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Executive summary 

This summary report outlines the findings of a literature review and consultation process 

aimed at providing recommendations on how the prevention of violence against women 

should be led, supported and resourced in regional, rural and remote workplaces. 

The literature review found little empirical evidence regarding what constitutes best 

practice for prevention1 in regional, rural and remote workplaces. Evaluations of 

prevention work in these areas have not, to date, focused on rurality as such, but rather on 

the workplace context, regardless of location. The consultation process sought to draw out 

anecdotal evidence and practice wisdom about aspects of prevention practice that are 

unique to workplaces in non-urban locations.  

From the consultations, a number of areas for consideration emerged that were specific to 

regional, rural and remote workplaces. These included:  

• the social interconnectedness of communities and workplaces in these areas  

• the limitations to women’s financial and social independence and ability to live free 

from violence  

• employment context of small communities and the need for a skilled prevention 

workforce to be supported in these areas.  

This paper is set out in two parts. The first looks at the specific elements of regional, rural 

and remote geography, social connectedness and the local employment context. The 

second part looks at what the participants in the consultations reported about the nature 

and dynamics of the gendered drivers in their workplace. Five recommendations have 

been developed, which focus on the unique characteristics of undertaking prevention work 

in regional, rural and remote workplaces and the particular dynamics of the gendered 

drivers2 of violence against women in regional, rural and remote areas. 

  

                                                      
1 The terms ‘prevention of violence against women’ and ‘prevention’ are used interchangeably in 
this report.  
2 The gendered drivers referred to in this paper are those outlined in Change the story: A shared 
framework for the prevention of violence against women and their children in Australia.  
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Recommendations  

 

1. Prevention of violence against women initiatives in regional, rural and remote areas 

should be supported through government policy and long-term flexible funding 

arrangements to support community ownership of initiatives and long-term change 

in gender norms, practices and structures.  

 
2. Initiatives should be evidence based and designed using established good practice 

principles and approaches to prevention work. Initiatives need to be strengths based 

and tailored to the local workplace and community, with an appreciation of the 

unique nature of regional, rural and remote workplaces. 

The unique aspects of regional, rural and remote workplaces that need to be 

recognised in planning for prevention include: 

a. a high level of interconnectedness between workplaces and the local community 

b. the existence of strong local networks and spheres of influence, including 

champions both within the workplace and in the wider local community who can 

support prevention work 

c. the collaborative way in which local workplaces support one another 

d. the importance of local community issues and events, and the potential for these 

to be used to drive, promote and support prevention work. 

 

3. In recognition of the lack of rigorous evaluations of prevention of violence against 

women initiatives in regional, rural and remote workplaces and communities, future 

initiatives must be carefully evaluated with a view to identifying the specific lessons 

that need to be incorporated into subsequent prevention work in these areas. This 

research should take an intersectional lens, particularly identifying and addressing 

the experiences of women with disabilities, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

women, immigrant and refugee women, older women and lesbian, transgender, 

bisexual and intersex women.  

 

4. Local, state and federal governments should actively support the development of a 

skilled prevention workforce in regional, rural and remote areas, recognising the 

challenges of geographical isolation and limited resources in these areas.  

Specific support for local prevention workforces should: 

a. provide long-term funding to existing organisations with prevention and gender 

transformative practice expertise to continue to engage and support workplaces 

to lead change 

b. assist ‘communities of practice’, both face-to-face and online, which could provide 

peer support to workplaces and other organisations undertaking prevention work 
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c. help organisations that are not prevention specialists to build the capacity of their 

staff to undertake or partner in prevention work. 

 

 

5. Local councils should be supported to take a key role in the planning and delivery of 

prevention initiatives in regional, rural and remote workplaces and communities.  

When designing workplace initiatives that take a ‘whole of community’ approach to 

prevention, the existing leadership of local councils should be acknowledged and 

employed.  

 

6. Workplaces and their partners undertaking prevention of violence against women 

initiatives in regional, rural and remote areas should recognise the kinds of gender 

stereotypes and social and cultural norms that are specific to such areas, and 

carefully tailor their initiatives to address these. Specific support actions should look 

to: 

a. assist workplaces, regional and municipal bodies to work with prevention experts 

to develop and deliver prevention programs that effectively tailor a gender 

transformative approach to the specific local context  

b. tailor resources and tools to regional, rural and remote communities, using data 

specific to these areas and incorporating locally relevant images and messages 

c. undertake further research to identify the particular gender stereotypes and 

gendered social and cultural norms specific to regional, rural and remote areas, in 

order to better understand how these can be addressed as part of efforts to 

prevent violence against women.  

 

7. Local, state and federal governments should identify opportunities to address the 

kinds of structures and practices in regional, rural and remote areas that limit 

women’s independence and decision making in both public and private spheres. 

Promoting women’s independence should include actions that:   

a. expand and improve local services and infrastructure (such as childcare and public 

transport) that can help support women’s employment  

b. expand and improve local employment options for women  

c. improve local support services for victims of violence 

d. foster and maintain formal and informal connections between women, within and 

outside of workplaces.  
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Background 

The Workplace Equality and Respect Project  

The Victorian Department of Premier and Cabinet funded Our Watch to lead the 

Workplace Equality and Respect Project, from November 2015 to September 2017. 

Through this project Our Watch consolidated and built on existing initiatives to produce a 

set of evidence-based Standards and a corresponding Implementation Guide as well as 

tools to support workplaces to deliver prevention of violence against women initiatives.  

Once finalised, Our Watch is committed to sharing the Workplace Equality and Respect 
Standards and tools with all Australian workplaces so they can commit themselves to 
consistent actions that prevent violence against women. The findings of this summary 
report will support workplaces to meet these Standards and inform policy makers in 
regional, rural and remote prevention contexts. Practical guidance has also been 
developed for regional, rural and remote workplaces and those who support them to work 
toward the Standards. See: Practice guidance: Working in regional, rural and remote 
workplaces to prevent violence against women.  
 

Workplace equality and respect in regional, rural and remote communities 

In designing the Workplace Equality and Respect Project, Our Watch recognised the unique 

context and challenges of undertaking prevention of violence against women initiatives 

with workplaces in rural, regional and remote areas. Our Watch also acknowledged the 

need to learn from the experience of practitioners who have been implementing 

prevention initiatives in workplaces in these areas in Victoria, and where relevant, across 

Australia.  

As such, a literature review and consultation process were undertaken to better 

understand and make visible the specific challenges of undertaking prevention of violence 

against women work in organisations and workplaces located outside of urban areas, and 

identify strategic ways to support prevention of violence against women in these areas.  

This work aims to support the implementation of Royal Commission Recommendation 182, 

which identifies the need for the statewide Family Violence Action Plan to take account of, 

and give priority to, addressing the particular difficulties and needs of regional, rural and 

remote communities when formulating policies, planning, developing structures and 

allocating funding.1  
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Methodology 

An initial literature review was conducted to identify and articulate the distinct 

characteristics of workplaces and communities that might impact on workplace prevention 

of violence against women initiatives in regional, rural and remote areas of Victoria.  

The review included evaluations of existing prevention initiatives within and outside 

Victoria as well as associated theoretical literature regarding regional, rural and remote 

Victorian communities and workplaces. Areas covered included workforce participation 

and the experiences of women in the workforce; service delivery, particularly family 

violence service delivery in regional, rural and remote areas; and women’s experiences of 

violence within workplaces and at home. 

The literature search found few examples of research specifically related to prevention of 

violence against women initiatives in regional, rural and remote communities in Australia. 

It also found that much of the demographic and related workplace literature readily 

available is not sex-disaggregated or specific to regional, rural and remote workplaces.  

The literature review also found no prevention research with an intersectional view; that 

is, one that recognises the unique experiences of Aboriginal women, older women, lesbian, 

bisexual, transgender and intersex (LBTI) women, women with disabilities, pregnant 

women, women living in poverty, and immigrant and refugee women living in regional, 

rural and remote areas. 

 

In addition to the literature review, between October 2016 and March 2017 consultations 

were undertaken with 60 workplaces in regional, rural and remote Victoria, including 26 

rural councils and 22 non-council workplaces. The consultation included both qualitative 

and quantitative methodologies, with the qualitative process having a much greater 

number of participants. The qualitative process included interviews with representatives 

from local councils, non-council workplaces, rural women’s health services and community 

business leadership organisations.  

The consultants employed to undertake the interviews and surveys brought professional 

knowledge and experience in the area of violence prevention in regional, rural and remote 

Victoria and have used this expertise and knowledge to inform the analysis and 

interpretation of the consultation results. In light of the scant empirical evidence available 

on this topic, this perspective has assisted in providing some additional context for the 

issues raised. 
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Scope of the literature review and consultations 

This section provides an explanation of the particular areas that were considered as part of 

the literature review and the consultations.  

Violence against women  

This paper is concerned with violence against women, which is understood as any act of 

gender-based violence that causes or could cause physical, sexual or psychological harm or 

suffering to women, including threats of harm or coercion, in public or in private life. Most 

primary prevention work in Australia focuses on intimate partner violence, non-partner 

sexual assault, workplace sexual harassment and discrimination.2 Within the paper, the 

terms domestic violence and family violence are also used when referring to specific pieces 

of research or policy that are restricted to these particular forms of violence against 

women. A definition of these terms can be found on the Our Watch website.3  

Primary prevention 

This paper focuses on primary prevention of violence – that is, the prevention of violence 

before it occurs – and builds on evidence articulated in Change the story and the 

Workplace Equality and Respect Standards. This paper does not explore secondary or 

tertiary responses to incidents of violence against women; including issues associated with 

reporting, health, police, legal and judicial responses, and the recovery of those who 

experience violence. Some elements of response systems are discussed but only if they 

appear to have a potential impact on primary prevention in regional, rural and remote 

communities and/or if they highlight important facets of the unique context for the 

gendered drivers of violence against women in these communities.  

Regional, rural and remote communities  

There is not an agreed definition of what constitutes regional, rural and remote 

communities.4 The Australian Bureau of Statistics5 classifies areas according to their 

population size and relative distance to an urban centre and access to goods and services, 

and uses the terms ‘inner regional’ and ‘outer regional’ rather than regional, rural or 

remote. About 25% of Victoria’s population lives outside urban areas, and approximately 

0.1% of Victorians live in remote areas.6 In the context of this paper the areas included are 

those outside of Greater Melbourne and Greater Geelong. 

Within this paper the term ‘regional’ does not include urban areas of Melbourne that are 

sometimes referred to as ‘regions’ by government departments and services, such as the 

‘western region of Melbourne’. 

No two communities are alike and any generalised summary of the characteristics or 

experiences of regional, rural and remote communities is inherently limited and must be 

read with an understanding that there will always be specific issues related to unique 

geographic areas and/or particular communities.7  
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Violence against women and the workplace 

Prevention of violence against women  

The National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 2010–20228 

(‘National Plan’) is based on international recognition that violence against women and 

their children occurs in a social context of gender inequality.  

The specific ways in which gender equality drives violence against women and the settings 

where work is needed to stop this violence before it starts are outlined in Change the 

story: A shared framework for the prevention of violence against women and their children 

in Australia.9  

“The latest international evidence shows there are certain factors that consistently 

predict – or drive – higher levels of violence against women. These include beliefs 

and behaviours reflecting disrespect for women, low support for gender equality and 

adherence to rigid or stereotypical gender roles, relations and identities.”10  

There are also a number of other factors that interact with gender inequalities to 

exacerbate or reinforce violence against women, such as socio-economic inequality and 

discrimination, the harmful use of alcohol and the condoning of violence in general. These 

factors, while not sufficient in themselves to predict violence against women, can interact 

with the gendered drivers to increase the probability, frequency or severity of such 

violence.11 

Both Change the story and the National Plan highlight that prevention strategies and 

programs need to be based in a range of social and community settings, including 

workplaces.12  

The workplace as a key prevention setting 

Workplaces are prominent social settings where attitudes and social practices are played 

out and reinforced.13 In March 2016, the findings of the Victoria Royal Commission into 

Family Violence were delivered and the workplace was highlighted as a key setting for 

initiatives aimed at responding to and preventing of family violence.  

“Workplaces … need to be supported so that they know how to respond when they 

become aware that someone is experiencing family violence or being abusive towards 

their family members. [Workplaces] also need to be environments that combat violence 

supporting attitudes and promote respectful relationships.”14 

Both the National Plan15 and Change the story16 identify workplaces as critical sites for 

policies, interventions and training to prevent violence against women. In these key 

sources, workplaces are envisaged as settings for the prevention of violence that occurs 

both within and outside the workplace itself, because different forms of violence, from 

intimate partner violence to workplace sexual harassment form part of the interwoven 



WORKPLACE EQUALITY AND RESPECT | PRACTICE GUIDANCE 

11 
 

social fabric of gender inequality that also includes, for example, gender discrimination, 

unequal pay and insecure work situations for women.  

According to Powell, Sandy and Findling, there are four key reasons to engage workplaces 

as sites for prevention. These are because:  

• violence in private life affects public life  

• employers have a legal responsibility to create safe work environments  

• positive workplace cultures that promote staff wellbeing, equity and respect are 

less costly and more productive  

• workplaces are an influential part of our lives and our communities.17  

Change the story highlights the potential of workplaces to positively shape social norms 

and relationships through activity that influences organisational culture, the work 

environment and workplace structures and practices.18 The Workplace Equality and 

Respect Standards give setting-specific guidance on how workplaces can comprehensively 

address the gendered drivers of violence against women in and through the workplace. To 

inform the development of the Workplace Equality and Respect Standards, a research 

paper was commissioned in late 2015 to review workplace-based initiatives aimed at the 

promotion of gender equality and respect and/or the primary prevention of violence 

against women. The report from Powell and her colleagues confirmed that workplaces can 

promote and enact primary prevention workplace-based actions and programs that:  

“... challenge the underlying contributors to violence and strengthen the conditions that 

work against violence occurring, such as violence-supportive attitudes, sexist cultures 

and practices, rigid gender roles and stereotyping.”19 

In addition to being potential sites of primary prevention initiatives, workplaces are also 

increasingly recognised as important spaces for supporting women who experience 

violence. As the Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence stated, “Workplaces 

reflect the breadth and diversity of the community and offer a key opportunity to reach 

people who are affected by family violence, to provide support for them, and to help them 

take steps to secure their safety.”20  

As argued in both the National Plan21 and the report of the Royal Commission into Family 

Violence,22 violence against women in the two domains of home and work is integrally 

linked, and the solutions to it must also address and respond to women's rights in both 

domains. For primary prevention, what is most important to recognise is that workplaces 

are influential spaces that have norms and cultures of their own. Consequently, they have 

the power to drive positive social change not only with their staff and stakeholders but 

through their role as part of the local community.  

Violence against women in regional, rural and remote areas 

Violence against women in Australia is prevalent, in urban areas and in regional, rural and 

remote areas. Two in every five women have experienced violence at least once in their 
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lives: around one in three have experienced physical violence and almost one in five 

women (19%) have experienced sexual violence.23  

There is ongoing debate regarding whether rates of violence against women are different 

in regional, rural and remote areas.24 In terms of understanding this difference, population 

size is not a good indicator due to complex factors including low reporting rates for 

violence, particularly within some communities. Rather, an analysis of violence against 

women that takes into account the combined impact of geography, the characteristics of 

the people in rural areas and the characteristics of service providers is more helpful to 

understanding violence against women in regional, rural and remote communities.25 

With regards to sexual assault, while the experiences of women in urban areas is often 

similar to those of non-urban women, there are some distinct characteristics of violence in 

these regional, rural and remote areas, including issues of isolation, rural conservatism, 

and the secrecy surrounding and denial of sexual assault and family violence.26,27 Rural 

women continue to suffer the impact of sexual assault in ways that uniquely compromise 

their capacity to remain anonymous, their right to access culturally appropriate services, 

and their entitlement to seek a police and/or a legal response. The nominal provision of 

specialist services that can assist Indigenous survivors and women from culturally diverse 

communities also continues to be reflected in how few women will consider accessing 

mainstream service support. 

Recent research suggests that the rates of family violence in rural, regional and remote 

areas may be higher than in urban areas.28 The literature also shows that women in 

regional, rural and remote communities in Australia tend to experience greater severity of 

physical abuse and greater frequency of violence, and that they may remain in abusive 

relationships longer than urban women, often because of the lack of available resources 

and the distance from comprehensive support services.29 

Other factors may also impact our understanding of violence against women in regional, 

rural and remote areas, including a greater inclination towards political and social 

conservatism in some rural areas, a trend which may extend to norms and practices 

regarding gender relations;30 rural restructuring and its particular impacts on male 

unemployment and identity,31, 32 and the density and interconnectedness of social 

networks in rural areas which can increase the tendency to preserve family privacy and 

unity.33 

While unemployment and poverty do not cause violence against women, as reinforcing 

factors these forms of socio-economic inequality and discrimination may increase the 

probability, frequency or severity of such violence.34 Studies have shown that in 

agricultural communities ‘hyper-masculinity’ expressed as violence, can in part be in 

response to a lack of employment opportunities, financial stress, seasonal volatility, and 

the gradual breakdown of traditional communities.35  
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Impact of violence against women on the workplace  

At a national level, the economic impact of violence against women has been estimated to 

cost the Australian economy a total of $21.7 billion in 2014–15, of which six percent or 

approximately $1.3 billion was borne by employers.36  

According to recent Australian research it is clear that violence can impact on the 

workplace even when it occurs elsewhere.37 A 2011 Australian study into the effects of 

domestic violence on the workplace found adverse effects including work performance 

being impacted by injury, illness and anxiety, which affects women’s capacity to attend 

work.38 Workers experiencing violence outside the workplace also noted the stressful 

impacts of violence and intimidation that continued in the workplace through abusive 

phone calls, emails or texts, or abusive visits to workplaces.39 Recent Victorian Trades Hall 

Council consultations found that nearly one in five workers who experienced family 

violence in the previous 12 months reported that the violence continued at the 

workplace.40 

The responses of employers to this issue have ranged from programs to promote gender 

equality and prevent violence against women, to the implementation of family violence 

leave clauses to support women experiencing violence.41 

Gendered violence and sexual harassment in the workplace 

Australian research indicates that violence against women in the workplace is common, 

and has a significant impact on women’s health, wellbeing and opportunities. Victorian 

research has found that women’s reports of violence at work include stalking; rape; 

offensive language and imagery; verbal threats and abuse; intimidation; sexual assault and 

sexual harassment.42 The majority of literature on occupational violence has focused on 

sexual harassment, due to its prevalence. Powell and her co-authors, in their 2015 paper, 

cite studies with findings that more than 60% of surveyed women reported experiencing 

some form of violence at work and 75% experienced unwanted sexual attention from men 

at work.43  

Research by the Australian Human Rights Commission found that only around one in five 

victims of workplace sexual harassment had made a formal report, and that one third of 

those who did, had experienced negative consequences as a result of making the report.44 

Examples of negative consequences included, “being transferred to another location, 

changes of shift, dismissal, demotion, being disciplined, victimisation, being ostracised or 

ignored by colleagues, being labelled a ‘trouble-maker' and adverse career impacts”.45  

Workplaces can contribute to men’s violence against women both indirectly and directly. 

As Holmes and Flood note: 

“Patterns of paid work may sustain women’s economic dependence on men and men’s 

economic privilege and power ... Also, to the extent that men’s interpersonal power 

over women is exercised and reproduced at work, it increases men’s sense of license 
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also to exercise power over women in the ‘private’ domains of relationships and 

families. More directly, workplaces can contribute to men’s violence against women by 

intensifying the sexist and violence-supportive social norms which inform men’s use of 

violence.”46  

Workplace sexual harassment in regional, rural and remote areas 

There is no significant statistical evidence that rural workplaces have a higher prevalence 

of workplace sexual harassment than their metropolitan counterparts; however, some 

research points to the potential size of the problem. A study conducted by Saunders and 

Easteal in rural Australia found that over 70% of the female employees interviewed had 

been the target of harassment47 and 93% of women employed on farms and stations had 

experienced “cruel, sexualised behaviour in the ordinary course of their day-to-day 

work”.48  

While the sample is too small to provide statistically solid evidence, Saunders and Easteal’s 

research provides some insights into why individuals may choose not to report violence 

and harassment. Further, and importantly for prevention, their research findings highlight 

key factors that may impact on the prevalence and acceptance of workplace sexual 

harassment. Responses from those interviewed indicate that violence and gendered 

workplace intimidation is often intentional, strategic and collegiate, and the “perimeter of 

acceptable behaviour is defined by the perpetrator”.49  

Saunders and Easteal found that only 35.7% of those who experienced harassment or 

violence felt able to officially report it.50 A number of reasons were identified by these 

researchers for low reporting rates, including uncertainty about what constitutes sexual 

harassment among both employees and employers, lack of formal policies, fear of 

retribution or heightened violence, social ties to the perpetrator, employment insecurity, 

and the cultural and social norms of the workplace.51 These findings are supported by the 

recent work of the Australian Human Rights Commission which found that, “Isolation can 

make women more susceptible to violence and harassment and less able to speak up or 

escape when experiencing sexual harassment, discrimination and violence”.52 
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Part 1. The regional, rural and remote workplace context 

Best practice prevention of violence against women work means first and foremost 

addressing the four gendered drivers of violence, which are described in Putting the 

prevention of violence against women into practice: How to change the story.53 Work that 

addresses the four gendered drivers of violence against women3 is said to be ‘gender 

transformative’, meaning that it works to transform society’s gendered norms, practices 

and structures.54 Prevention of violence against women efforts also need to consider the 

intersection of gender inequality with other forms of social inequality and also with the 

reinforcing factors of violence against women as identified in Change the story.55 

All prevention work in workplaces should draw on current evidence about what constitutes 

promising and emerging best practice. This is articulated in the Workplace Equality and 

Respect Standards.   

Evaluations of existing gender transformative prevention programs are limited and, as The 

Equality Institute notes, there is little evidence regarding what prevention initiatives are 

most effective in regional, rural and remote areas.56 There is also limited evidence about 

what constitutes best practice in workplaces, though Powell and her colleagues have 

recently summarised the research evidence and the key program components of 

‘promising’ practice in workplaces and organisations.57  

In Victoria, women’s health services have shown leadership in the prevention of violence 

against women and a number of women’s health services in regional, rural and remote 

areas have undertaken evaluations of their regional strategies and programs within these 

strategies.58 These evaluations, however, generally haven’t included specific reflections on 

the rural aspects of programs, even when those programs are rurally focused.59 For 

instance, the evaluation of the Act@Work4 program did not identify findings specific to 

working in rural areas, other than to note that in presentations to start the project, 

statistics “... relevant to the Grampians region ...” were used.60 The Loddon Mallee Takes a 

Stand5 report similarly offers no explicit reflections about the rural challenges faced.61  

                                                      
3 Part 2 of this paper looks more closely at how the gendered drivers of violence are experienced in regional, 

rural and remote areas.  

4 Women’s Health Grampians developed the Act@Work program, which engaged with workplaces across the 
Central Highlands Region. It used the active bystanders model designed to increase individual and workplace 
knowledge of sexism, discrimination and violence against women. The program encourages the individual to 
understand the impacts of these behaviours and draws on their workplace skills to assist them to take 
effective action and intervene safely. The program is designed to work alongside local businesses as they 
develop their own individual organisational responses to preventing violence against women in the 
workplace. Gleeson, L. (2015). Act@Work Final Evaluation Report. Victoria: Springtech Services.  
5 The Take a Stand project was a three-year project run by Women’s Health Loddon Mallee. The project 
included Take a Stand bystander training in 12 participating workplaces in the region. Take a Stand challenges 
the attitudes and beliefs that sustain violence and provides an understanding that violence against women is 
inextricably linked to gender inequality. Women’s Health Loddon Mallee (2015). Loddon Mallee Takes a 
Stand: Final Report December 2015. Bendigo: WHLM.  
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As noted above, while there is currently no evidence base about how the delivery of 

prevention programs in regional, rural and remote workplaces needs to differ from 

prevention programs in urban areas, Change the story does suggest that programs need to 

be tailored to meet the geographic and employment context where the work will be 

delivered. 

“[A] ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach is likely to have limited effectiveness … tailored 

strategies for different communities, contexts and audiences are needed to ensure 

relevance across a diverse population.”62   

The remainder of this section looks at key factors for consideration when tailoring 

programs in regional, rural and remote workplaces, drawing on available literature and the 

information provided by participants during the consultations. 

Physical, social and geographic isolation  

The geographic isolation of communities in regional, rural and remote Victoria has 

implications for planning and implementing prevention initiatives. The Victorian Royal 

Commission into Family Violence recognised that there are unique challenges to working in 

non-urban areas, including geographic and social isolation, economic vulnerability and 

dependence, and cultural norms that include rigid gender stereotypes and roles.63  

Campo and Tayton64 have identified several specific issues for women living in regional, 

rural and remote areas who experience domestic and family violence. These relate to their 

geographical location and the cultural and social characteristics of living in small 

communities. Campo and Tayton suggest that there is a common view in rural 

communities that ‘family problems’ such as domestic and family violence are not talked 

about, which serves to silence women's experiences and deter them from disclosing such 

violence and abuse. Fear of stigma, shame, community gossip, and a lack of perpetrator 

accountability can all deter women from seeking help. They also found that women often 

find it difficult to access services due to geographical isolation, lack of transportation 

options and not having access to their own income. 

Other research by Wendt and her co-authors also found that geographical isolation can 

have multiple impacts on women in regional, rural and remote communities – these 

include more limited access to private and public transport, housing opportunities, police 

and justice systems, health and social services and education, and access to support when 

disclosing an experience of violence or seeking help.65 This research also notes that 

distance from regional or rural centres can contribute to women’s social isolation because 

it limits access to friends, services, leisure activities and jobs. 

Citing multiple recent studies, Campo and Tayton note that particular groups of women 

face additional disadvantage. For example, those with lower levels of English literacy or 

from particular cultural backgrounds may face xenophobic attitudes; and uncertainty and 

fear about residency or visa status can act as barriers to accessing information and services 
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for immigrant and refugee women. Education, health and family violence services that are 

culturally appropriate for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women may be less 

available in regional, rural and remote areas; and women with disabilities ‘are doubly 

disadvantaged’ by limited access to transportation and specialist services.66 While these 

observations have been made in relation to access to response services, primary 

prevention efforts must also take into account these differences to ensure that they are 

appropriately tailored to reach the many diverse groups that live and work in regional, 

rural and remote areas of Australia.  

Participants within the consultations spoke about the increased cost (travel and staff time) 

incurred by rural organisations when bringing people together for training, sending them 

elsewhere for training or setting up face-to-face meetings, training or networking. They 

also noted that organisations carefully prioritise travel and staff time, looking for 

efficiencies where possible. Individual workers carefully consider whether they can meet 

personal obligations (such as picking children up from school) when deciding if they can 

attend training that is held away from their home or usual place of work.  

For staff undertaking project work, the small and isolated nature of rural and remote 

workplaces has an impact on staffing. Participants reported that staff may have a much 

wider range of responsibilities because smaller budgets amount to fewer staff but the 

same scope of work. Smaller populations affect the structure of rural employment. 

Participants noted constraints around flexible work options and availability of childcare, 

more time-limited jobs for project work and more seasonal work. Small rural businesses 

prioritise keeping their doors open over sending staff to training or community events.  

“There is nobody able to run a project. Something else will have to drop off the list.”6  

A strong and persistent theme within the consultations was the lack of anonymity in 

locations with small populations. Community member relationships are likely to be 

intertwined with those of their family members, and their work colleagues may interact 

with them in recreational or community settings. 

“A phenomenon that happens here is that you walk out of work and into 

Coles and half the people work here or are clients here. This doesn’t 

happen in the city. Work cannot be isolated from home, and this is more 

apparent in the smaller country town.” 

“Some people don’t wish to raise issues and don’t wish to seek their help [police] 
because they are ingrained members of the community.” 

                                                      
6 Quotes highlighted in blue are taken from the consultation data.  
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The interconnectedness of individuals within a community might also mean that the 

violence which women experience in the workplace, at home and in public spaces are 

linked in some way.  Multiple victimisation, taking the form of different forms of violence 

experienced by the same woman or multiple incidents of violence, is common in 

Australia.67 The high rates of violence against women – both in public and private settings 

in Australia – make reasonable the assumption that women are likely to experience 

violence in more than one setting, possibly by the same perpetrator or perpetrators known 

to one another.   

This connectedness and lack of anonymity can create barriers for women contemplating 

reporting violence at home or at work. It was suggested that women might not report 

violence because, for example, their husband has a friendship with the local police officer 

or their children go to school with the local social worker’s children. The sense of shame 

and lack of anonymity can cause dangerous situations to go unchallenged, reduce 

reporting, and exacerbate the problem of violence.  

Some participants suggested that, to get on well in a small town, individuals may choose 

harmony over challenge and silence over reporting. This fear of consequences might be 

heightened if numerous members of the same family are employed in the same workplace. 

“A lot of work goes into ensuring confidentiality from professional roles into the 
community. Confidentiality is a higher priority and is more significant in rural areas.” 

“Potentially there may be a reluctance that people may fear retribution because they live 
in the same small town …” 

 “There is push back. We are talking about long-term cultural change. We are talking to a 
staff member, who then talks to his cousins, brothers, father. It’s not a simple and quick 

change of thinking or understanding.” 

 

Connectedness 

The Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence report noted that “social 

connectedness and resilience” in regional, rural and remote communities offer great 

potential for supporting collaborative community efforts to prevent violence against 

women.68  

Webster and Flood note that there are opportunities to prevent violence against women 

by focusing on: 

• building connections between women  

• supporting women’s social and economic empowerment and autonomy  
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• promoting healthy gender roles and constructions of femininity (such as addressing 

sexual objectification).69 

This connection and the positive impact that it can play was noted in the consultations for 

this project, with participants reporting that a workplace response to having fewer 

resources is to increase collaboration, including sharing staff, organising service delivery by 

more than one organisation and sharing of resources.  

Council staff reported working together in a subregion, with larger ones (often those in 

regional cities) doing work on behalf of the group due to having more staff available and 

greater capacity to divert time to a new task. This dynamic was repeated elsewhere such 

as with Primary Care Partnerships or Prevention of Violence Against Women regional 

partnerships. Churches of different denominations share buildings and at times staff. 

Resourcefulness born of need creates a sharing and collaboration culture that is important 

to recognise when engaging with rural areas. 

The Gippsland Prevention of Men’s Violence Against Women Strategy evaluation noted 

that the significant successes of the strategy included the partnership structure and 

approach undertaken, a partnership network map that illustrates the increased 

connections and strength of relationships and a cross-sector strategy.70 

“Strong relationships are key … A lot of us have been working together and have done so 
in different roles and jobs. We’ve built trust over time … you are in it for the long haul.” 

While the interconnectedness of small communities can have a negative impact on 

women, the integration of workplace and community settings in regional, rural and remote 

areas can also be an enabler to undertaking prevention work. Even in regional cities and 

large towns there is a high degree of collaboration between workplaces and community 

groups on issues of public concern, including violence against women. This level of 

integration is due to staff being involved in community-based groups and clubs and 

because many workplaces in regional, rural and remote areas have a strong ethic of 

supporting community activities through sponsorship, provision of resources or 

collaboration to run activities such as Royal Shows, fun runs, charity events or community 

strengthening activities.  

“90% of those who work in the Shire also live in the Shire. This is important when 
you are getting people to commit to things they want to see in our town.”  

With this close relationship between a workplace and the local community, opportunities 

can quickly develop on the basis of ‘who knows who’ and work can progress quickly.  

During the consultations it was noted that workplaces within a town or region linked 

through a community planning process, such as the Prevention of Violence Against Women 
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Regional Action Plans, the workplace activities are more aligned with key messages, and 

are more likely to be focused on primary prevention and complementary to actions being 

taken by others. This resulted in stronger momentum, profile and reach of the activities 

and messages. Within the consultations it was noted that regardless of whether the focus 

on gender equality or prevention of violence against women occurs first in the community 

setting or through a workplace initiative, both are considerably strengthened when the 

focus coincides with similar activity in other settings in that community. 

“In a rural community, local community leaders who are well networked have more 
influence than the formal structures.” 

This strengths-based, collaborative approach to working should be valued and 

incorporated in future prevention program planning as it takes advantage of the resources 

communities and workplaces have to offer. 

Engaging workplaces in prevention initiatives  

Rural workplaces have used many points for engaging and driving prevention work. Within 

the consultations it was noted that whether initiatives begin with a single passionate 

member of staff or follow Board directives (for example, health service statement of 

priorities) there is always a process of gaining buy-in from others. Some begin with a focus 

on violence against women in response to a local or nationwide profile incident. Others 

respond to data about levels of violence against women in their shire or region. It has been 

noted that the use of data, relevant to the local region is particularly persuasive for those 

who are not convinced by what they see as emotive arguments by ‘feminists’. Some find a 

focus on gender equality more persuasive initially. Some respond to the fact that 

comparable organisations are doing activities.   

“If you come with a compelling case and some facts, they [councillors] feel obliged to 
adhere to the recommendations you bring. They are motivated to take a positive response 

to issues such as this due to public scrutiny of their contribution to the debate.” 

Workforce development  

Building the capacity of the workforce to undertake prevention work is a crucial 

component of developing workplace prevention initiatives.71 VicHealth, who has been a 

key leader in prevention work in Victoria, recommends engaging staff in the human 

resources (HR) area to ensure that efforts to change organisational cultures to better 

support gender equality and respect are also HR policies and processes.72  

Participants in the consultations identified HR as an important resource at the disposal of 

rural organisations to support workplace change. HR staff have a direct relationship with 
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individual staff and were therefore often identified in the consultations as being involved 

in family violence policy development and implementation. 

Within the consultations, not all organisations, including some councils, reported having an 

HR department or even an HR worker. The lack of direct HR resources was noted as a 

problem for these organisations, with barriers identified as a lack of funds, lack of suitable 

applicants and the need to ensure suitable professional development for their HR staff. 

However, where there were dedicated staff and they were involved in the workplace 

gender equality strategies, HR staff greatly assisted the organisation.  

The participants talked about factors that assisted their prevention work and take-up of 

the topic within their organisation, such as being a signatory to a Regional Action Plan for 

prevention of violence against women. They noted that having supports such as regional 

Women’s Health Services or the Municipal Association of Victoria’s (MAV) Preventing 

Violence Against Women Policy Advisor available to them – to provide guidance, support 

strategy development and to start the process to run a White Ribbon event and/or 

conduct a gender equality audit – was very useful.  

Councils reported that they found interactions with the MAV Preventing Violence Against 

Women Policy Advisor invaluable for a range of supports; for example, guidance, tools and 

templates related to HR responsibilities and the role HR can play in workplace change. One 

council, when reviewing how it would ensure that HR policies and practice were congruent 

with workplace gender equality values, noted that its Employee Assistance Providers 

needed to be educated and in other ways aligned with the council’s policies. They invited 

their providers to join training and provided them with information to ensure that staff 

who used their services received aligned advice.  

The evidence from Change the story supports the need for a workforce that includes 

primary prevention experts, as well as non-expert personnel in prevention settings with 

prevention skills: 

“In addition to a specialist prevention workforce, building the skills and capacities of 

those working in diverse sectors and settings – from sports clubs to schools, 

workplaces, local governments, health services and the media – can help embed 

prevention and gender equality efforts into their existing work and into the core 

business of their organisations. This might include pre-service gender equality and 

primary prevention training for key workers in such sectors, together with ongoing 

professional development, guidance and support from the specialist workforce.”73 

Other workplaces spoke similarly about women’s health services and a small number 

noted other organisations that had provided support, such as the peak body for local 

government professions, LGPro. They noted how a partnership approach was used on 

occasion with the expert person able to participate in training delivery. At other times, the 

role provided advice about where to locate trainers or resources. 
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As this work is often done by staff working on their own, the opportunity to attend a 

Community of Practice was reported as being very helpful. This group provides support 

and updates on policy and practice, maintains key messages, problem solves and links the 

work with other organisations. 

Leading community change  

Leaders are important in driving change. External leaders may be people in the community 

or who are influential leaders within a workplace. The Gippsland Prevention of Men’s 

Violence Against Women Strategy evaluation noted that one of the most significant 

successes of the strategy was the feminist leadership provide by Gippsland Women’s 

Health.74  

Many councils see it as their responsibility to lead community conversations about health 

and wellbeing. Within the consultations, the key role of councils in prevention work was 

acknowledged. This role is supported by the Municipal Association of Victoria, who stated: 

“Victorian local government is a national leader in preventing violence against 

women. This has been achieved through numerous high-profile, localised and 

internal campaigns and activities, along with advocating for gender equity – ensuring 

equal and respectful relationships between men and women exist.”75 

 “As a remote rural council, we have closer community responsibilities than metros or 
regionals do. Councils are looked to for leadership. We have more influence with that 

opportunity.”  

Councils are uniquely placed to lead community change in the area of prevention because:  

• they are a large employer and often have human resources staff or other planning 

staff who can lead prevention work 

• the decisions they make (planning, opening hours etc.) have an impact on how 

women-friendly workplaces are  

• the decisions they make (planning, sports and recreation funding, opening hours, 

public space usage etc.) have an impact on how safe and welcoming the local 

environment is for women travelling to and from work, study and in their other 

day-to-day activities.  

Leadership within organisations  

Change requires leadership from many layers of an organisation. The Municipal 

Association of Victoria notes the importance of engaging senior leaders about violence 

against women when working with councils.76 Leadership may come from a ‘natural 

champion’ – a person with the vision, drive and skills to bring others along – or it may 

come from appointed project leaders.  
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Many participants in the consultations described the importance of leadership as a critical 

component to lead the work and to legitimise it within the workplace. Where leadership at 

all levels is aligned and collaborative, the organisation experiences the best results. It 

didn’t matter if the focus on change was initiated at any level, but change needed to be 

facilitated by those in leadership roles and supported by the natural leaders within the 

organisation to maintain ongoing traction and momentum.  

It was noted that leaders can at one level embrace gender equality – they know it is 

perceived by society as the right thing to do – but can also be challenged as gender 

equality demands rethinking gender relations and male privilege.  

“Many female executives anticipate a potential career risk if they are seen to push a 
gender agenda strongly.” 

There is some discussion in the literature about the importance of having champions 

working actively on prevention programs, particularly the role that male champions can 

play.77 The evaluation of the Act@Work program identified the importance of champions 

in their work and the successful recruitment of program champions.78  
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Recommendations related to the regional, rural and remote context  

1. Prevention of violence against women initiatives in regional, rural and remote areas 

should be supported through government policy and long-term flexible funding 

arrangements to support community ownership of initiatives and support long-term 

change in gender norms, practices and structures.  

 
2. Initiatives should be evidence based and designed using established good practice 

principles and approaches to prevention work. Initiatives need to be strengths based 

and tailored to the local workplace and community, with an appreciation of the 

unique nature of regional, rural and remote workplaces. 

The unique aspects of regional, rural and remote workplaces that need to be 

recognised in planning for prevention include: 

a. a high level of interconnectedness between workplaces and the local community 

b. the existence of strong local networks and spheres of influence, including 

champions both within the workplace and in the wider local community who can 

support prevention work 

c. the collaborative way in which local workplaces support one another 

d. the importance of local community issues and events, and the potential for these 

to be used to drive, promote and support prevention work. 

 

3. In recognition of the lack of rigorous evaluations of prevention of violence against 

women initiatives in regional, rural and remote workplaces and communities, future 

initiatives must be carefully evaluated with a view to identifying the specific lessons 

that need to be incorporated into subsequent prevention work in these areas. This 

research should take an intersectional lens, particularly identifying and addressing 

the experiences of women with disabilities, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

women, immigrant and refugee women, older women, and lesbian, transgender, 

bisexual and intersex women.  

 

4. Local, state and federal governments should actively support the development of a 

skilled prevention workforce in regional, rural and remote areas, recognising the 

challenges of geographical isolation and limited resources in these areas.  

Specific support for local prevention workforces should: 

d. provide long-term funding support to existing organisations with prevention and 

gender transformative practice expertise to continue to engage and support 

workplaces to lead change 

e. assist ‘communities of practice’, both face-to-face and online, which could provide 

peer support to workplaces and other organisations undertaking prevention work  
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f. help organisations that are not prevention specialists, to build the capacity of 

their staff to undertake or partner in prevention work. 

 

5. Local councils should be supported to take a key role in the planning and delivery of 

prevention initiatives in regional, rural and remote workplaces and communities.  

When designing workplace initiatives that take a ‘whole of community’ approach to 

prevention, the existing leadership of local councils should be acknowledged and 

employed. 
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Part 2. The gendered drivers of violence against women in regional, rural 

and remote communities 

The literature review and consultations also sought to provide information on how the 

gendered drivers of violence against women are uniquely experienced in regional, rural 

and remote areas and how prevention efforts to address the drivers are best undertaken in 

regional, rural and remote workplaces. The four drivers are:  

• condoning of violence against women  

• rigid gender roles and stereotypes  

• men’s control of decision making and limits to women’s independence  

• male peer relations that emphasise aggression and disrespect towards women.  

Condoning of violence against women 

As noted in Change the story the condoning of violence against women includes social 

norms, structures and practices that justify and excuse violence based on the view that it is 

acceptable or natural for men to use violence or that violence is attributable to external 

factors such as stress, disempowerment, alcohol abuse or threats to physical safety and 

identity.79 Findings from the 2013 National Community Attitudes towards Violence Against 

Women Survey (NCAS) noted, “... few differences between rural, remote, urban and 

regional areas” with relation to levels of understanding of violence against women, 

likelihood of rejecting violence-supportive attitudes and support for gender equality.80 

Carrington and Scott suggested that particular constructions of masculinity emphasise 

strength, courage and domination, and may lead to increased tolerance for violence 

against women.81  

According to The Equality Institute’s review of the literature on violence prevention in 

regional, rural and remote areas, “male violence is justified or accepted as a way to 

enforce social boundaries, exercise or demonstrate power, assert honour and reiterate 

status”.82 Parkinson notes that in times of natural disasters, this excusing of violence is 

common and professionals may excuse men’s violence as well.83 

George and Harris report that confidentiality and privacy issues, and fears about being the 

subject of community gossip or being ostracised from the community were common 

concerns of women experiencing violence in a rural community. This ‘visibility’ is a major 

factor in the decision not to report, and impacts on violence being normalised, ignored, 

and excused, and hence perpetrators not being held accountable.84   

This driver, the condoning of violence against women, appeared to be the best understood 

driver by the participants in the consultation process and they were strongly committed to 

promoting ‘No to Violence’. Strong reinforcement of this occurs at a meta-level with 

national and state news and events impacting on regional, rural and remote communities 
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Bystander initiatives, which were a common type prevention activity among the 

participant workplaces, demonstrate a willingness to participate in expressing the message 

that violence against women is not okay. Most, though not all, workplaces found it easier 

to start working on workplace gender equality through a focus on prevention of violence 

against women. 

 “Attitudes of some small towns – we joke sometimes that it’s like living in 1950’s. Trying 
to introduce this [prevention of violence against women], especially for people not used to 

this sort of training, people find it hard.”  

“Gendered stereotypes very strong within the club culture; for example, ladies’ 
committee.” 

 “An example I see often enough is the husband not allowing women to go to (personal) 
training. He doesn’t want her to lose weight and look good so he questions her motivation 
and doesn’t like her attending. He’ll say, ‘Why do they need to lose weight and look good? 
All they have to do is stay home and look after the kids, wash the dishes’. The average age 
of my group is over 40. I have 50- and 60-year-olds. Women say, ‘I’ve got to get home and 

have tea ready for him. I can’t stay for training’.” 

 

Rigid gender roles and stereotypes 

The relationship between masculine identity and rurality in the context of gender norms, 

roles and stereotypes that contribute to violence against women has been discussed 

within the Australian literature on violence against women in regional, rural and remote 

areas.85 Some authors argue that traditional gender norms in rural communities may be 

more narrowly defined than in urban areas, which can work to condone male control and 

abuse as part of the patriarchal family role.86  

In relation to female identity and roles, it has been suggested that “… rural women do not 

position themselves as conservative, traditional or backward. Instead, rural women view 

femininity as being strong and essential to the survival of rural and family life”.87 Wendt 

and Zannettino suggest that the roles of “helper, homemaker, partner and mother provide 

legitimacy and purpose to rural women” and can be a source of strength and pride. 

According to these authors, however, the fact that these roles are all gendered can lead to 

a degree of loyalty to partners and to property that makes it “extremely difficult, if not 

impossible, to talk about domestic violence and abuse of gender power relations”. 88  

Wendt and Zannettino caution against positioning rural women and men as more 

traditional and conservative than those in urban areas as this assumes that rural identities 

are stable and fixed.89 Regional, rural and remote communities are exposed to many of the 
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same gendered cultural discourses as the wider community, including discussion of the 

complexities of gender relations and identities in rural contexts.90 

Within the consultations, of the four drivers of violence against women, participants most 

commonly raised ‘rigid gender roles and identities’ as a central issue. Many participants in 

the consultations noted that strong gender roles exist in rural areas with less variation to 

provide alternative ideas about how men and women can be, and can relate. Rural areas 

are seen to promote the physicality of masculinity (for example, farmers, drivers and 

tradespeople) and the caring roles required of women. It is also noted that there are many 

people who do not conform to those stereotypes but remain the stereotype with which 

people are compared. 

“Rural areas have ‘blokey’ culture; the hard, physical work of many occupations and back-
breaking work done by males or females is different to the metro culture.”  

 “In my experience, remoteness is associated with more traditional values. We know that 
the further out we went the more stereotypical patterns of male and female behaviour 

and beliefs we found. It’s strange – remote women do the physical work but that doesn’t 
translate into them being involved in other ways. They don’t make the decisions – finance, 

farm business etc.”  

Within the consultations it was noted that some workplaces have gendered workforces; 

for example, health services where high numbers of women work in nursing and other 

caring roles or the CFA where more men are volunteers and leaders are expected to be 

male. The existence of these highly gendered workplaces serves to reinforce the 

stereotypical roles in rural areas. The implicit message is that women are of ‘less value’ as 

their work is paid at lower rates than male-dominated work sectors. 

Within the consultations it was also noted that both men and women resist change to 

more equitable relations because both genders experience the discomfort that comes with 

change. Changing the way gender identities are perceived is a profound experience and, 

with less exposure to the alternatives, there is considerable fear, caution, concern and 

reluctance to participate.  

Participants said that men were afraid of the conversations about gender equality and 

violence against women. There is a ‘lived reality’ for many rural people of physicality being 

attached to their work or home roles, especially men’s, which reinforces the traditional 

male stereotypes. There is less evidence of desirable alternative attributes of ‘masculinity’. 

The ‘metro male’ is not at home in the country – “You don’t see fathers pushing prams 

here”.  

The strength of the traditional stereotypes is recognisable in the degree of ‘push back’ 

against change. Male leaders who wish to promote gender equality, but have not yet 

integrated gender equitable concepts and behaviour, felt exposed and clumsy in their 
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attempts. Many preferred not to try because to appear uncertain or to make mistakes is 

highly undesirable. Female leaders were very cautious about being seen to champion 

women’s rights as they are sometime labelled ‘anti male’ or a ‘feminist looney’, which 

therefore isolated and diminished the woman within her leadership team.  

While the number of female leaders is gradually increasing, many women still experience 

barriers to progression in their workplace. Lack of confidence by male business partners in 

female leadership and management capability was noted as an issue. Where workplace 

gender equality activities are underway in workplaces, a common challenge is the 

collective desire to avoid talking about gender stereotypes and gender relations.  

“One lone female executive took a pay audit report prepared by corporate services staff to 
the executive team, of which she was a member. It provided hard evidence that men and 
women were receiving inequitable remuneration in that organisation. The response from 
her male colleagues was personalised and defensive; that is, ‘Are you having a dig at us?’ 

Other sole female executives have commented that to raise inequity is fraught with 
personal risk.” 

“Men still hear messages around gender equality as an attack on men.” 

Gender role stereotyping is not the only form of stereotyping that impacts on women and 

men in regional, rural and remote areas. The Australian Human Rights Commission also 

noted, “The experiences of women living in rural, regional and remote Australia highlight 

that some negative and discriminatory gender-based stereotypes and attitudes are 

amplified for women living in these communities. Characteristics other than gender, such 

as cultural background, sexual orientation or age can also contribute to discrimination in 

rural communities”.91 

Many of the regional prevention strategies incorporated components that included 

workplace ‘bystander approaches’. Active bystander programs take a gender 

transformative approach and are deliberately targeted and often tailored to male-

dominated workplaces.92 The Act@Work program developed by Women’s Health 

Grampians (which had a large bystander component), while successful in achieving many 

of its aims, did report some degree of backlash, 'push back' or 'entrenched cynicism'.93 This 

was perceived to be in response to the broad gender equality framework that challenges 

stereotypes, and potentially challenges (or is perceived to challenge) men's social position 

and job opportunities. This backlash was also reported from women not wanting to 

identify with 'victims'.  

The consultation process did not identify any organisations that had achieved high-level 

gender transformative programs. In contrast, in some cases the approaches chosen were 

actively avoiding naming and addressing gender as a driver of violence. 
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Men’s control of decision making and limits to women’s independence 

There are a range of interconnected factors which affect how men’s control of decision 

making and limits to women’s independence present in regional, rural and remote 

communities. These factors include:  

• social and geographic isolation 

• gender inequality in access to stable, paid employment  

• gender inequality in workplaces themselves  

• limited transport and communications infrastructure 

• limited social, cultural and recreational activities for women. 

These factors contribute to violence against women and also impact on women as victims 

of violence in the home, the workplace and in public.  

Conversely, not only do these factors contribute to violence against women, the reality of 

violence against women in public spaces and women’s perceptions of safely in public 

places impacts on women’s independence. According to UNWOMEN, the reality of 

violence against women “... reduces women’s and girls’ freedom of movement. It reduces 

their ability to participate in school, work and public life. It limits their access to essential 

services and their enjoyment of cultural and recreational opportunities. It also negatively 

impacts their health and well-being”.94 

Social and geographic isolation 
As discussed above, social and geographic isolation can impact on women’s social and 

financial choices, independence and opportunities. Distance from friends, leisure activities, 

childcare and employment contributes to limiting women’s independence and can “... 

position women as dependent on men, which reinforces patriarchal family structure and 

can increase their vulnerability to abuse”.95 

Gender inequality in access to stable, paid employment 
Access to and participation in stable, paid employment is important to women’s financial 

independence and in turn contributes to other forms of independence. According to the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, women residing in rural and regional Australia may face 

employment challenges that women in urban areas do not, due to the differences in the 

employment environment.96 Employment opportunities for women in these areas may not 

be as frequent or varied as a result of smaller and less diverse local economies. Women 

also tend to contribute to family businesses in an unpaid capacity leaving their economic 

security at greater risk than in other areas of the country and leaving them without 

entitlements or superannuation.97 

Within the consultations, participants noted that many towns may have only one or two 

medium/large employers, with local government, health and education sectors usually the 

largest employers. Small towns may also have only one or two small business employers 

and each sector is limited to a few organisations or businesses. It was noted that in rural 
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areas work can be spread between home/farm and off-farm work in the nearest local town 

or regional centre. A high proportion of employers are businesses with very small staff 

numbers and participants also reported that there may be a high percentage of staff from 

the same family in a single workplace.  

Gender inequality in workplaces themselves 
Women are over-represented in part-time, casual, insecure and unpaid work. They may 

also have difficulty gaining employment and when employed earn significantly less than 

their male counterparts.98 Women are also impacted by structural inequality with regards 

to representation in leadership and decision making in regional, rural and remote 

communities as males dominate in civic and workplace leadership. Women’s Health 

Victoria’s Health Atlas shows that in 2015 only 14 of 79 Victorian Local Councils had female 

CEOs.99 Many of the key industries in rural remote Victoria are male dominated which can 

pose a risk of normalising cultures of male dominance in the broader community, as 

Saunders asserts: 

“A male-dominated workplace is frequently customised as a ‘bloke’s domain’, with 

its men often tending to resent the presence of any female who threatens that male 

space by simply being in it … in this type of hostile working environment sexual 

harassment becomes a tool for retaining the power dynamic which positions women 

as ‘outsiders’ in a male environment. This ultimately means that women ‘need to 

become like men to enjoy the benefits of full participation in the community’.”100  

Numerous examples of this gendered driver were provided by consultation participants. 

Several noted that their (mostly large) workplaces were strongly hierarchical in nature, and 

hierarchical structures tend to exhibit unconscious bias in favour of traditional male 

leadership styles and to promote male dominance in decision making. Organisations were 

perceived to be hierarchical when they had dominant male leaders, a workforce divided 

along gender lines, greater numbers of men in middle to upper management than 

proportional for their gender, numerous layers of management, less autonomy, and 

decisions made at higher levels. Participants commented that councils and health services 

tended to be very hierarchical, following a long history of operating in this way.  

Some consultation participants reported that staff members may stay in a difficult 

workplace because there is “nowhere else to go”. They accept a culture of bullying 

because of the high cost of moving to a different workplace (for example, travel time, 

minimal childcare, low incomes and less family time). This finding is supported by the 

Australian Human Rights Commission, which found that the casual, insecure and seasonal 

work that tends to characterise many female-dominated industries leaves women at risk of 

unreliable employment and poor working conditions, while male-dominated industries are 

still often unwelcoming to women.101 The commission heard that isolation can make 

women more susceptible to violence and harassment, and less able to speak up or escape 

when experiencing sexual harassment, discrimination and violence. 
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 “I have felt intimidated, there are strong but subtle controlling issues such as people 
making comments about family members – how they could control access to employment. 
It’s typical abusive behaviour but not recognised and not called out … In a metro situation, 
you have a lot more options for employment but here there is little or none. You don’t do 

anything to jeopardise that.”   

 “If you out someone in some way there could be problems for your family. I asked a staff 
member, ‘Why weren’t you reporting this?’ and the answer was: ‘Well, I live here’.” 

There are also specific issues that relate to living on rural properties. As Wendt and 

Zannettino noted, “… financial insecurity, stress and financial dependency are common 

issues affecting rural families and women”.102 They also asserted that “Incomes on rural 

properties are often spasmodic, women often have little access to cash and properties, 

assets and money are often controlled by men, or by men’s extended families; for 

example, through family trusts”.103 

George and Harris also identified some specific rural issues associated with family farm 

ownership.104 For example, these include severe financial implications following divorce or 

separation for the succeeding generation if the property is divided. In addition, women 

may be under constant surveillance when the family farm is also the workplace.105 

Farm succession planning has been shown to assume and favour male ownership and 

inheritance. Farm business structures often do this also, involving several generations in a 

family. Participants noted the considerable influence of a small group of families over their 

community, with strong patriarchal control and values often present.  

Limited transport and communications infrastructure 
As noted above, structural factors – such as the lack of access to transport, 

communications, services and information – also impact on women’s independence, not 

only in attending work but also in accessing services.  

Limited social, cultural and recreational activities for women 
Gender inequality regarding access to social, cultural and recreational activities for women 

was also noted in the consultations. The unequal provision of resources to sporting teams 

– with netball teams having inferior facilities to football teams despite making the same 

level of contributions to the club – is an example. It was noted that the current interest in 

Women’s AFL is assisting to raise the value of women’s sport in the eyes of rural towns. 

As noted above, there are opportunities to prevent violence against women through 

building connections between women and supporting their social empowerment and 

autonomy.106 Not only would the building of social connections help to counter women’s 

isolation, the promotion of recreational facilities and cultures that are inclusive and 

respectful of women also assists with challenging male peer relations that are disrespectful 

of women and emphasise aggression.  
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Male peer relations that emphasise aggression and disrespect towards women  

As Change the story asserts, male peer relations can be important sources of support and 

friendship between men; however, when characterised by cultures that reinforce 

stereotypical and aggressive forms of masculinity, this can create disrespect for, 

objectification of, or hostility towards women.107 While discussion of male peer relations is 

sparse within the literature, Saunders does speak to the development of regional, rural 

and remote workplace cultures of exclusion and intolerance towards women.108  

Participants in the consultations did not report examples of this gendered driver in their 

workplace when asked about whether this was relevant in their communities. However, it 

was raised as an example of behaviour that was occurring out in the community, 

particularly in some sports clubs such as the footy clubs.  

The opposite was also raised in that many depot staff were involved in White Ribbon 

activities or were leading programs or activities in these specific council sites. It was 

suggested that it was more likely to be the ‘culture’ of a location or site that would indicate 

participation, not the isolation or location of the site. Examples were provided about how 

councils in particular were reaching out to sports clubs to include them in activities and 

training.  

Although the consultations provided some insights into the ways in which the gendered 

drivers where manifested in regional, rural and remote communities and workplaces, there 

is a lack of information on what works in addressing these drivers in these areas and 

research into the short-, medium- and long-term impacts of prevention work is needed.  
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Recommendations related to gendered drivers of violence in regional, rural 

and remote workplaces and communities 

6. Workplaces and their partners undertaking prevention of violence against women 

initiatives in regional, rural and remote areas should recognise the kinds of gender 

stereotypes and social and cultural norms specific to such areas, and carefully tailor 

their initiatives to address these. Specific support actions should look to: 

a. support workplaces, regional and municipal bodies to work with prevention 

experts to develop and deliver prevention programs that effectively tailor a 

gender transformative approach to the specific local context  

b. tailor resources and tools to regional, rural and remote communities, using data 

specific to these areas, and incorporating locally relevant images and messages 

c. undertake further research to identify the particular gender stereotypes and 

gendered social and cultural norms that are specific to regional, rural and remote 

areas, in order to better understand how these can be addressed as part of efforts 

to prevent violence against women.  

 

7. Local, state and federal governments should identify opportunities to address the 

kinds of structures and practices in regional, rural and remote areas that limit 

women’s independence and decision making in both public and private spheres. 

Promoting women’s independence should include actions that:   

d. expand and improve local services and infrastructure (such as childcare and public 

transport) that can help support women’s employment  

e. expand and improve local employment options for women  

f. improve local support services for victims of violence 

g. foster and maintain formal and informal connections between women, within and 

outside of workplaces.  
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