment 
lawyers to ensure that any approach taken to managing perpetrators is in 
line with relevant employment law to ensure employees’ right to a fair 
process.  

5 Workplaces should develop should clear policies, procedures and codes of 
conduct and make available resources (i.e. training and information on family 
violence/violence against women and referral contacts for employees who 
need assistance).  

6 All employers should be equipped with the requisite knowledge to respond 
to and support employees who are victims/survivors and perpetrators of 
family violence/violence against women.    

7 Each incident should be assessed according to its unique characteristics and 
an expert service (e.g. men referral service) should be consulted to provide 
advice about an appropriate response.  

8 Employers should prioritise the safety of the victim of violence and other 
employees in any response.  

9 Employers should acknowledge all forms of violence against women as 
harmful and educate staff about the detrimental impact of all forms of 
violence against women. 

10 Employers should understand the limitations of their capacity to collect 
evidence (e.g. they should not interview a victim/survivor who is not an 
employee). 

11 Employers should be careful about how they manage allegations and ensure 
that the process is fair and they have substantial evidence that the allegation 
is well founded before they take action. 

12 Employers should explore whether their existing policies, practices and 
complaints procedures are robust enough to manage allegations that an 
employee has committed violence against women. 

13 Employers should ensure that any disciplinary action is proportionate to the 
impact of the behaviour on the workplace.    

14 Employers should consider the potential risks, benefits and consequences of 
their management of allegations to their prevention efforts and on 
victim/survivors, employees, other stakeholders. 

15 Employers should take swift, interim measures to maximise the safety of all 
employees during the investigation period.      
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20 All employees who disclose that they are victim/survivors should be treated 
the same, regardless of their gender and male employees who state that 
they are victims/survivors of family violence should be believed and offered 
referrals to specialist agencies for support. 

22 Employers should understand that violence between two employees, 
regardless of where it occurs, may affect the wellbeing and safety of other 
employees and stakeholders and should consider their needs in plans.   

23 Perpetrators should not be eligible for family violence leave. They should be 
held accountable for their violent actions and use other forms of leave, time 
in lieu or adjust working hours to address family violence related matters.  

24 Employers should support employees’ efforts to stop violent behaviour by 
ensuring staff have the skills and knowledge to refer appropriate and EAP 
providers have specialised skills in working with perpetrators of family 
violence/violence against women to ensure appropriate referral and reduce 
the likelihood of collusion, manipulation of deceit.  . 

25 Employers should have contact details for agencies and programs that 
specialise in assisting perpetrators of family violence available if 
opportunities arise to assist employees who self-disclose. These contact 
details should also be available in other forms (e.g. intranet, posters) for 
employees who do not disclose. 

26 Employers should approach the dismissal of staff with caution and ensure 
that their action complies with employment law and is based on substantial 
evidence.  

27 Employers should consider the potential side effects of this action on 
victim/survivors.  
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For government and other actors  

Reference 

No. 

Recommendation  

16 The Victorian government should resource further exploration of an 
employer’s scope to take action if an employee has committed family 
violence/violence against women, focusing on finding agreement or 
resolution to inform guidance to workplace on the dealing with the most 
contentious aspects of responding to perpetrators. (This work could 
commence with a review of the Suggested Actions in this paper) 

17 Checklists and interview schedules could be developed to guide employers 
through a fair process of investigating allegations. These should be flexible 
enough to accommodate a range of variables. 

18 A broad range of scenarios should be tested before an expert panel of family 
violence, employment law, union and human resources specialists to work 
out the safest and most effective pathways that employers should take.  

19 The Victorian government should consider amending legislation so that 
information about family violence-related convictions appears on a person’s 
criminal record.   

21 Employers, managers and human resources staff should be provided with 
information on the nature of collusion and the typical tactics used by 
perpetrators of family violence/violence against women to minimise their 
responsibility. 

28 Research should be conducted to track the outcomes of policies that enable 
perpetrators to use family violence leave, to see if this position results in 
more perpetrators’ self-disclosing, receiving treatment and changing their 
behaviour.     

29 Professional standards for working with perpetrators of family 

violence/violence against women need to be developed and formally 

accredited to ensure quality services are available for workplaces to refer to.  

30 Further work is required from legal experts to develop a position on the 
tension between two sets of risks to organisations:   

(1) The risks of making decisions based on false information (i.e., 
employees claiming not to have perpetrated violence against women, 
when they have) that could lead to safety risks to other employees 
and reputational risks to the organisation; versus  
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(2) The risks of treating an employee unfairly or unlawfully. Many 
scenarios need to be tested to see if risk set 1 outweighs risk set 2 or 
vice versa. The position that is determined from this assessment may 
lead to changes to legislation or policies.  

31 More work needs to be conducted by governments and specialist agencies to 
help more employers overcome the barriers to incorporating work on 
preventing and addressing family violence/violence against women into their 
organisation. 

32 As research into various forms of family violence emerges, more 
sophisticated models for responding to perpetrators should be developed to 
enable more sensitive, accurate and effective outcomes. i.e. culturally safe 
and tailored responses for patterns of violence for people from diverse 
communities (e.g. LGBTIQ, CALD, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, 
people with disabilities).  

33 Employers should be made aware of aspects of their policies and practices 
that may reinforce racial stereotypes and unconscious biases or lead to 
decisions that discriminate against some employees. 

34 Any guidance on workplace responses to perpetrators should be informed by 
advice from employment lawyers in addition to family violence subject 
matter experts. 

35 Unions should be consulted in the development of advice on response to 
perpetrators as they are in the unique position of dealing with this issue 
every day from the perspectives of both victim/survivors and perpetrators 

Summary of suggested actions  

The following suggested actions have arisen from the literature 
and interviewee comments but require further consideration, in 
particular by legal experts, before they are presented to 
employers as recommendations. The principles that underlie 
these suggested actions support the wider goal of creating a safe 
work environment where the drivers of violence against women 
are challenged, however further exploration is needed to ensure 
they allow for the protection of individuals rights to fair 
processes and confidentiality. 
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Action 

• Employers should take action, using a graduated response, when a violent 

incident has a current impact on the employee’s role or the organisation. 

• Employers should always take allegations and/or acts of violence during work 

or using work resources seriously and consider how/when to engage an 

outside authority (e.g. lawyers, police etc.) to support a fair and robust 

investigation process. 

• Employers have policies that consider when it is necessary to conduct internal 

investigation and/ or when it is necessary to contact external agencies e.g. 

police. 

• Employers should investigate the impact that acts of family violence/violence 

against women that have occurred outside of the workplace have on the 

employee’s performance, other employees’ safety and wellbeing, the 

organisation’s assets and reputation and respond appropriately within the 

bounds of employment law. 

• Employers should take swift, interim measures to maximise the safety of all 

employees during the investigation period.      

Criminal records checks 

• Employers should conduct criminal records checks only if this information is 

relevant to the inherent requirement of the job  

• Employers should understand that many people who have perpetrated family 

violence/violence against women will not be detected through criminal 

records checks. It is important that all organisations develop policies, 

procedures and cultures that enable all employees to contribute to the 

prevention of violence against women. 

• Employers may explore other methods of assessing job candidates on this 

topic (e.g., attitude surveys, interview questions), providing that this 

information is relevant to the inherent requirement of the job and does not 

breach employment law.  

Disclosure, deception and collusion 

• Employers should implement clear policies and procedures (that comply with 

employment law) to manage situations when they have evidence that an 

employee has been deceitful in reporting an experience of violence and/or 

provided them with false information. 

• Employers should manage employees who have ultimately been shown to 

have been deceptive in accordance with relevant disciplinary procedures.  
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Safety 

• Where an employee is protected by a family violence intervention order 

(FVIO), employers should respect their confidentiality, consult with the 

employee about workplace measures that can be implemented to help protect 

their safety’ and take relevant steps to ensure they are supported and all 

employees are as safe as possible. 

• Where a family violence intervention order (FVIO) is in place against an 

employee, employers should take relevant steps to support the employee to 

comply with this order while respecting the confidentiality of this employee.  

• Where the victim/survivor and perpetrator are in the same workplace, 

employers should meet separately with both parties (in the presence of a 

support person if they request) to discuss their needs and agree on a safe, 

pragmatic path forward. 

• Employers should prioritise the victim/survivor’s needs when decisions are 

made about relocation or changes to roles, so that they are not disadvantaged 

by violence committed against them. 
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