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About Our Watch  

Our Watch is an independent, not for profit organisation established by the Commonwealth 
and Victorian Governments in 2013. Since establishment all State and Territory 
governments have become members of Our Watch. 

Our vision is shared with the National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their 
Children 2010–2022 (the National Plan), namely an Australia where women and their 
children live free from all forms of violence. 

The specific mandate of Our Watch is to focus on the primary prevention of violence against 
women and their children; to stop it before it starts. We aim to provide national leadership 
to drive change in the social norms, structures, attitudes, practices and power imbalances 
that underpin, drive and support violence against women and their children. 

Our Watch has four strategic goals: 

• Evidence: Australians understand the drivers of violence against women and 
their children and their role in creating change. 

• Action: Australians act to end violence against women and their children. 

• Leadership: We lead a national conversation about ending violence against 
women and their children. 

• Sustainability: We are a sustainable and well-run organisation. 

Our Watch draws directly on international human rights frameworks to provide the 
rationale for our work, based on an understanding of violence against women as a serious 
and preventable human rights abuse.7 The foundation of our evidence base, Change the 
story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against women (2015) 
adopts the United Nations’ Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women 
(1993) definition of violence against women,8 describes violence against women as a 
fundamental violation of human rights, and points to Australia’s obligation under 
international law to prevent this violence.9 The human rights-based imperative to end 
violence, and the human rights principles of collaboration, participation and ensuring 
equality of outcomes for all, inform every aspect of the framework.10 

 

About this submission  

As an organisation focused on the primary prevention of violence against women, this 
submission focuses on the drivers of violence against women and girls with disabilities, and 
on how to prevent this violence by addressing these underlying drivers. It provides an 
overview of existing evidence, identifies gaps and emerging practices in the primary 
prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities, and urges the Royal 
Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability to apply 
a gender analysis across all its investigations, and to specifically address primary prevention 
strategies through its findings and recommendations.  
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This submission responds to the following Terms of Reference defined for the Royal 
Commission, with a specific focus on strategies and approaches to prevent violence against 
women and girls with disabilities: 
 

• what governments, institutions and the community should do to prevent, and better 
protect, people with disability from experiencing violence, abuse, neglect and 
exploitation, having regard to the extent of violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation 
experienced by people with disability in all settings and contexts 

• what should be done to promote a more inclusive society that supports the 
independence of people with disability and their right to live free from violence, 
abuse, neglect and exploitation; 

• all forms of violence against, and abuse, neglect and exploitation of, people with 
disability, whatever the setting or context; 

• all aspects of quality and safety of services, including informal support, provided by 
governments, institutions and the community to people with disability, including the 
National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and the NDIS Quality and Safeguarding 
Framework agreed by all Australian Governments in 2017; 

• the specific experiences of violence against, and abuse, neglect and exploitation of, 
people with disability are multilayered and influenced by experiences associated 
with their age, sex, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, intersex status, 
ethnic origin or race, including the particular situation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people and culturally and linguistically diverse people with disability; 

• examples of best practice and innovative models of preventing, reporting, 
investigating or responding to violence against, and abuse, neglect or exploitation of, 
people with disability;  

• the findings and recommendations of previous relevant reports and inquiries. 

 

Summary of recommendations  

[Recommendation 1] In line with the evidence that women and girls with disabilities 
experience higher rates of violence compared to both men with disabilities and people 
without disabilities, and that they experience multiple forms of gender-based violence 
and gendered disability violence, Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal 
Commission integrate gender as a cross-cutting issue across all reform recommendations. 
All strategies to address violence against people with disabilities should include specific 
measures to address gender-based violence and gendered disability violence concurrently.  
 

[Recommendation 2] Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission 
prioritise the primary prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities, and 
draw from the international and national evidence and strategies for primary prevention 
contained within Change the story Australia’s shared, national framework to prevent 
violence against women and Our Watch and Women with Disabilities Victoria's 
forthcoming resource to guide the prevention of violence against women and girls with 
disabilities. 
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[Recommendation 3] In line with global and national evidence on what works to prevent 
violence, Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission identify multi-
pronged strategies that simultaneously influence attitudes and behaviours, organisational 
policies and practices, institutional systems and processes and societal level policies and 
legislation. 
 

[Recommendation 4] Our Watch recommends that Commonwealth, State and Territory 
governments:  

4.1 include specific actions to prevent violence and promote gender equality for 
women with disabilities across all violence against women (including domestic, 
family and sexual violence), gender equality and disability strategies.  

4.2 Embed actions to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities across 
government portfolios and strategic frameworks designed to address other forms 
of inequality. 

4.3 Resource the second phase of the formative work undertaken by Our Watch and 
Women with Disabilities Victoria to prevent violence against women and girls with 
disabilities, which would build on the forthcoming framework for the prevention 
of violence against women and girls with disabilities with initiatives such as:  

a) developing supporting tools and resources for practitioners, including a 
primary prevention practice guide or tool tailored to disability institutions 
and settings. 

b) facilitating communities of practice, learning and networking opportunities 
for people working across disability settings, to build capacity to undertake 
primary prevention work. 

[Recommendation 5] Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission 
encourage investment across Commonwealth, state and territory governments to fill the 
following urgent gaps in research and evidence on the primary prevention of violence 
against women and girls with disabilities. 

 
5.1 Scoping exercise of projects across Australia that either prevent or address 

violence against women and girls with disabilities. 
5.2 Population-level data on the prevalence of violence against women and girls with 

disabilities, in order to inform the design of effective primary prevention work. 
5.3 Population-level data on perpetrators of violence against women and girls with 

disabilities, in order to inform the design of effective primary prevention work.  
5.4 Funding to scope, pilot and evaluate a primary prevention program co-designed 

with women with disability. 
5.5 Investment in research and primary prevention programs targeted at potential 

perpetrators of violence against women and girls with disability.  

 

[Recommendation 6] Our Watch recommends ongoing investment by all governments in 
public awareness campaigns, communication strategies and behaviour change initiatives 
that seek to challenge ableist attitudes among the general public and build understanding 
of the ways ableism and gender inequality drive violence against women with disabilities. 
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[Recommendation 7] Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission apply 
a gendered lens across all its recommendations to consider the gendered impacts of 
violence, neglect and abuse, and the specific strategies needed to prevent and respond to 
violence against women and girls with disabilities across all settings and contexts. 
 
[Recommendation 8] Our Watch recommends that all governments assign resources 
across settings and contexts where violence against people with disabilities occurs to 
develop and implement primary prevention work. 
 

[Recommendation 9] Our Watch recommends that the Commonwealth, state and 
territory governments provide funding to design and test a pilot program, that draws from 
Our Watch’s experience in building whole-of-setting projects and the conceptual 
framework that Our Watch and Women with Disabilities Victoria are developing to guide 
the primary prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities. 
 

[Recommendation 10] In order to prevent violence against women and girls with 
disabilities, governments take a whole-of-government approach to create a policy and 
regulatory environment, that promotes gender equality across the disability sector and 
enables the equal participation of women with disability.  
 

[Recommendation 11] Our Watch recommends the Commonwealth Government create 
governance, policy and budget structures to specifically link the National Plan to Reduce 
Violence Against Women and their Children, the National Disability Strategy and the 
Safeguarding Framework to ensure the prevention of violence against women with 
disabilities is prioritised and provided with dedicated funding across government 
strategies. 
 

[Recommendation 12] Our Watch supports recommendations from Women with 
Disabilities Australia that the revised National Disability Strategy contain: 

12.1 Focused, gender-specific measures to ensure that women and girls with 
disability experience full and effective enjoyment of their human rights 

12.2 A stand-alone outcome area on ‘Safety from violence and abuse’ 
12.3 Positive obligations – beyond awareness-raising, education, training and 

sensitisation of the media – to include government policy and legislative 
reforms across all sectors and jurisdictions to promote gender equality and 
address discrimination (including intersectional discrimination).1 

 

[Recommendation 13] In order to address the underlying drivers of violence against 
women and girls with disabilities and ensure women’s independence and equal 
participation in public life, Our Watch recommends that the NDIS be reviewed to address 
gendered access gaps and to ensure services are able to respond to the full range of safety 
concerns, including experiences of gender-based violence. Our Watch recommends that: 

13.1 The NDIA resource the development of a specific engagement and 
participation strategy for women and girls to access the NDIS 

 
1 Women With Disabilities Australia. 2020. WWDA’s Response to the NDS Position Paper. The National 
Disability Strategy Beyond 2020. 
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13.2 The NDIS be revised to improve complaint and response systems for women 
with disabilities experiencing violence 

13.3 NDIS service providers and support workers be resourced and trained to 
recognise, prevent and respond to violence against women and girls with 
disabilities. 

 

[Recommendation 14] Our Watch recommends that the NDIS Quality and Safeguarding 
Framework include specific strategies to prevent, intervene and respond to instances of 
gender-based violence. This could include initiatives to build capacity across service 
providers and the workforce to prevent gender-based violence. 
 

[Recommendation 15] The body of work on the prevention of violence against women 
and girls with disabilities is new, with few examples of innovative models and evidence of 
best practice. Our Watch recommends investment to enable services for women with 
disabilities and Our Watch to design, implement and test a pilot program to prevent 
violence against women and girls with disabilities. 
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Response to Terms of Reference 

As a national violence prevention organisation, Our Watch welcomes the opportunity to 
contribute to the Disability Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation 
of People with Disability. People with disabilities experience higher rates of violence than 
people without disabilities. Estimates range between 47% of adults with disabilities having 
experienced some form of violence, compared to 36% of people without disabilities2and 
64% of people with disability report experiencing physical violence, sexual violence, intimate 
partner violence, emotional abuse and/or stalking, compared to 45% people without 
disability.3 All forms of violence are unacceptable and must be addressed through the Royal 
Commission’s findings. At the same time, it is important to recognise and respond to the 
fact that this violence is highly gendered, with women and girls with disabilities experiencing 
higher rates of violence compared to both men with disabilities and people without 
disabilities.  
 
There are gaps and inconsistencies in data related to women and girls with disabilities’ 
experiences of violence4, however data consistently demonstrates that women and girls 
with disabilities experience higher rates of violence. It is estimated that: 

• Women with disability are twice as likely to report an incident of sexual violence 
over their lifetime compared to women without disability.5 Estimates range between 
25%6 and 33%7 of women with disability have experienced sexual violence. This is 
compared to an estimated 15%8 - 16%9 of women without disabilities; 6.6% of men 
with disabilities and 3.9% of men without disabilities.10 
 

• Between 30.3%11 and 36%12 of women with disabilities have experienced intimate-
partner violence. This is compared to an estimated 19.7%13 - 21%14 of women 
without disabilities; 10.8% of men with disabilities and 6.4% of men without 

 
2 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
3 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
4 There are not consistent data collection mechanisms that capture all WWD, and differences in methods of data 

analysis that lead to different figures. 
5 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
6 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
7 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
8 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
9 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
10 Ibid. 
11 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
12 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
13 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
14 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
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disabilities.15 
 

• Between 32%16 and 37%17of women with disabilities have experienced emotional 
abuse. This is compared to an estimated 19%18 - 20%19 of women without 
disabilities; 20% of men with disabilities and 14% of men without disabilities.20 
 

• Between 39.5%21 and 48%22 of women with disabilities have experienced physical 
violence. This is compared to an estimated 26.3%23 - 27%24 of women without 
disabilities.25 While men with and without disabilities are more likely to experience 
acts of physical violence, women with disabilities are more likely to experience 
ongoing acts of violence and are less likely to receive service support.26 
 

• Young women with disabilities (18-29 years) are twice as likely to report 
experiencing sexual violence over their lifetime than young women without 
disabilities.27 
 

• ABS data shows that, of young people with disabilities who had experienced 
violence, an estimated 27% of young women had experienced some form of violence 
compared to 23% of young men.28 
 

• Young women with disabilities were more likely to report experiencing acts of 
stalking and harassment, compared to both men with disabilities and people without 
disabilities. 10% of young women with disabilities reported experiencing stalking and 
harassment compared to 7% of young men with disabilities, 5% of young women 
without disabilities and 1% of young men without disabilities.29 
 

• Young people with disabilities are over three times more likely to report violence by 
an intimate partner in the last 12 months compared to young people without 

 
15 Ibid. 
16 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
17 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
18 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
19 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
20 Ibid. 
21 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
22 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
23 AIHW. 2020. People with Disability in Australia. 
24 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Women with Disabilities Australia. 2020. Inquiry into family, domestic and sexual violence: Submission to the 
Committee on Social Policy and Legal Affairs. 
27 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. 2021. Nature and extent of violence, abuse, neglect 
and exploitation against people with disability in Australia. 
28 Centre of Research Excellence in Disability and Health. ND. Violence against young people with disability in 
Australia Fact Sheet 2. 
29 Ibid. 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-disability-in-australia/contents/justice-and-safety/violence-against-people-with-disability
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://wwda.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Submission-to-the-House-Standing-Committee-on-Social-Policy-and-legal-Affairs-Inquiry-into-family-domestic-and-sexual-violence2.pdf
https://wwda.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Submission-to-the-House-Standing-Committee-on-Social-Policy-and-legal-Affairs-Inquiry-into-family-domestic-and-sexual-violence2.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/system/files/2021-03/Research%20Report%20-%20Nature%20and%20extent%20of%20violence%2C%20abuse%2C%20neglect%20and%20exploitation%20against%20people%20with%20disability%20in%20Australia.pdf
https://melbourne.figshare.com/articles/online_resource/Violence_against_young_people_with_disability_in_Australia_-_Fact_Sheet_No_2/12756425?file=24753587
https://melbourne.figshare.com/articles/online_resource/Violence_against_young_people_with_disability_in_Australia_-_Fact_Sheet_No_2/12756425?file=24753587
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disabilities. This violence was gendered, with 8% of young women with disabilities 
reporting experiences of intimate-partner violence compared to 7% of young men 
with disabilities, 4% of young women without disabilities and 1% of young men 
without disabilities.30 
 

Despite experiencing higher rates of violence compared to both men with disabilities and 
people without disabilities, the voices of women with disabilities have to date largely been 
excluded from policy, data collection approaches, community discussions, and responses to 
violence. 
 

The nature and types of violence experienced by women with disabilities encompass acts of 
gender-based violence and disability-specific forms of violence, and includes both 
interpersonal violence and institutional violence and discrimination (some of which is state 
sanctioned or legalised). The types of violence experienced by women with disabilities can 
include (but are not limited to): 
 

• Physical, sexual and non-physical forms of intimate-partner violence 

• Sexual violence, including sexual assault perpetrated by support workers, staff in 
institutional settings and carers 

• Sexual harassment in public settings, institutional and service settings and within the 
home  

• Physical violence, including physical violence perpetrated by support workers, staff 
in institutional settings and carers 

• Psychological abuse, including disability-specific forms of emotional abuse such as 
deliberately withholding care as a form of punishment 

• Medical exploitation such as forced psychiatric interventions or the forcing of or 
withholding of medication, and reproductive violence such as non-consensual 
sterilisation 

• Restrictive practices, such as restraint and seclusion 

• Neglect, including the denial of essential care and equipment 
 

Violence against women and girls with disabilities is both gender and disability-based – that 
is, it is violence that is perpetrated against them both because they are women and because 
they are people with a disability. In addition to being driven by sexism and ableism, this 
violence can be compounded by other forms of discrimination and marginalisation, such as 
racism, religious discrimination, homophobia, ageism, and classism.  
 
It is critical that the Disability Royal Commission apply an intersectional  gender lens to its 
investigations of this issue, in order to help shed light on the gendered dimensions and 
dynamics of violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation of people with disability. A gender 
analysis of this issue will enable the Commission to give due consideration to the differential 
impacts on and needs of women and men across all its findings and recommendations.  
 
In order to successfully reduce the overall scale of violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation 
experienced by people with disabilities, it is critical that the Commission:  

 
30 Ibid. 
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a) ‘mainstream’ the consideration of gender across all Commission investigations, 
recommendations and initiatives; and 

b) include specific recommendations to prevent and reduce all forms of violence 
against women and girls with disabilities.  

It is vital that the experiences of gender-based violence of women and girls with disabilities 
is not considered as a separate issue but is incorporated across all recommendations. For 
example, any recommendations to address workforce development needs or training to 
reduce violence in institutional settings should also consider ways to build understandings 
of gender and gender-based violence across those same settings. Such recommendations 
can be developed by drawing on the established evidence and practice base on the primary 
prevention of violence against women. 
 

What governments, institutions and the community can do to prevent, and better protect, 
people with disability from experiencing violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation, having 
regard to the extent of violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation experienced by people with 
disability in all settings and contexts 

The prevalence of violence against women and girls with disabilities is particularly high 
because they experience multiple forms of violence, including not only disability-based 
violence, like other people with disability, but also various forms of gender-
based violence, like other women. 
 
In order to prevent and reduce the scale of violence against people with disabilities, it is 
critical that the Disability Royal Commission identify what can effectively address violence 
against women and girls with disabilities - across government policies, and in institutional 
and community settings. Violence against women and girls with disabilities should not be 
seen as a separate, or discrete issue to be addressed through individual or small-scale 
programmes, but rather strategies to address it should be embedded across government, 
institutional and community responses to the broader issue of violence against people with 
disabilities, across all settings and contexts where such violence occurs. 
 

[Recommendation 1] In line with the evidence that women and girls with disabilities 
experience higher rates of violence compared to both men with disabilities and people 
without disabilities, and that they experience multiple forms of gender-based violence 
and gendered disability violence, Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal 
Commission integrate gender as a cross-cutting issue across all reform recommendations. 
All strategies to address violence against people with disabilities should include specific 
measures to address gender-based violence and gendered disability violence concurrently. 

Women with disabilities experience violence from a range of perpetrators, but as with 
violence against all women, violence against women with disabilities is most commonly 
perpetrated by men who are known to them. It is most likely to occur within an intimate 
partner relationship, but can also be perpetrated by other men in women’s and girls’ 
lives, including family members and workplace colleagues. In these ways, violence 
against women and girls with disabilities can be understood as part of a broader pattern of 
gendered violence.  
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International and national research on gendered violence, and frameworks for the 
prevention of violence against women in general can therefore provide useful insights to 
inform approaches to the prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities in 
particular. Australia’s national framework for preventing violence against women is Change 
the story.31 It draws on international and national research to inform a conceptual model for 
understanding this violence and its underlying drivers and outlines a holistic national 
approach to preventing this violence, based on a set of actions to address these drivers. Our 
Watch and Women with Disabilities Victoria (WDV) are currently developing resource to 
guide for the prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities that outlines 
the actions needed across a range of a settings, practices and policies. This project has been 
developed in partnership with a disabled persons organisation, with input from an expert 
advisory group, and is informed by the lived experiences and perspectives of women with 
disabilities. This resource complements and extends the evidence and guidance in Change the 
story.  
 

[Recommendation 2] Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission 
prioritise the primary prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities, and 
draw from the international and national evidence and strategies for primary prevention 
contained within Change the story Australia’s shared, national framework to prevent 
violence against women and Our Watch and Women with Disabilities Victoria's 
forthcoming framework for the prevention of violence against women and girls with 
disabilities. 

 

What is primary prevention?  

While intervening in and responding to existing violence is essential, a primary prevention 
approach is necessary to stop violence against women from occurring in the first place 
and reduce the prevalence of violence in the long-term. Prevention is different from, but 
complementary to early intervention and response work, and all three approaches are 
necessary to form a comprehensive approach to violence against women.  
 
Primary prevention is an approach to understanding and addressing the issue of 
violence against women within a social context. This approach is outlined in Change the 
Story which uses a socio-ecological model to explain individual behaviour in a social 
context that includes organisational, community, systemic and social levels. This conceptual 
model is illustrated below.   
   

 
31 Our Watch, Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS) and VicHealth (2015) 
Change the story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence against women and their 
children in Australia, Our Watch, Melbourne, Australia. 
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Strategies to prevent violence against women are designed to create touch points for 
change across multiple levels of the socio ecological model, in a coordinated 
and mutually reinforcing way, to drive shifts in attitudes, behaviours, practices and social 
norms across the population. A population level approach to primary prevention 
approaches is more likely to be effective if it uses multiple strategies, to drive and support 
change and reinforce messages and to reach people across the multiple settings and 
contexts in which they live, work, study and spend their leisure time.  
 
This model makes clear that singular actions, such as behaviour change campaigns, will not 
be effective in preventing violence against women and girls with disabilities if they are 
implemented in isolation. Rather what is needed is a range of holistic and systematic 
strategies that include multiple components to drive change across individual attitudes, 
organisational practices, institutional structures and systems and policies and legislation. 
 
The table below shows what this multi-level approach to preventing violence against 
women and girls with disabilities might look like: 
  



 14 

 

Actions across the socio-ecological model to prevent violence against women 
and girls with disabilities 

 Level of the socio-ecological framework 

Individual and 
relationship level 

Organisational and 
community level 

System and 
institutional level 

Societal level 

Primary 
prevention 
strategies 

Initiatives that increase 
peoples’ 
understanding of what 
behaviours constitute 
violence,  
disrespect and 
discrimination against 
women and girls with 
disabilities, and which 
build their capacity and 
confidence to 
challenge and/or 
report such 
behaviours. 

A range of different 
forms of community 
messaging and 
communication 
strategies that 
emphasise respect, 
equality and the rights 
of women and girls 
with disabilities  

 

Whole-of-
organisation 
approaches to 
primary prevention in 
disability institutions, 
services and settings, 
that address policies 
and practices to 
increase gender 
equality, and equip 
staff with awareness 
and skills to 
recognise, prevent 
and respond to 
violence against 
women and girls with 
disabilities 

 

Accountability 
policies and 
procedures, and 
reporting guidelines 
and structures, that 
increase 
responsibility and 
ensure consequences 
for the perpetration 
of violence within 
organisations, 
institutions, and 
workplaces, including 
disability service 
settings.  

Increase the 
number of women 
with disabilities 
involved in 
decision-making 
within disability 
institutions and 
services 
 

Resource women 
with disabilities 
representative 
organisations to 
review, inform and 
guide the design 
and 
implementation of 
all public policies 
and procedures 
that affect women 
and girls with 
disabilities. 
 

Policies related to 
disability apply a 
gendered lens to 
consider 
differential needs 
of women and girls 
with disabilities 
and ensure all 
policies are 
working to actively 
promote gender 
equality. 

 

Ensure women and 
girls with 
disabilities are 
included in 
national policy 
frameworks about 
gender equality 
and violence 
against women. 

 

 
 

 

A primary prevention approach to stopping violence against women and girls with 
disabilities before it starts would include comprehensive, multi-pronged strategies that 
simultaneously implement actions across the socio-ecological framework, in order to drive 
and reinforce shifts in the attitudes, behaviours, practices and policies that drive violence 
against women and girls with disabilities. 
 

[Recommendation 3] In line with global and national evidence on what works to prevent 
violence, Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission identify multi-
pronged strategies that simultaneously influence attitudes and behaviours, organisational 
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policies and practices, institutional systems and processes and societal level policies and 
legislation. 

Addressing the underlying drivers of violence against women and girls with 
disabilities in order to prevent it. 

Understanding violence against women and girls with disabilities and its drivers means 
understanding social concepts and constructs of both gender and disability and examining 
the structural features of both gender and disability-related inequality.  
 
Substantial research examining the drivers of violence against women has been undertaken 
internationally and in Australia. The Australian framework for the primary prevention of 
violence against women and their children Change the story demonstrates that there are 
particular expressions or manifestations of gender inequality that are most consistently 
associated with higher levels of violence against women. These are referred to in Change 
the story as the ‘gendered drivers’ of violence against women. A range of international 
evidence finds that these gendered drivers arise from unequal and discriminatory 
institutional, social and economic structures, social and cultural norms, and organisational, 
community, family and relationship practices. Together, these structures, norms and 
practices create environments in which women and men are not considered equal, and 
violence against women is both more likely to happen, and more likely to be tolerated and 
even condoned.  
 
The gendered drivers of violence against women are:  

• Condoning of violence against women  

• Men’s control of decision-making and limits to women’s independence in public life 
and relationships  

• Rigid gender roles and stereotyped constructions of masculinity and femininity  

• Male peer relations that emphasise aggression and disrespect towards women  

 
Primary prevention approaches are focused on addressing these underlying drivers in order 
to stop violence against women before it starts. 
 
While violence against women and girls with disabilities is part of the broader patterns of 
violence against women and violence against people with disabilities, it should also be 
understood as a specific phenomenon. Because gender inequality and ableism intersect and 
compound each other, women and girls with disabilities experience violence, abuse and 
neglect at much higher rates, over longer periods of time, and perpetrated by more people, 
than men with disabilities or people without disabilities.32 
 
There are two consistent intersecting drivers of violence against women and girls with 
disabilities: gender inequality and ableism. Further, other forms of oppression, such as 

 
32 Van der Heijden & Dunkle (2017); Frohmader et al (2015); Healey et al (2008); Brownridge (2006); Martin et 
al (2006); Nannini (2006); Nosek et al (2001). 
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racism, classism, and homophobia, can also intersect to influence the prevalence, nature 
and dynamics of violence perpetrated against women and girls with disabilities.  
 
These intersecting drivers are summarised in the conceptual model below. 
 

  
Primary prevention approaches to stop violence against women and girls with disabilities 
must address the intersecting drivers of violence against women, gender inequality and 
ableism as they are experienced by women with disabilities, across a wide range of settings. 
 
In practice, a dual approach is needed, with mutually reinforcing strategies that work both:  

• across the disability sector to build knowledge and understanding of the drivers of 
violence against women and girls with disabilities, and the skills and capacity to 
undertake primary prevention work; and  

• across the women’s sector to increase knowledge and understanding of violence 
against women and girls with disabilities and build skills and capacity to address the 
ableist drivers of this violence as well as the gendered drivers. 

A holistic approach also requires work by all levels of government to embed strategies to 
prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities across relevant government 
portfolios and strategic frameworks.  
 
For some women and girls with disabilities there are other intersecting drivers of violence, 
which include: colonialism, classism, racism, homophobia, transphobia and ageism, meaning 
rates of violence are likely to be higher for women and girls with disabilities who experience 
these intersecting forms of oppression.33 For example: 

 
33 Avery, S. (2018). Culture is inclusion: A narrative of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with 
disability. Sydney: First People’s Disability Network. 
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• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are more likely to have disability than 
non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,34 and evidence suggests that the 
prevalence of violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women with 
disabilities is significantly higher than violence against non-Indigenous women with 
disabilities.35  

• Evidence also suggests that lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and intersex (LGBTI) people 
with disabilities experience higher rates of discrimination, exclusion and restrictions 
on freedom of sexual expression, compared to other people with disabilities and 
LGBTI people without disabilities.36 

• Young people with disabilities were more than three times more likely to report 
violence by an intimate partner in the last 12 months compared to young people 
without disabilities. This violence was gendered, with 8% of young women with 
disabilities reporting experiences of intimate partner violence compared to 7% of  
young men with disabilities, 4% of young women without disabilities and 1% of 
young men without disabilities. 

• There are gaps in data available on violence against women with disabilities who are 
over the age of 65 but older women with disabilities come into contact with the aged 
care system where violence occurs, and intersects with risks of elder abuse.37 

 

In order to address the intersecting drivers of violence against all women with disabilities, 
there is a need for strategies that address both gender inequality and ableism, and their 
intersections, to be incorporated and mainstreamed across government strategic frameworks 
and policies.  
 
Our Watch and Women with Disabilities Victoria (WDV) are currently developing framework 
for the prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities that outlines the 
actions needed across a range of a settings, practices and policies. This project has been 
developed in partnership with, and informed by, the lived experiences and perspectives of 
women with disabilities. This resource complements and extends the evidence and guidance 
in Change the story. 
 

This resource aims to: 

• build and deepen the understanding of violence against women and girls with 
disabilities and its dynamics and impacts 

 
34 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2015). The health and welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples 2015. Cat. no. IHW 147. Canberra: AIHW. 

35 Avery, S. (2018). Culture is inclusion: A narrative of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with 
disability. Sydney: First People’s Disability Network. 

36 Leonard, W. & Mann, R. (2018). The everyday experience of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex 
(LGBTI) people living with disability. No.111 GLHV@ARCSHS. La Trobe University: Melbourne. 

37 McGuire, Magdalena. Voices Against Violence: Paper 4: A Review of the Office of the Public Advocate’s 
Records on Violence Against Women with Disabilities (Women with Disabilities Victoria, Office of the Public 
Advocate and Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria, 2013). 
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• offer a conceptual model that explains the underlying and intersecting drivers of this 
violence 

• provide a set of essential actions that address the underlying drivers of violence 
against women and girls with disabilities at all levels of society 

• offer principles for prevention that guide how the essential actions should be 
implemented. 

This resource sets out six essential actions for prevention. To prevent violence against women 
and girls with disabilities from happening in the first place, these actions are needed to 
directly address its underlying drivers.  

• Action 1: Address the underlying social context that gives rise to violence against 
women and girls with disabilities 

• Action 2: Challenge the acceptance and normalisation of violence against women 
and girls with disabilities. 

• Action 3: Improve attitudes towards women and girls with disabilities by challenging 
ableist and sexist stereotypes. 

• Action 4: Promote the inclusion of women and girls with disabilities in all aspects of 
life. 

• Action 5: Promote women and girls with disabilities’ independence, agency and 
participation in leadership and decision-making. 

• Action 6: Engage men to challenge controlling, dominant and aggressive forms of 
masculinity. 

 

It establishes principles for work to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities, 
to guide effective, sustained and consistent approaches across multiple settings and sectors. 
 

Work in this area should be guided by the following principles: 

• centring and elevating the input and expertise of women and girls with disabilities 

• promoting autonomy, community ownership and control 

• using strengths-based approaches 

• building partnerships and opportunities for collaboration 

• working respectfully 

• prioritising physical, emotional, and cultural safety 

• focusing on accessibility and inclusion 

• being informed by critical frameworks 

• sharing learning and contributing to the evidence base. 

 

This framework will guide a nationally consistent and coordinated approach to preventing 
violence against women and girls with disability. To support practitioners to adopt this 
framework, Commonwealth resourcing would be beneficial to enable:  

• The development of supporting tools and resources for practitioners, including a 
primary prevention practice guide or tools tailored to a range of different settings, 
including disability service settings. 
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• Facilitation of communities of practice, learning and networking opportunities for 
people working across disability settings, to build capacity to undertake primary 
prevention work in these settings. 

 
[Recommendation 4] Our Watch recommends that Commonwealth, State and Territory 
governments:  

4.1 Include specific actions to prevent violence and promote gender equality for 
women with disabilities across all violence against women (including domestic, 
family and sexual violence), gender equality and disability strategies.  

4.2 Embed actions to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities 
across government portfolios and strategic frameworks designed to address 
other forms of inequality. 

4.3 Resource the second phase of the formative work undertaken by Our Watch and 
Women with Disabilities Victoria to prevent violence against women and girls 
with disabilities, which would build on the forthcoming framework for the 
prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities with initiatives 
such as:  
a. developing supporting tools and resources for practitioners, including a 

primary prevention practice guide or tool tailored to disability institutions 
and settings. 

b. facilitating communities of practice, learning and networking opportunities 
for people working across disability settings, to build capacity to undertake 
primary prevention work. 

Filling the gaps in primary prevention of violence against women and girls 
with disabilities 

To date there has been relatively little research focus on the prevention of violence against 
people with disabilities generally or women with disabilities specifically. There is limited 
evidence especially on the effectiveness of prevention initiatives.38 There remains a lack of 
substantive progress from governments to address the high rates of violence experienced 
by people with disabilities, and there is relatively little research that considers what an 
effective primary prevention approach would entail.  
 
Some international research has examined prevention initiatives, but these are generally 
small scale and targeted towards particular groups of people, rather than large scale, whole 
of population approaches. An international systematic review of the effectiveness of 
prevention initiatives conducted in 2014 found only 10 titles that met the review’s inclusion 
criteria, all of which received a weak rating on the quality of evidence.39 Similarly, the What 
Works Global Programme to Prevent Violence Against Women and Girls, conducted a review 
of primary prevention programs that work with women with disabilities, and found only 
eight programs, most of which focused on early intervention with only some elements of 

 
38 Araten-Bergmann et al (2017); Mikton et al (2014). 
39 Mikton et al (2014). 
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primary prevention incorporated; and only three of which had been evaluated.40This is a 
new field that requires significant further research and investment. 
 
Internationally, much of the limited literature available on prevention focuses on individual-
level interventions conducted with people with intellectual disabilities, often women, or 
with service staff. These generally have the aim of “promoting safety, knowledge and skills 
related to sexuality,”41 rather than a broader aim of addressing the drivers of this violence in 
order to prevent it. A 2016 Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry report included a chapter 
specifically examining gender and the prevention of abuse in the disability service system, 
and recommended increased investment in prevention programs that address the needs of 
women with disabilities, and making support services more accessible.42 Evidence presented 
to the Committee also highlighted the need for increased gender-sensitivity in the disability 
service sector, which has historically been relatively “gender ignorant.”43 Similarly, there are 
also gaps in the population-level data needed to inform the design of effective primary 
prevention programs. 
 

In addition to this, there are gaps in specific data, resources and primary prevention 
programs related to: 

• Violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women with disability. 

• Violence against girls and young women with disability. 

• Violence against older women with disability. 

• Violence against LGBTIQ+ people with disability  

• Violence against migrant and refugee women with disability. 
 

[Recommendation 5] Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission 
encourage investment across Commonwealth, state and territory governments to fill the 
following urgent gaps in research and evidence on the primary prevention of violence 
against women and girls with disabilities. 

5.1 Scoping exercise of projects across Australia that either prevent or address 
violence against women and girls with disabilities. 

5.2 Population-level data on the prevalence of violence against women and girls with 
disabilities, in order to inform the design of effective primary prevention work. 

5.3 Population-level data on perpetrators of violence against women and girls with 
disabilities, in order to inform the design of effective primary prevention work.  

5.4 Funding to scope, pilot and evaluate a primary prevention program co-designed 
with women with disability. 

5.5 Investment in research and primary prevention programs targeted at potential 
perpetrators of violence against women and girls with disability.  

 
40 Van Der Heidjen, I. 2014. What Works to Prevent Violence Against Women with Disabilities. What Works to 
Prevent Violence Against Women Global Program. UK Department for International Development.  
41 Araten-Bergman et al (2017), p.26. 
42 Victorian Government Family and Community Development Committee (2016). 
43 Quote from Keran Howe at a public hearing for the Parliament of Victoria’s Family and Community 
Development Committee inquiry (2016), p.155. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a089ade5274a27b20001e9/What_Works_Inception_Report_June_2014_AnnexW_Interventions_for_abuse_against_WWD.pdf
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What can be done to promote a more inclusive society that supports the independence of 
people with disability and their right to live free from violence, abuse, neglect and 
exploitation? 

Gender inequality manifests in various attitudes, practices, norms and structures to drive 
violence against women. In a similar way, ableism – the belief and practice that people with 
disabilities are less worthy or valued than people without disabilities – underpins violence 
against people with disabilities. The concept of ableism encompasses “the practices and 
dominant attitudes in society that denigrate, devalue, oppress and limit the potential and 
rights of people with disability.”44  
 
Community attitudes and expectations and social norms of ‘ability’ “designate[s] certain 
types of bodies and lives as less valuable and worthwhile.”45 As such they directly contribute 
to, and motivate, the perpetration of violence against people with disabilities, and can also 
contribute to an environment that tolerates and condones such violence.46 These ableist 
attitudes are also a type of barrier identified by the social model of disability, in that they 
create limitations to women and girls with disabilities’ social participation and inclusion, 
decision-making and agency. This has a compounding effect, because limits to social 
participation and decision-making also contribute to the perpetration of violence against 
women and girls with disabilities.  
 
Ableist attitudes and norms are also visible through a range of cultural and community 
stereotypes commonly held about people with disabilities; specifically those “constructing 
disability as child-like, burdensome, tragic, dangerous, incapable, extraordinary, sexless, 
genderless or hypersexual.”47 Pity and paternalism are key features of community attitudes 
towards people with disabilities.48 These stereotypes demonstrate a lack of fundamental 
respect for people with disabilities, and are reinforced by the misrepresentation and 
invisibility of disability in mainstream media and cultural influences.49 Where people with 
disabilities are represented in film, television, and other media, they are often portrayed as 
helpless victims, villains, or figures of inspiration.50 These negative stereotypes can enable 
the perpetration of violence51 as well as having a negative impact on the responses and 
support provided. For example, the perception of women with disabilities as child-like and 
in need of protection can affect police responses as well as the support provided by family 
violence services – information may be censored by workers or kept from survivors in an 
attempt to protect them, or it may be assumed that women with disabilities do not wish to 
pursue charges or experience a trial.52 Media responses to violence against women and 
other people with disabilities are often reflective of the ‘burden’ narrative, which 

 
44 Frohmader & Sands (2015), p.16. 
45 Stanko (2001), as quoted in McGowan & Elliott (2019), p.2. 
46 McGowan & Elliott (2019); Frohmader & Sands (2015). 
47 Frohmader & Sands (2015), p.16 
48 Silvers et al (2016), p. 431; Gill (2010) pp.210-11. 
49 Morris (1991). 
50 Rees et al (2019); McPherson et al (2016); Haller and Zhang (2013); Morris (1991). 
51 Chenoweth (1996). 
52 Dyson et al (2017); Victorian Equal Opportunity & Human Rights Commission (2014); Chenoweth (1996). 
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contributes to an environment that limits perpetrators’ accountability and excuses men’s 
violence.53 
 

Just as there is a need to change community attitudes and stereotypes around gender in 
order to prevent violence against women,54 there is emerging research that suggests a focus 
on community attitudes towards people with disabilities could inform the development of 
prevention campaigns. 55 Addressing negative community attitudes would help to alleviate 
one of the barriers identified by the social model of disability (attitudinal barriers) as well as 
its impacts on the social participation and agency of women and girls with disabilities. 
Communications campaigns for the prevention of violence against women have been 
developed based on evidence about the gendered drivers of this violence and designed to 
shift these drivers. In a similar way, a public prevention campaign could be developed to 
draw attention to how ableist attitudes intersect with the gendered drivers of violence 
against women. It could include targeted messages on how to shift these intersecting 
drivers. In doing so it could help create a social environment where violence against women 
and girls with disabilities is not normalised or accepted and where the barriers that create 
disability, as identified by the social model of disability, are eliminated in society. 
 
[Recommendation 6] Our Watch recommends ongoing investment by all governments in 
public awareness campaigns, communication strategies and behaviour change initiatives 
that seek to challenge ableist attitudes among the general public and build understanding 
of the ways ableism and gender inequality drive violence against women with disabilities. 

How can the Disability Royal Commission address all forms of violence against, and abuse, 
neglect and exploitation of, people with disability, whatever the setting or context? 

In order to address all forms of violence against people with disabilities, the Disability Royal 
Commission must specifically recognise and address violence against women and girls with 
disabilities.  
 
Our Watch, and Change the story deliberately adopt the language, definition and scope of 
‘violence against women’ or ‘gendered violence’. In order to address all forms of violence 
against, and abuse, neglect and exploitation of people with disabilities, it is critical that the 
Commission actively recognise violence against women and girls with disabilities, both 
through its language and framing of the issue, and by recommending specific strategies to 
address gendered violence concurrently alongside broader experiences of violence. The 
differential needs and experiences of women should be considered across all settings and 
contexts, rather than seen as a separate issue to be addressed through discrete, one-off 
programs or pockets of funding. For example, recommendations to address experiences of 
violence in institutional settings, should also include specific strategies to address gendered 
violence and gender inequality in those settings. 
 
In order to address all forms of violence against people with disabilities, there is a need for 
adequate and commensurate resourcing for primary prevention alongside intervention and 

 
53 People with Disability Australia & Domestic Violence NSW (2015). 
54 Our Watch et al (2015). 
55 Jones et al (2018); Victorian Department of Health and Human Services (2018). 
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response services. While intervening in and responding to existing violence is essential, a 
primary prevention approach is necessary to stop violence against women from occurring in 
the first place and reduce the scale of the problem in the long-term. Primary prevention 
work is separate but complementary to intervention and response approaches. It needs to 
draw on different evidence, has different aims and requires a different approach. As such, it 
needs to be considered and resourced separately.  
 

[Recommendation 7] Our Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission apply 
a gendered lens across all its recommendations to consider the gendered impacts of 
violence, neglect and abuse, and the specific strategies needed to prevent and respond to 
violence against women and girls with disabilities across all settings and contexts. 

[Recommendation 8] Our Watch recommends that all governments assign resources 
across settings and contexts where violence against people with disabilities occurs to 
develop and implement primary prevention work. 

Taking a whole-of-setting approach across all settings to prevent all forms of 
violence against people with disabilities and women with disabilities 

In order to address violence against women and girls with disabilities, across all settings, Our 
Watch recommends that the Disability Royal Commission draw from the evidence-base on 
primary prevention of gendered violence, to consider strategies that work in holistic ways, 
across entire organisations to shift the cultures, structures and practices that enable 
violence to occur. The national prevention framework, Change the story sets out 
the importance of taking a ‘whole-of-setting’ approach that includes work across the socio-
ecological model – including a range of techniques, from direct participation, to 
organisational change and development, and structural and policy change. This approach to 
working to prevent and respond to violence is evidence-based and proven.  
 
A settings-based approach works across entire organisations to address systemic barriers to 
gender equality, while simultaneously building capacity to understand, recognise and 
respond to all forms of violence against women.  This approach aims to engage the largest 
possible number of people across multiple levels to work together in a coordinated way to 
make changes across policies, practices and skills to support all people to take action to 
prevent violence against women. In practice, this approach involves developing industry-
wide standards and a framework for change, data collection, strategy development, 
supported training for entire workforce or community groups on violence against women 
and gender equality more broadly, and coordinated implementation of actions for change 
over time. This approach can be applied to working across the settings and contexts 
identified through the Disability Royal Commission’s work and adapted to address the ways 
in which gender inequality and ableism intersect to drive violence against women and girls 
with disabilities. 
 
Our Watch has worked with partners across multiple settings to embed this work, including 
the South Australian, Victorian and Tasmanian public services, sporting codes, universities 
and TAFEs. For example, the Our Watch Workplace Equality and Respect website and the 
Respectful Relationships Education website provide detailed information on what this 
approach looks like in practice in workplaces, and in education settings.  

https://workplace.ourwatch.org.au/
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As noted above, Our Watch is currently developing a conceptual model and framework to 
guide work to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities across multiple 
settings. This work has been developed in collaboration with Women with Disabilities 
Victoria and will be release in late 2021. The next phase for this work will focus on 
translating this framework into a pilot project to prevent violence against women and girls 
with disabilities. This work is yet to be funded, although there is an identified and urgent 
gap in primary prevention work specifically focused upon violence against women and girls 
with disabilities. If resourced, a pilot project, similar to Our Watch’s TAFE’s project, 
universities project and Workplace Equality and Respect project could be developed to build 
resources and tailored across-organisation strategies to prevent violence against women 
and girls with disabilities.  
 
[Recommendation 9] Our Watch recommends that the Commonwealth, state and 
territory governments provide funding to design and test a pilot program, that draws from 
Our Watch’s experience in building whole-of-setting projects and the conceptual 
framework that Our Watch and Women with Disabilities Victoria are developing to guide 
the primary prevention of violence against women and girls with disabilities. 

 

What can be done to improve all aspects of quality and safety of services, including informal 
support, provided by governments, institutions and the community to people with disability, 
including the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and the NDIS Quality and 
Safeguarding Framework agreed by all Australian Governments in 2017? 

Disability policies and schemes, including the National Disability Strategy (NDS), the National 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) and the NDIS Quality and Safeguarding Framework have 
been designed without any obvious consideration of the differing needs, levels of access or 
impacts for women with disabilities. These key policy frameworks could be strengthened by 
the inclusion of strategies to promote gender equality, prevent violence against women and 
address experiences of violence more broadly.  
 
This lack of attention to gender has the effect of maintaining an environment in which 
women with disabilities continue to experience disproportionate levels of violence, 
including by: 

• Limiting women with disabilities’ access to funding schemes and services 
• Limiting the availability of quality services that address the full range of safety 

concerns and needs of women with disabilities, including services capable of 
addressing experiences of gendered violence 

• Limiting the obligations placed upon services, providers and care workers to 
adequately prevent and respond to gendered violence 

• Limiting the scope for service providers to include workforce development and 
capacity building measures to build capacity and skills to specifically recognise, 
prevent and respond to experiences of violence. 

The lack of a gender lens in the development and implementation of disability policies and 
frameworks, and the lack of specific measures to address women with disabilities’ safety 
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needs, creates a policy and regulatory environment that is ineffective in responding to and 
preventing violence against women and girls with disabilities, and in which such violence is 
more likely to be condoned.  
 
As outlined in Change the story: A shared framework for the primary prevention of violence 
against women and their children in Australia, violence against women has specific 
gendered drivers, and it is gender inequality across society that creates the social conditions 
for high rates of violence against women. To prevent violence against women and girls with 
disabilities, government policies and frameworks need to be developed from a basis that 
promotes gender equality and equal access for women and men.  
 
A siloed approach whereby it is only women’s plans and strategies that have any focus on 
violence against women and/or gender equality (and rarely with any specific focus on 
women with disabilities) is ineffective. Rather what is needed is whole of government 
approaches that use every available policy, planning and programming lever, across all 
government portfolios, policy areas, services and systems to build a holistic approach to 
preventing violence against all women and promoting gender equality. As part of this 
whole-of-government approach, one obvious way that governments can act to address 
violence against women and girls with disabilities in particular is by revising disability plans, 
policies and frameworks to include specific actions and measures to prevent and respond to 
this violence.  
 
A whole-of-government approach should also look to address silos between the women’s 
and disability sectors by establishing governance, policy and budget structures to better 
connect disability safeguarding work and the violence against women sector. This could be 
achieved by creating governance structures to ensure the National Plan to Reduce Violence 
Against Women and their Children, the National Disability Strategy and the Safeguarding 
Framework cross-reference and mutually support efforts to address violence against women 
with disabilities. Efforts to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities would 
be further supported by ensuring specific budget is allocated to address this issue across all 
strategies. 
 
[Recommendation 10] In order to prevent violence against women and girls with 
disabilities, governments should take a whole-of-government approach to create a policy 
and regulatory environment, that promotes gender equality across the disability sector 
and enables the equal participation of women with disability.  
 

[Recommendation 11] Our Watch recommends the Commonwealth Government create 
governance, policy and budget structures to better link the National Plan to Reduce 
Violence Against Women and their Children, the National Disability Strategy and the 
Safeguarding Framework to ensure the prevention of violence against women with 
disabilities is prioritised and provided with dedicated funding across government 
strategies. 
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Addressing gender gaps and promoting gender equality across the National 
Disability Strategy to prevent violence against women 

 
The Department of Social Services Commission Review of the implementation of the 
National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 noted that “the strategy does not include any 
gender-specific measures to ensure the rights of women and girls with disability” and that 
this sat at odds with other comparable jurisdictions, like New Zealand and the European 
Union which have specific measures to promote participation, quality of life and equality for 
women with disabilities.56 Similarly, Women With Disabilities Australia (WWDA) has 
criticised the National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 as an “un-gendered framework that 
ignored gender equality, that has regrettably resulted in little to no improvement in the 
status of women and girls with disability in Australia, and has, as a consequence, essentially 
failed women and girls with disability”. WWDA has called for a stronger inclusion of 
mechanisms to promote gender equality and women’s safety through the design of the next 
strategy. 
 
The lack of any attention to the rights, access and participation of women with disabilities 
through the National Disability Strategy creates significant gaps in the policy architecture 
and funding landscape, which significantly limit capacity to respond to or prevent violence 
against women and girls with disabilities. As the key national policy framework that guides 
priorities and investment across the disability sector, it is critical that the National Disability 
Strategy include specific provisions to promote gender equality across all aspects of the 
strategy. This would form a critical component of the whole-of-government approach 
described above. 
 
[Recommendation 12] Our Watch supports recommendations from Women with 
Disabilities Australia that the revised National Disability Strategy contain: 

12.1 Focused, gender-specific measures to ensure that women and girls with 
disability experience full and effective enjoyment of their human rights 

12.2 A stand-alone outcome area on ‘Safety from violence and abuse’ 
12.3 Positive obligations – beyond awareness-raising, education, training and 

sensitisation of the media – to include government policy and legislative 
reforms across all sectors and jurisdictions to promote gender equality and 
address discrimination (including intersectional discrimination).57 

 
56 UNSW. Department of Social Services. 2018. Review of the implementation of the National Disability 
Strategy 2010-2020. 
57 Women With Disabilities Australia. 2020. WWDA’s Response to the NDS Position Paper. The National 
Disability Strategy Beyond 2020. 

https://www.arts.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/documents/NDS_Review_Final_Report.pdf
https://www.arts.unsw.edu.au/sites/default/files/documents/NDS_Review_Final_Report.pdf
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Addressing the gaps in women’s participation and promoting gender equality 
through the NDIS to prevent violence against women 

As of 31 December 2019, 62% of NDIS participants were male and 37% were female.58 Women 
with Disabilities Australia suggests that in some states and territories the rate of female 
participation in the scheme is even lower.59 Research conducted with individuals accessing 
the NDIS indicates that the people who are most likely to be approved and be able to access 
the supports and services they need through their NDIS individual packages are those with 
the greatest socio-economic capital, meaning that the scheme disadvantages women, as well 
as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people from non-English speaking 
backgrounds, LGBTI+ people and individuals who did not have support to advocate on their 
behalf.60  
 
Violence against women is rooted in gender inequality. One of the underlying drivers of 
violence against women is limits to women’s independence in public life and relationships. In 
order to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities, it is critical to ensure that 
women are equally benefiting from the NDIS and able to access the services and supports 
they need in order to participate across all aspects of public life, including by accessing 
economic and educational opportunities. Our Watch supports recommendations from 
disability advocates that the NDIA resource the development of a specific engagement and 
participation strategy for women and girls.61 
 
Disability advocates have also pointed to the specific limitations of the NDIS system to 
adequately meet the safety needs of women with disabilities or respond to instances of 
gender-based violence, including intimate-partner, family, and sexual violence, despite 
women with disabilities experiencing higher rates of violence. Disability advocates have 
pointed to the following gaps: 

• A lack of a national plan across all states and territories to ensure women with 
disabilities can access their NDIS supports when leaving a violent situation 

• Slow responses if women and children with disabilities are separated from their 
normal supports because of violence 

• Complicated channels for NDIS participants or others to make complaints about a 
worker, or report experiences of violence62 

 
58 NDIS. 2019. Analysis of participants by gender. 
59 Women With Disabilities Australia. 2020. Media Release: WWDA urges the NDIA to halt independent 
assessment. 
60 Malbon, E. Carey, G. and Meltzer, A. 2019. Personalisation schemes in social care: are they growing social 
and health inequalities. BMC Public Health. 
61 Hargrave, J. and Kennedy, M. 2020. What does the NDIS mean for women and girls? Considering the 
implications of our market-based system for gender equality. 
62 Hargrave, J. and Kennedy, M. 2020. What does the NDIS mean for women and girls? Considering the 
implications of our market-based system for gender equality. 

https://data.ndis.gov.au/reports-and-analyses/participant-groups/analysis-participants-gender
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-7168-4
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-7168-4
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/what-does-the-ndis-mean-for-women-and-girls-considering-the-implications-of-our-market-based-system-for-gender-equality/10/3/2020
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/what-does-the-ndis-mean-for-women-and-girls-considering-the-implications-of-our-market-based-system-for-gender-equality/10/3/2020
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/what-does-the-ndis-mean-for-women-and-girls-considering-the-implications-of-our-market-based-system-for-gender-equality/10/3/2020
http://www.powertopersuade.org.au/blog/what-does-the-ndis-mean-for-women-and-girls-considering-the-implications-of-our-market-based-system-for-gender-equality/10/3/2020
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Service providers also reported gaps in the individualised scheme, in that they are less able 
to respond to crisis events, because they cannot be paid to help someone if money has not 
been allocated for that specific service through their plan.63 

 
[Recommendation 13] In order to address the underlying drivers of violence against 
women and girls with disabilities and ensure women’s independence and equal 
participation in public life, Our Watch recommends that the NDIS be reviewed to address 
gendered access gaps and to ensure services are able to respond to the full range of safety 
concerns, including experiences of gender-based violence. Our Watch recommends that: 

13.1 The NDIA resource the development of a specific engagement and 
participation strategy for women and girls to access the NDIS 

13.2 The NDIS be revised to improve complaint and response systems for women 
with disabilities experiencing violence 

13.3 NDIS service providers and support workers be resourced and trained to 
recognise, prevent and respond to violence against women and girls with 
disabilities. 

Placing a positive duty upon, and increasing the capacity of service providers 
and support workers to prevent gender-based violence under the NDIS 
Quality and Safeguarding Framework 

The NDIS Quality and Safeguarding Framework currently identifies strategies to prevent, 
report and respond to broader experiences of violence against people with disabilities, and 
instances of sexual misconduct committed by a support worker, but does not include 
specific measures or actions to address other forms of gender-based violence, including 
intimate-partner or family violence, that may be experienced by women with disabilities. In 
order to prevent and reduce the incidence of violence against people with disabilities as a 
whole, the NDIS Quality and Safeguarding Framework should include specific actions to 
prevent and reduce the incidence of gender-based violence experienced by women with 
disabilities. 
 
The NDIS Quality and Safeguarding Framework could be strengthened by including specific 
measures to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities across the 
framework and across the implementation activities identified for individuals, the workforce 
and service providers. In particular, there are opportunities to increase the capacity across 
the disability sector to prevent violence against women by including prevention of gender-
based violence as a stand-alone component across all capacity building streams. Capacity-
building initiatives to build the skills to prevent violence against women and girls with 
disabilities should reflected across workforce development plans and sector development 
funds. 
 
[Recommendation 14] Our Watch recommends that the NDIS Quality and Safeguarding 
Framework include specific strategies to prevent, intervene and respond to instances of 

 
63 Malbon, E. Carey, G. and Meltzer, A. 2019. Personalisation schemes in social care: are they growing social 
and health inequalities. BMC Public Health. 

https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-7168-4
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-019-7168-4
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gender-based violence. This could include initiatives to build capacity across service 
providers and the workforce to prevent gender-based violence. 

How can the Disability Royal Commission address the specific experiences of violence 
against, and abuse, neglect and exploitation of, people with disability that are multilayered 
and influenced by experiences associated with their age, sex, gender, gender identity, sexual 
orientation, intersex status, ethnic origin or race, including the particular situation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and culturally and linguistically diverse people 
with disability 

In order to address and prevent the specific experiences of violence against women and girls 
with disabilities across an intersectional range of lived experience, violence against women 
and girls with disabilities needs to be prioritised as a national issue, with strategies to 
address the underlying drivers of both gender inequality and ableism embedded across 
government portfolios and strategic frameworks. Commensurate to, and in order to support 
this work, investment needs to be provided to multiple sectors and settings to build 
awareness and skills to recognise, understand and prevent violence against women and girls 
with disabilities. 
 

In addition to mainstreaming actions to address ableism and gender inequality across 
government portfolios and strategic frameworks, there is also a need for specific primary 
prevention programs targeted to address the specific needs and experiences of different 
communities. A national approach to prevention aims to reach all Australians to have the 
greatest impact on violence against women and their children. This requires an inclusive 
universal approach, engaging people in all demographic groups, from all cultural and socio-
economic backgrounds, of all ages, abilities, genders and sexualities, and in urban, rural and 
remote locations. This does not mean every initiative must reach everyone. A ‘one-size-fits-
all’ approach is likely to have limited effectiveness. Instead, tailored strategies for different 
communities, contexts and audiences are needed to ensure relevance across a diverse 
population. Each strategy should be carefully tailored to ensure it is appropriate and 
meaningful for the group of people it aims to engage.  
 

Work focused on the primary prevention of violence against women and girls with 
disabilities is a nascent area with considerable opportunities for growth. As a starting point 
for this work, Our Watch recommends investment in the development of a pilot program 
that is specifically designed to prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities, 
that incorporates inclusive messaging and tools for different communities, contexts and 
audiences. Continuing on from this, further tailored primary prevention programs are 
needed to engage and address the needs of specific groups. To promote gender equality 
and respectful relationships between all women and men, the participation, representation 
and decision-making power of groups that are marginalised, or who experience multiple and 
compounded forms of discrimination, is crucial. Such an approach extends to the design, 
governance and monitoring of prevention policies and programs, which, to be inclusive, 
should promote self-advocacy. In order to fill the existing gaps and build the realm of work 
to prevent violence against all women with disability, representative community groups 
across the full range of all cultural and socio-economic backgrounds, of all ages, abilities, 
genders and sexualities, and in urban, rural and remote locations need to be adequately 
resourced to design and develop primary prevention projects. 
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Examples of best practice and innovative models of preventing, reporting, investigating or 
responding to violence against, and abuse, neglect or exploitation of, people with disability  

The body of work on preventing violence against women and girls with disabilities is new 
and provides limited evidence of what constitutes a best practice approach. A recent 
international evidence review on the primary prevention of violence against women with 
disability produced for Respect Victoria – yet to be published – found only 18 interventions 
aimed at preventing violence against women with disability. The majority of these were 
focused at the individual level and on providing education about violence and abuse to 
women with disability. As such they are arguably not meeting the definition of a primary 
prevention approach – which is one that seeks to address the underlying drivers of violence, 
and that includes work to target the potential perpetrators of this violence. There was 
limited evidence of primary prevention initiatives of this kind, that specifically aimed to 
prevent  violence against women with disabilities.64 
 

The evidence review located two projects in Australia aimed at preventing violence against 
women with disability at the organisational level. The Building Safe and Respectful Cultures 
pilot project co-produced by the Disability Services Commissioner and community 
researchers with lived experience of disability, aimed to prevent violence against women 
with disability in disability settings by promoting equal and respectful relationships and 
inclusive practices. This was a small-scale pilot with a small sample size. The second was 
Women Disabilities Victoria’s (WDV) Workforce Development Program on Gender and 
Disability which aimed to support disability organisations to increase their understanding of 
violence and improve gender sensitive and equitable service delivery.65 

There are considerable gaps and opportunities to develop, pilot and evaluate best practice 
approaches to the primary prevention of violence against women with disability. Investment 
in early intervention and response services and mechanisms is essential, but in order to stop 
violence against women with disability from happening in the first place, primary prevention 
is critical. This requires funding for prevention that is commensurate to the size of the 
problem, and that is sufficient to enable the building, testing and scaling up of primary 
prevention efforts. 

[Recommendation 15] The body of work on the prevention of violence against women 
and girls with disabilities is new, with few examples of innovative models and no evidence 
to indicate best practice. Our Watch recommends investment to enable services for 
women with disabilities and Our Watch to design, implement and test a pilot program to 
prevent violence against women and girls with disabilities. 

Findings and recommendations of previous relevant reports and inquiries 

Our Watch refers the Royal Commission to the following relevant reports and inquiries, as 
well as the submissions and reports of Women with Disabilities Victoria and Women with 
Disabilities Australia. 

 
64 Respect Victoria. Unpublished. Primary prevention of violence against women with disability: Evidence 
synthesis. 
65 Ibid. 
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• Literature Review of Best Practice Supports in Disability Services for the Prevention of 
Abuse of People with Disability. Report for the Disability Services 
Commissioner. Bundoora, Victoria: Living with Disability Research Centre, La Trobe 
University.  

• Disability Rights Now 2019 Australian Civil Society Shadow Report to the United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: UN CRPD Review 2019. 
Compiled by Australian Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs), Disability 
Representative Organisations (DROs) and Disability Advocacy Organisations. 

• Violence against people with cognitive impairment: Report from the 
Advocacy/Guardianship program of the Office of the Public Advocate.  

• Forgotten sisters: A global review of violence against women with 
disabilities. Tasmania: Women with Disabilities Australia.  

• Shut Out: The Experience of People with Disabilities and their Families in Australia, 
National Disability Strategy Consultation Report, for the Commonwealth of 
Australia.  

• Violence, abuse and neglect against people with disability in institutional and 
residential settings, including the gender and age related dimensions, and the 
particular situation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability, and 
culturally and linguistically diverse people with disability. Canberra: Commonwealth 
of Australia.  

• Survey of Community Attitudes toward People with Disability. Research by the 
Melbourne Disability Institute 

• Victorian Government Family and Community Development 
Committee. (2016). Inquiry into abuse in disability services: Final Report.  
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