
 
 

                                        

Government of South Australia 
Kaurna Country, SA 5001 

By email: RoyalCommissionDFSV@sa.gov.au  

 

Response to the Issue Paper for South Australia’s Royal Commission into 
Domestic, Family and Sexual Violence 

 

The Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Women’s Council (‘NPYWC’) writes in 

response to the Issue Paper for South Australia’s Royal Commission into Domestic, Family 

and Sexual Violence (‘the Royal Commission’). 

 

Who are we? 

NPYWC is an Aboriginal Corporation that advocates for Anangu in the NPY region and is a 

major provider of human services for the NPY Lands. The NPY Lands span the tri-state 

Central Desert region of South Australia, Western Australia and the Northern Territory, 

covering 350,000sq km and encompassing 26 remote communities and homelands, with 

an overall population of around 6,000 Anangu (Ngaanyatjarra, Pitjantjatjara and 

Yankunytjatjara people). Annexed and labelled “A” is a map of the region. NPY Women’s 

Council’s core purpose is to work with women and their families of the NPY region to 

increase their capacity to lead safe and healthy lives with improved life choices. The 

Council provides health, cultural and community service projects, and are often the only 

service provider responding to a particular need in these 26 communities.  

NPYWC holds a deep legacy for the advocacy of human rights for women and children. 

Embedded in NPYWC’s history is the gathering and strategic organisation of Anangu 

women who wanted to be seen and heard during the Pitjantjatjara Land Rights 

movement. Annexed and labelled “B” is a painting by M.W (deceased) that tells the story 

of the time Anangu women came together to form their own Women’s Council. 

 

NPYWC’s theory of change and service provision is deeply rooted in strengths-based 

practices and localised processes. In essence – Anangu is best placed to determine what 

is best for Anangu. This is the catalyst for transforming communities with the intention of 

every person fulfilling their right to full emotional, social, physical and spiritual wellbeing.  

 

NPYWC Domestic and Family Violence Service is informed by the Strengthening 

Community Capacity to End Violence (‘the SCCTEV framework’) (2018) which was 

developed in collaboration with the Australian Childhood Foundation. This document 

reflects the way that NPYWC engages with communities in acts of reflection, dialogue and 

resistance to family violence, its effects and its causes. NPYWC’s response to the Issue 

Paper, draws from this framework. A copy of this document is attached.  
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Submission 

Prevention 

1. What causes domestic, family and sexual violence (‘DFSV’)? 

NPYWC recognises the expertise of Anangu in cultural knowledge and lived experience of violence and 

the causes of violence. This knowledge aligns and is reinforced by the research of the national bodies 

Our Watch and Australia’s National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety Limited (‘ANROWS’).  

The SCCTEV framework speaks to the causes of violence in communities generally as: 

 

“Violence has its roots in experiences of the violation and oppression of Aboriginal people over 

generations. It is considered an expression of dislocation and loss for Aboriginal people. 

Colonisation has undermined cultural ways of knowing and showing respect, trust, and mutual 

care. It has damaged, but not destroyed, Aboriginal people’s experience of interdependence 

and the importance of connections that individuals have to family, community and Country” (p. 

14). 

 

The Our Watch national resource, Changing the Picture, shows there is no single cause of violence 

against Aboriginal women. The resource identifies three underlying drivers (p. 14): 

 

(1) The ongoing impacts of colonisation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, families 

and communities. This includes intergenerational and collective trauma, systemic oppression, 

disruption of traditional cultures, personal experience/exposure to violence, and condoning of 

violence within Aboriginal communities. 

(2) The ongoing impacts of colonisation for non-Indigenous people and society. This includes 

racialized structural inequalities of power, entrenched racism, perpetration of racist violence, 

and condoning of and insufficient accountability for violence against Aboriginal people. 

(3) Factors relating to gender inequality, as identified in Change the Story. This includes condoning 

of violence against women, men’s control of decision-making and limits to women’s 

independence in public and private life, rigid gender stereotyping and dominant forms of 

masculinity, and male peer relationships and cultures of masculinity that emphasise aggression, 

dominance and control.  

An example of the ongoing impacts of colonisation through systemic oppression is the severe poverty 

on the NPY Lands. Our service has observed how poverty can act as a reinforcing factor to violence.  

Attached are three case studies that demonstrate this link. 

 

2. What works, or will work, to prevent domestic, family and sexual violence? 

Action needs to be taken to address the underlying drivers of DFSV against Aboriginal women. Self-

determination is central in addressing these drivers and is a key component of the National Agreement 

on Closing the Gap. Point 6 of the Preamble states: 

“when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have a genuine say in the design and delivery 

of services that affect them, better life outcomes are achieved…. structural change in the way 

Governments work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is needed to close the gap.” 

The SCCTEV framework states prevention must engage the whole community and the solutions to 

preventing violence already exist within community. Work focused on supporting families to be strong, 
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engaging cultural kinship structures that teach respect and boundaries, is an application of a community 

approach. The SCCTEV framework states: 

“Strategies to end violence will not work if they are imposed in the community. The most 

effective strategies are those which can amplify, extend and resource acts of resistance to 

violence that are already being enacted by individuals in the community” (p. 23).  

For any program to be effective, “it must be grounded in the resources that emanate from cultural ways 

of living and relating” (SCCTEV framework, p. 15).  

Prevention work directed by community and grounded in cultural ways occurs when “supported and 

championed by individuals and groups who will act to lead the change” (SCCTEV framework, p. 71). 

Strategies aimed at identifying these advocates within community, building their capacity, confidence 

and skills is essential.   

3. What existing initiatives are directed at addressing the attitudes and systems that drive domestic, family 

and sexual violence? Are they effective? 

 

NPYWC Initiatives 

Addressing Systems 

NPYWC began as an advocacy body based on the need for Anangu women to have a voice and 

representation in conversations on land rights, policy and cultural affairs. NPYWC has continued to 

advocate for structural changes to improve the life of Anangu. Significant wins have taken decades of 

committed advocacy work. NPYWC’s advocacy demonstrates the important of Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Organisation (‘ACCO’) expertise and shared decision making. ACCOs need to be recognised 

as experts, consulted and involved in decision-making processes. ACCOs require funding and support to 

engage in advocacy work and maintain service excellence. A critical role of ACCOs is as industry experts 

in closing the gap.  

 

Information around NPYWC’s advocacy is available under Publications on the NPYWC webpage. 

Advocacy has included both drivers and reinforcing factors of DFSV. Key advocacy work includes: 

• Cross-Border Justice: NPYWC has vigorously advocated for a cross-border approach to justice, 

driven by the challenges in assisting clients with DFSV across the NPY region. Advocacy work 

over more than a decade led to the development of the Cross-border Justice Scheme, enabling 

police, corrections officers, and magistrates to operate across these jurisdictions, applying the 

law of the location where offences occur. Advocacy in this area also led to the increase in 

remote police officers on the NPY Lands and the establishment of additional permanent police 

stations.  

• Substance Abuse: 

o Alcohol Abuse: NPYWC has been at the forefront of efforts to reduce the availability of 

alcohol in remote communities. Listening to community share stories about the severe 

impact of alcohol on Anangu families and communities, NPYWC has engaged in decades 

of advocacy to address these issues in specific geographical areas. Campaigns include 

Curtin Springs Roadhouse, Alice Springs, Coober Pedy, Mintabie, and Northern 

Goldfields area.  

o Petrol Sniffing: NPYWC has played a significant role in the fight against petrol sniffing, 

tackling the issue through legal, bureaucratic, political, policy, and media channels. 

NPYWC’s advocacy led to the introduction of Opal, a low-aromatic petrol substitute 
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subsidised by the Australian Government, which has dramatically reduced instances of 

petrol sniffing. 

o Cannabis Abuse: Addressing the widespread issue of cannabis abuse, NPYWC has 

supported diversionary recreation programs for young people, and provided case 

management for individuals at risk or currently abusing substances. 

NPYWC provided advocacy in the support of the Aboriginal voice to parliament, an initiative that directly 

addresses underlying drivers of DFSV. NPYWC advocates daily with systems for better outcomes for 

Anangu.  

Addressing Attitudes 

NPYWC has a range of innovate Anangu-led projects that are engaged both in prevention, and recovery 

and healing. Prevention is a whole community approach with the Malparara-Malparara Project and the 

Uti Kulintjaku Project working with women, the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku (Men’s) Project, and young people 

being supported through Kulintja Palyaringkunytjaku (‘KP’) Project Officers.  

It is a critical point to understand that to operate in a culturally safe way and to lead to meaningful 

change, a project’s process must be understood as an outcome. This is the Malparara-Malparara, Uti 

Kulintjaku, and the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project way.   

Malparara-Malparara Project  

This group began in 2020 and is a multigenerational, Anangu women-led initiative with women who 

have lived experience of DFSV. Project activity is focussed on the interrelated domains of learning work, 

healing work, action work, practical work and supportive work. The group is supported by project staff, 

an interpreter and an evaluator. Central to the Project’s activities are the multi-day workshops where 

the members come together in a safe, supported place to share stories, learn from each other and 

NPYWC DFSV staff, engage in healing and teach the staff about Anangu ways to work safely. The women 

see the Project as embodying Anangu voice and an Anangu way of working, drawing on Anangu culture 

and knowledge and exemplifying the Malparara way of working: that is, Anangu and non-Aboriginal staff 

working side by side and drawing on each other’s knowledge. A significant development in the Project 

is the shift and increase in workshops and camps on Country led by the Anangu team members that 

engage women experiencing violence in their communities.  

The below quotes from members of Malparara-Malparara are demonstrative of the way the group 

operates and how Anangu knowledge is centred: 

“I think if I wasn’t going for [Malparara-Malparara] training, I’d be scared to share it because 

there’s a bigger story when it comes to domestic violence. But I came for this training all the 

time [and] I feel a lot more comfortable sharing it with teenagers and doing the workshops [on 

Country]. I feel excited to share what I learned in the workshops… I get that nervous feeling out 

and put the brave feeling into it” (Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023). 

“Malparara-Malparara, it’s like all the Anangu from Lands we come together… and… it’s our 

tjukurpa [story/Law], …how we see, how we feel, how we can do it, it’s all about us Anangu 

women supporting [others]… it’s helpful Anangu way… we have our university too in our Anangu 

way, in a safe way we can [teach the caseworkers] … We work together whitefella way and 

Anangu way … [to]… be safe for everyone, be safe, happy, and enjoy [when] they go out bush” 

(Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023). 
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Attached is the February 2024 Malparara-Malparara Project Developmental Evaluation Learning Brief 

by Samantha Togni. This Learning Brief shares key Project achievements and learnings identified 

through the evaluation in 2023.  

Yuu Team 

A group of Anangu women from SA known as the Yuu Team have worked with NPYWC’s DFSV service. 

This year, the team created and decided to share their Windbreak story with the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku 

(Men’s) Project (discussed below). Yuu means windbreak in Pitjantjatjara. Yuu Team Member said: 

“I drew that windbreak. These figures on the outside are people representing support people 

for the family who are on the inside. And in that lovely windbreak, people are living well. The 

fire is burning at a good level. I'm imagining the family inside used to be violent, but with all of 

this good support around them, they're now able to live more peacefully.”  

This sharing generated deep discussion between the Anangu men and women about the impact of 

colonisation, DFSV, trauma, and incarceration of young people and the impact that this has on the 

passing of cultural knowledge trans generationally. Direct dialogue between the men’s and women’s 

group on the impacts, prevention and causes of violence is a significant milestone in the development 

of Anangu led primary prevention. These conversations brought hope, and ignited conversations for the 

first time on the potential for Anangu men and women to work collaboratively in primary prevention. 

Uti Kulintjaku 

The Uti Kulintjaku group, which means “to think and understand clearly” is led by senior Aboriginal 

women. Its aims are to strengthen the shared understanding of mental health, increase help-seeking 

behaviours, improve health services' cultural competency, and promote Aboriginal leadership. The 

group has developed several resources to support mental health in the community, including flashcards 

that depict feelings in both Pitjantjatjara and English, a 'words for feelings map' illustrated poster to help 

people express their emotions, a meditative colouring book featuring artwork by senior Anangu women 

and Ngangkari, and a collaboration with Smiling Mind to offer meditation resources in Pitjantjatjara and 

Ngaanyatjarra. This group is important in addressing the drivers of DFSV being ongoing impacts 

of colonisation through intergenerational and collective trauma.  

Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project 

The Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project is an Anangu led, strengths-based initiative that brings together a team 

of 15 respected senior and younger Anangu men to learn from each other and identify ways to 

strengthen Anangu identity, increase Anangu wellbeing and promote healing to prevent family violence. 

The project’s activities include workshops for the group members, small camps and bush trips, and large 

intergenerational camps. The Project has developed several culturally specific, language-based 

resources including the award-winning book, Tjanimaku Tjukurpa. A key outcome of the Project over 

the last three years is the Watiku team’s articulation of an Anangu approach to family violence primary 

prevention. 

 

This approach is grounded in Anangu knowledge – the Tjukurpa (Creation story/Law) and guided by 

Anangu ways of teaching and learning. It leads with the strength of Anangu culture and the knowledge 

that men need to be strong and nurturing within their families. This approach is about supporting young 

men to develop a sense of identity and their place in the world. As a Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team 

member stated: 
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“Just as I’ve learned from my grandfather, [the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project] enables me to 

educate my grandsons in a really good way… young men are listening and understanding and 

really taking on board the things that they need to survive well into the future, to live.”  

 

Attached to the submission is an extract from the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project 2022 Evaluation 

Report written by Samantha Togni in collaboration with the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project Team.   

Kulintja Palyaringkunytjaku (KP) Project Officers 

Within the NPYWC Youth Service sits the KP Project which supports NPYWC youth workers, young 

people aged 10 – 25 years and community members in the NPY region to understand and respond 

appropriately to topics such as healthy relationships, substance use, mental health, social media, and 

other associated harms. These sessions take place in facilitated camps and education workshops.  

A significant event hosted this year was the Kungkas (Women) AFL 9’s competition. Over 120 young 

women from 17 remote communities travelled to Yulara where they played football and engaged in KP 

activities. It is the biggest and only AFL competition for remote Aboriginal women. This event is 

significant, young women were playing football in a context where they have not seen their mothers or 

older sisters play football. Communities actively supported young women to participate and 

congratulated them on their return home. In the remote community of Kiwirrkurra, community 

members had dragged mattresses outside their home to celebrate and welcome home the young 

women after they arrived in the dark from the multi-day journey from Yulara. The impact an event like 

this has on individuals and communities cannot be understated and are key in addressing underlying 

drivers of DFSV. Impact Surveys from participants demonstrate that the women experienced more 

confidence and less shame in participating in community activities in comparison to last year. 

Overwhelmingly,  all the women said that coming to this competition helped them want to participate 

in community and social activities.  

External Initiatives 

NPYWC highlights the following initiatives that operate in the APY Lands: 

o Cross Border Indigenous Family Violence Program (‘CBIFVP’) program run through the 

Port Augusta Community Corrections. 

o Skylight Family Mental Health Support Service (‘FMHSS’); and 

o Fregon Anangu School Kungka Ninti Program 

Initiatives that engage the whole of community and are available in remote areas are essential. 

Early Intervention 

4. What systems, including systems outside of government, receive information which may allow for the 

identification of individuals who are at high risk of experiencing or perpetrating domestic, family and 

sexual violence? 

 

Family and community networks are the most knowledgeable about women's risk factors. These 

networks are actively engaged in monitoring current risk levels and are knowledgeable in many factors 

that impact this assessment including history of violence, and external factors or relationships that 

increase or decrease a women’s risk. For example, NPYWC worked with a young mother who has a high-

risk assessment and was unsafe to contact directly. With the client’s consent, the caseworker included 

her mother and grandmother in many aspects of case planning. This collaboration utilised the existing 

community network to increase safety.   
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NPWYC receives information from the NPY region to allow for the identification of high-risk situations. 

This is a result of NPYWC being built by Anangu, for Anangu. The diverse range of services offered by 

NPYWC means workers are known and connected to communities to receive this information. The 

NPYWC DFSV Service 1800 hotline is well known, providing a crucial point of contact for women seeking 

help, for family members concerned about their loved ones experiencing violence, or for NPYWC 

workers or other services. By maintaining ongoing service relationships with women, NPYWC can 

recognise subtle warning signs within the broader context of risk. 

In remote communities, any community-based service receives information that could help identify 

individuals at high risk. Such services include police, clinics, childcare centres, art centres, schools, child 

protection agencies, and rangers. However, these services might not have the necessary training to 

recognise high-risk situations or may not be screening for DFSV.  

The Family Safety Meeting received referrals from multiple services is pivotal in multi-agency 

coordination. 

5. What is needed to allow for this information to be used by government and specialist domestic, family 

and sexual violence services? 

 

Trust and options for holistic community focused interventions: The purpose of collecting information 

from First Nations communities must be considered through a historical and current lens on how this 

information has been used by governments and other service providers. The Stolen Generation is an 

example of how data collection has led to adverse outcomes for First Nation Communities. A key 

concern is child removal when disclosing DFSV. Reports like the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths 

in Custody also raise concerns for women and families about incarceration that may result from 

information sharing. Women tell us that they must balance their own immediate safety against their 

long-term safety or concerns for their partner’s wellbeing. When incarcerated, men are disconnected 

from land and kinship structures, may miss key cultural activities or sorry business, experience negative 

mental health impacts, and women can receive blame or retribution from their partner and partner’s 

family. These factors increase a women’s risk, especially around the time of the man’s release. Greater 

information by family and community networks may be provided if this sharing resulted in intervention 

options that reduced risk. 

Co-ordination: In the NPY Lands, community members travel frequently between jurisdictions. Women 

travel to other communities and use physical space and specific relationships to increase safety. 

Networks such as the Family Safety Meeting (SA), the Family Safety Framework (NT) and the Multi-

Agency Case Management (WA) are vital for inter-state coordination. There is a need for greater 

collaboration between these services for women in the NPY region as a lack of centralised coordination 

results in women falling through jurisdictional gaps. An example of this is where a client was assaulted 

by her partner in Alice Springs and the user of violence absconded to SA. The child of the couple was 

identified by SA Department of Child Protection to be at high risk of harm if the mother and child 

returned to their home community in SA and would remove the child. In SA the user of violence was 

only issued a summons to court in a months’ time despite the woman being identified at high risk. This 

meant the woman was forced to remain away from her home in Alice Springs for over a month or risk 

child removal and being at high risk of harm if she returned to her home community. This example 

highlights how a lack of co-ordination between service providers in different jurisdictions led to adverse 

outcomes for a victim-survivor. Further, it highlights the limited options women have, in this example 

the woman had to manage her own safety risk whilst having to decide between her child being removed 

or her partner being incarcerated. 
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National Risk Assessment Tool and Safety Planning Guidelines: There is a need for a national risk 

assessment framework to ensure consistency across states and territories. The primary reason for state-

based management was to ensure a common understanding of risk, this same principle applies 

nationally. In the NT, the Common Risk Assessment Tool (‘CRAT’) is used, in SA it is the Domestic Violence 

Risk Assessment (‘DVRA’), and in WA it is the Common Risk Assessment (‘CRA’). A key and critical 

difference between the SA and NT frameworks is that the numerical value assigned to risk in SA is 

focused on incidents within the last 14 days where the NT framework is based on all past incidents which 

builds a broader risk profile. In the NT framework a woman may have a high numerical risk value, but 

her risk may be classed at ‘not imminent’ because nothing has taken place in the recent timeframe. In 

SA for example, a perpetrator may have in the past threatened the use of a weapon, physically assaulted 

her, and breached an intervention order and be given a rating of ‘0’ wherein in NT the same factors may 

give a woman a risk factor of ’10.’ The impact of these differing assessment of risks is that it reduces the 

ability for a cross-border coordinated response with different providers assessing risk in different ways 

which can mean delays in providing necessary interventions. The differences in how risk is assessed can 

lead to inconsistent protection for victims of DFSV. Such gaps could have flow on effects to inadequate 

resource allocation.  Risk Assessment Tools need to embed the history of violence and build on previous 

assessments. The CRAT by operating as a workable pdf allows for new workers or other services to add 

additional incidents to a broader risk profile.   

It is essential that a national risk assessment tool is developed to ensure that it is a culturally safe tool. 

Working with ACCO would assist in the development of such a tool. 

 

6. What interventions should be considered to manage the risk of a person who is identified as being at 

high risk of experiencing or perpetrating domestic, family and sexual violence? 

 

There is a significant gap between identifying women at high risk and providing an immediate crisis 

response. Women can be flagged as at risk over numerous years, yet substantive safety measures 

outside of immediate and constant crisis response cycles are lacking. It is crucial to develop options for 

women that are not short-term and reactive. These interventions would overlap with prevention and 

healing work. The best practice approach for these types of work is explored in the other sections of this 

submission. Broadly speaking, interventions must centre Anangu knowledge, take place on the right 

Country and with the right kinship people.  The following factors are reinforcing factors to DFSV and are 

essential in managing risk. 

Remote Safe Houses and Remote Houses: A major issue is the lack of infrastructure in remote 

communities. It is well established that these communities have inadequate housing options, with 

families often living in overcrowded conditions. Women should have options available that allow them 

to lower their risk without being forced to leave their community. Currently, the only substantial option 

for women to lower their risk is to leave the community temporarily or for the perpetrator to be 

incarcerated. A woman leaving her community is only ever a short-term solution as the community is 

integral to the women's family and country. A Malparara-Malparara member stated:  

“Some women don’t want to go long way. We need safe place in community, next to the police 

station, so they are close to family if people pass away or they get homesick.”  

Transportation options out of remote areas are limited if a woman must leave community for safety. 

The bush bus service (Unavailable in WA) is only available on certain days and is costly, especially for 

those relying on Centrelink. Some communities have to rely on small planes for safety evacuation. There 
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are limited cars in remote communities, often these cars are not roadworthy, and the cost of petrol is a 

further limiting consideration.  

Women who leave their remote communities for immediate safety concerns then face the barrier of 

not meeting the entry requirements to metropolitan safe houses because their risk is no longer 

immediate as the user of violence is remote. Women balance the safety risks of being homeless in a 

metropolitan area against their current unsafe living arrangement that is close to family networks.  

NPYWC can book accommodation at roadhouses for women when they need to be assisted to safety. 

Outside NPYWC operational hours there is a scarcity of options for women.  To address this NPYWC have 

agreements with several roadhouses where outside NPYWC hours, police can book women and their 

children into accommodation where there is a high risk and NPYWC will provide the payment. These 

roadhouses are not ad hoc safe houses and only provide physical distance which can reduce risk. Remote 

safe houses are a key mechanism to increasing safety and acting as a circuit breaker that is spoken about 

by women on the APY Lands.  

Poverty: NPYWC has noted the links between poverty and DFSV. Research on the societal impact of 

increased payments during COVID-19 supports this view. Significant publications indicate that Centrelink 

payments are insufficient to meet basic living standards according to the Henderson poverty line. 

Minimum amounts need to be above this threshold, considering the additional expenses of rural and 

remote areas. NPYWC often sees women engaging more frequently with our DFSV service when they 

face a lack of food and money. Anecdotally a women spoke about how the violence increased when 

there was nothing in the house for the last few days but teabags. Another example is where an intake 

worker was speaking with a woman while the perpetrator was yelling, "I’m fucking hungry," in the 

background. A women's risk is acute when there is no food or money for food in their households.  

Mental Health and Substance Abuse Programs: Remote communities often are under resourced for 

accessible mental health services and substance abuse programs. To mitigate the risk of DFSV, it is 

crucial to establish meaningful daily activities tailored to the unique needs of these communities, 

providing purpose and support to stay on country to receive assistance. 

Response 

7. What are the barriers to reporting domestic, family and sexual violence to police or seeking support from 

domestic, family and sexual violence services? 

 

Loss of Control and Agency/Systems Risk: Women must carefully weigh the decision to approach formal 

systems for support against long-term consideration of risk. A woman who reports DFSV can lose agency 

over her story and what services she engages with. For example, a woman that calls police due to 

immediate safety concerns can be pressured to make a formal police statement and is then engaged in 

a 2–3-year court process in addition to child protection agencies being notified and investigating the 

family.  A protracted court matter and the involvement of child protection can increase a women’s safety 

risk from her partner and from family retribution in addition to impacting her wellbeing by the trauma 

these systems inflict.   

 

As stated above, family and community networks are the most knowledgeable about women's risk 

factors. However, these systems are not institutional or recognised within white colonial structures and 

thereby not provided with the resources to address or mitigate risks effectively. Individuals within these 

networks, like victim-survivors, must carefully weigh the decision to approach formal systems to support 

a women’s safety against the potential of child removal or the imprisonment of a community members. 
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All these factors can further increase the risk for women and impact the community through disrupting 

traditional culture which is a driver of DFSV.  

 

• Child Protection:  Child protection agencies need to offer significant assistance to women before 

considering child removal. Supporting women to live without DFSV is essential to avoid holding 

them accountable for the violence against them. Alcohol use by victim-survivors needs to be 

understood within the context of DFSV. This would result in an understanding of how a woman 

may be forced to drink alcohol with her partner, or a woman may use alcohol to cope. To use 

the words of a woman on the land “I drink so when I’m assaulted it doesn’t hurt.” 

 

• Separation of Police Response from Justice Response: For women on the APY Lands, there is a 

distinction between a police response and a justice response. Many women find immediate 

police attendance essential for increasing their safety by prevention, de-escalation, and police 

directly intervening during incidents. Once the immediate safety risk has been addressed, a 

woman’s engagement with police can change. For example, police may arrive and find no 

incident occurring, the initial information differing from what they observe, a women may be 

upset or annoyed with the police continued presence, a women may deny any violence having 

ever occurred, or a woman may be unwilling to provide a statement. The reason for this varies 

and can include increased risk of DFSV by partner or partner’s family if she engages with police, 

a woman not wanting her partner to be locked up, a woman not seeing the justice system as a 

mechanism that resolves DFSV, etc.  Police may misinterpret these behaviours, labelling the 

woman as unreliable or a "troublemaker," and become less responsive to future calls. Instead 

of recognising the vital role Police can play in de-escalating crises without pressuring women to 

provide statements or pursue prosecution, this misinterpretation can lead to inadequate 

support and increased risk for the women involved. 

 

• Misidentification: As a specialist DFSV service, and in line with ANROWS, it is understood that 

situations arise where a woman may choose to use defensive, resistant or retaliatory violence. 

Multiple studies have found that approaches by police and courts’ that rely on incident-based 

approaches to DFSV, rather than gender-sensitive assessment of the context of violence, is a 

significant factor in inappropriate crisis responses.  Indigenous women are the fastest growing 

prison population. A large portion of women in prison are victim-survivors of DFSV. 

Misidentification increases a victim-survivors risk for DFSV and may isolate her further from 

reporting DFVS. For example, a woman our service has assisted for a long time with a significant 

risk profile was charged for offences against her partner. NPYWC assisted her in getting legal 

representation and in communicating the history of violence against her. As a result, these 

charges were dropped however a restraining order which listed her as the defendant was 

agreed to in negotiations. This restraining order may in further increase her risk of 

misidentification by systems and compound her safety risk.  The general concern on this issue 

is highlighted in another NPYWC engagement where a woman who was the protected person 

on a restraining order was concerned that if she went to the police to amend the order, she 

herself would be arrested. This example lends to the risk of misidentification as well as broader 

issues such as ensuring clear communication with women on police and justice responses. 

 

• The risk of Re-traumatisation through Criminal Justice System: This factor will be expanded in 

considering of best practice for justice system below.  
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Remote Police Stations: SAPOL has greatly increased the number of officers on the APY Lands over the 

years and NPYWC has done significant advocacy in this area. There are remote permanently stationed 

police officers in Murputja, Amata, Ernabella, Umuwa and Mimili. Pipalyatjara and Fregon are patrolled 

but have no police officers permanently stationed. The need for permanent police officers to be 

stationed in Pipalyatjara is particularly pronounced as the cross-border community of Irrunytju 

(Wingellina) does not have a permanent police presence. This means there are several communities 

such as Irrunytju, Kalka, and Pipalyatjara that have reduced police presence and a longer police response 

time. In communities without a police presence, the inability for police to provide an immediate 

response is a barrier to accessing that service. For example, in remote areas, it can take hours or even 

days for police to respond to a DFSV incident. This can be because the nearest police are hours away or 

because there are other matters police must attend. 

Lack of Privacy: In remote communities, a lack of privacy is a significant barrier when women choose to 

engage with services. If a user of violence or their family is aware that a woman is engaging with services, 

this increases their risk. This means a woman may choose to not engage with any services or approach 

services sporadically and makes it difficult for remote services to maintain contact with clients. NPYWC 

DFVS workers do not advertise their specific roles when working remotely in community, instead broadly 

stating they work with women and are from NPYWC. 

Access to hones: Access to phones is limited for women on the APY Lands, with phones often being 

smashed or taken. Phones are frequently shared among many community members, raising privacy and 

safety concerns for those seeking to engage with services remotely. Even when women have access to 

a phone, finding a safe, quiet, and private place to speak with service providers can be challenging.  

Family Pressure and Risk of Retribution: If women engage with services there can be increased safety 

concerns due to pressure and retribution from families with women often held responsible for men’s 

use of violence. It is a common narrative that women put men in prison.  

8. What are the elements of a best practice crisis response which will meet the needs of: 

a. a victim-survivor? 

b. a victim-survivor who is a child? (Not addressed) 

c. a perpetrator (acknowledging that one need is to hold a perpetrator to account for their use of 

violence)? (Not addressed)  

 

In addition to being immediate, best practice crisis responses are trauma informed and culturally safe. 

Specialist DFSV services including NPYWC face widespread staff shortages and retention issues, this is a 

significant barrier for meeting best practice. The importance of collaboration is further highlighted in 

the face of these difficulties.  

Collaboration: There is a strong evidence base that collaboration between services and communities is 

essential to achieve best practice outcomes. As stated in the SCCTEV framework: 

“the most effective responses occur when practitioners take responsibility to build sustainable 

coalitions of mutual respect with others in order to ensure that their needs are met consistently 

across the context in which they live, learn and play in the community” (p. 73).  

NPYWC sees improved outcomes when there is a strong relationship with the community and working 

relationships with police, clinics, and other services in community. Constant staff turnover and 

significant workforce vacancies impede collaboration. A national risk assessment tool and national 
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safety planning guidelines would assist a coordinated response with services using the same language 

around safety. Crisis responses that are guided by community see improved outcomes.  

Trauma Informed and Women’s Agency: A trauma-informed approach centres agency, choice and 

control with a victim-survivor. Comprehensive, ongoing and informed consent is essential. A trauma-

informed approach should be used to assess a woman's capacity to make an informed decision. A 

woman may have limited capacity to make long-term decisions in relation to her safety immediately 

after a DFSV incident.  A key example is in relation to restraining orders where women may initially agree 

to a non-contact order for their protection but then later decide a non-intoxication order is more 

suitable. Another example is that NPYWC frequently engage with women who do not know whether 

they have made a police statement or not. It is crucial that women are adequately consulted and clearly 

given explanations about their options, the steps that will follow from a decision, and how to inform 

police if they later decide something different. This highlights the importance of communication and 

assessment of capacity which enhance a women’s agency by being trauma informed.  

 

9. What are the elements of a best practice health response? 

 

Clear Referral Protocols: Clear and efficient referral pathways to specialist DFSV services, police, and 

other relevant support agencies is essential.  

National and Routine Screening Tool: A standardised national screening tool for use in remote clinics 

and healthcare settings.  

Regular Training: Continuous training for healthcare professionals on how to use screening tools 

effectively, manage disclosures, and respond to DFSV. Including specialised training on cultural 

competency, trauma-informed care, and the dynamics of DFSV to ensure that healthcare providers can 

offer effective support.  

Model of Continuous Care for Pre- and Post-Natal: Pregnancy or having a new baby within the last 12 

months is a high-risk period for victim-survivors of DFSV, requiring comprehensive screening and 

support. It is crucial to provide accessible, inclusive care that allows women to remain within their 

communities, allowing them to stay with other children in their care and be socially connected to kinship 

networks.  

10. What are the elements of a best practice police response? 

  

Application of latest DFSV, Trauma, and Cultural Safety Knowledge: Police officers should hold the 

latest evidence-based understanding of the gendered aspects of DFSV (including the risk of 

misidentification), cultural safety, and trauma. Training should be ongoing and provided across all levels 

of the police force.  This training would mean police understand, for example, why a woman may decide 

to return to community which increases her risk due to broader cultural norms and obligations. An 

example of this is where a woman returns to a remote community where a user of violence is bailed due 

to sorry business or because that community is her home with important connections to land and 

kinship. A DFSV informed and culturally safe practice would not place the onus on women to uphold an 

intervention order for breaches observed by police officers e.g. intoxication and proximity breaches.  

 

Responsive: Explored above, a delayed police response is a barrier for women accessing the service. 

Remote police stations are an important factor.  
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Cross-border Coordination: Effective coordination between different jurisdictions is crucial in cross-

border regions like the NPY Lands. NPYWC has played a pivotal advocacy role in the establishment of 

the Cross-border Justice Scheme with the passing of uniform legislation in NT (2009), WA (2008) and SA 

(2009) which enables police, corrections and magistrates in any of the three jurisdictions to deal with 

those charged. The Scheme allows: 

o Cross-border magistrates to deal with charges from all three jurisdictions. 

o Police to take a person from one jurisdiction to another to conduct investigations and to take 

the person before a magistrate more expeditiously. 

o Police to make arrests and investigate offences in the cross-border region. 

o Correctional Services officers to act on behalf of all correctional services in the region and 

provide for the enforcement of community-based orders; and 

o Prisoners from the region to serve their sentences in any of the jurisdictions. 

 A 2013 report tabled to Parliament and titled ‘Evaluation of the Cross­border Justice Scheme’ reviewed 

the use of this legislation and showed that the Scheme has not been utilised as much as originally 

anticipated. The report noted that previous organisational champions of this legislation had left, and 

generally key institutional knowledge of the Scheme has been lost. The ability for police to operate at 

best practice is reduced.  

Another previous example of a coordinated approach was the Cross Border Intelligence Desk (NT) that 

identified and monitored high risk cross-border DFSV offenders and victims and undertook requests for 

information from external service providers and police from different jurisdictions. This body was 

defunded in 2021. Regular interjurisdiction police meetings, increased police training on the Cross-

Border Scheme, and funding to initiatives like the Cross Border Intelligence Desk would ensure a best 

practice police response.  

Community Relationships: Positive community engagement is vital for best practice police responses, 

especially in First Nation communities where historic and current relationships with police can create 

hesitancy in seeking assistance. Engaging with the community through activities like attending youth 

programs, hosting community barbecues, assisting with vehicle registration and roadworthiness checks, 

and coaching sport teams helps build trust and establish positive relationships. For example, in Fregon 

two police officers in a child abuse unit coached a girls' softball team in 2012. Incorporating a community 

development approach is essential, and police must be adequately staffed and supported to participate 

in these activities, allowing for relationship building and preventing burnout in remote postings. Strong 

community relationships also enhance officers' ability to de-escalate situations involving users of 

violence. Cultural liaison officers are an important way that community relationship can be improved. 

These officers can also assist in improving cultural safety and educating other police officers about 

cultural obligations that may be impacting a matter. 

 

11. What are the elements of a best practice justice system response? 

There are a range of factors that may mean women will choose to not engage with the justice system. 

This reason can be considered through an understanding of the below points. A critical point to 

understand is that there is a frequent view expressed to NPYWC that women and communities do not 

want men to be incarcerated. This can be because men miss out on key cultural businesses, are 

disconnected to land and kinship structures, can suffer adverse impacts on mental health, and may lose 

their life in prison. The Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody clearly documents the risk 

for First Nation people in prison. In addition, a man can come out of prison more dangerous to their 
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partner due to the impacts on their mental health while incarcerated, false narratives that they have 

ruminated on such the women being responsible for their incarceration or about whether the woman 

has spoken to other men, etc. A best practice justice response centres rehabilitation and the safety of 

women.  

Justice responses that prevent recidivism: Comprehensive support services in prisons, including 

rehabilitation programs and counselling are critical for rehabilitation. Reintegration programs that 

support individuals in transitioning back to the community post-incarceration by re-connecting them 

with cultural practices and models of family violence primary prevention as articulated by the Uti 

Kulintjaku Watiku Project. Models which act as alternative to incarceration and are grounded in cultural 

ways would engage a whole of community approach to DFSV and serve additional purposes of 

prevention and healing.    

Timely Access to Justice: Legal processes that ensure that justice is not delayed is important, as delays 

can exacerbate the risk faced by victims of DFSV. The length of court matters, even if the same as 

metropolitan areas, in remote areas represents a significant re-escalation of risk for women. The 

remoteness of communities means there are reduced protections for victim-survivors in terms of 

services and physical distance from family members of the perpetrator and the perpetrator themselves.  

This is in part a reason why women seek police responses that do not lead to justice responses. 

Re-traumatisation through criminal justice system:  Women’s experience of the justice system has 

been well-documented. The Australian Law Reform Commission (‘ALRC’) is currently undertaking an 

inquiry into the justice responses to sexual violence in Australia. This stems from widespread criticism 

of the experience by victim-survivors in this system. The experience of First Nations people of the justice 

system is evident given the historic and current engagement with this system. Women hold fears for 

their own safety and wellbeing engaging with these systems in addition to concerns for their partners. 

The process of a criminal matter itself with the cross-examination of women can be highly traumatising, 

anecdotally some women believing they themselves are on trial.  

Legal and Support Outreach Services: Regular legal outreach services to remote areas are crucial for 

obtaining restraining orders and other legal protections. It is difficult for women to engage with services 

that offer no face-to-face service. This is an important component of ensuring the accessibility of legal 

advice and assistance. Court support outreach is particularly important to allow women more voice in 

the justice system through assisting with a victim impact statement and ensuring a victim-survivor 

understands what is happening. In addition, a support person could assist in paperwork for the victim’s 

notification service and ensuring the woman is appropriately connected to receiving support for any 

compensation application.  

Multi-Agency Collaboration: Collaboration between various agencies, including police, legal services, 

social services, and health providers, is essential for best practice. An example of justice response not 

operating with best practice is where a user of violence is bailed to the same community as the victim-

survivor, and she is forced into the metropolitan area as a result.  

Interpreters: Ensure the availability and utilisation of interpreters in remote courts to facilitate clear 

communication and understanding of legal proceedings.  

Community Legal Education: There is a significant gap in the availability of education in remote areas. 

Education empowers more effective decision making and engagement with the justice process.  

12. Taking into account your response(s) to questions 8 to 11, which elements are already in place in the 

domestic, family and sexual violence systems in South Australia? 
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Family and kinship structures continue to advocate for safer communities for families. 

 

There are limited services available and operating in the APY Lands for DFSV. DFSV responses are 

provided through NPYWC, the police, clinics, and due to lack of services, any remote worker. This issue 

is further compounded by widespread staff shortages and retention issues.  

 

NPYWC’s Domestic and Family Violence Service 1800 number provides a centralised support for women 

across the land and can plan assist to safety for women in remote areas. This service is modelled from 

the SCCTEV framework and works in prevention, intervention, response, and healing work. To assist 

women, the NPYWC applies a cross-jurisdictional lens and co-ordinates between the jurisdictions to 

ensure better outcomes for women. The service is however not adequately funded or positioned to be 

the inter-face of governmental systems co-ordination.  

 

The Family Safety Meetings that occur every two weeks provides a coordinated SA agency response to 

DFSV. The expansion of this model to the cross-border region would assist DFSV responses.  

 

The DFSV Police out of Umuwa are positively referred to by women on the APY Lands as the Kungka 

(Women) Police. This specialist police unit provides effective and trained responses to DFSV.  The 

existence of this service also highlights the need for similar training to be provided to general police 

officers.  

 

The 24-hour Domestic Violence Crisis Line is available. It is unknown to the extent women on the APY 

Lands engage with the line. NPYWC experience is that women prefer to utilise their relationship with 

police or the NPYWC hotline.  

Recovery and Healing 

13. Acknowledging that every victim-survivor will have different needs depending on their personal 

circumstances, are there universal needs that will arise for all victim-survivors? 

Safety is critical for healing, but these efforts fall short when basic needs are unmet. Ensuring that victim-

survivors have the financial means to afford food and access to safe, stable, and uncrowded housing 

where they can feel secure is vital. The current system requires women to exist in a constant state of 

survival. A genuine commitment to reducing DFSV and supporting victim-survivors must address these 

systemic issues. Since its inception, NPYWC has navigated the difficulty in engaging in meaningful 

healing work with victim-survivors against these systemic issues. This is a reality First Nations 

communities have faced for much longer. 

Woman’s agency through prevention, intervention, response and healing is essential. DFSV attempts to 

limit a women’s power and control over her life. Services should not replicate this dynamic and should 

engage in work that allows women to reclaim power and control.   Women should be supported to make 

decisions for themselves and have meaningful options to choose from. Structural factors such as 

housing, poverty and lack of services limit a women’s agency and impede healing.   

Access to individual therapeutic assistance that is culturally safe and appropriate is essential. In remote 

communities this service is limited. The therapeutic relationship is further challenged by high staff 

turnover and the inability for community members to build trust and a relationship with a worker.  
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The needs of accompanying children and their right to be supported, safe and seek therapeutic 

interventions for exposure to DFSV is also central. 

 

14. What are the best practice approaches to supporting a victim-survivor to recover from trauma and the 

mental, physical, emotional and economic impacts of violence? 

For Anangu, the best practice approach is one that combines western and traditional cultural 

knowledges. Healing work must be a community-based approach with individual, family and community 

healing being supported. The SCCTEV framework states “this holistic approach also recognises the role 

of the whole community – including how the issues and difficulties facing the community affect 

individuals, and how the individual has an impact on the rest of their community” (p. 18). Healing needs 

to address social and emotional wellbeing and build capacity for families and communities to respond 

to trauma and raise children to be strong in culture. Importantly, “culture is central to how strength in 

individual and communities are resourced” (SCCTEV framework, p. 25). 

Healing from DFSV and from colonial violence is important and interconnected. The SCCTEV framework 

states: 

“For Aboriginal people, it is not only the violence of the present, but is inextricably connected 

to the violence of the past. It is the violence committed by colonial settlers over generations. It 

is violence that has led to the deep sorrow of generations of Aboriginal people stolen from their 

families and Country- often disconnected from the embrace of their people and their culture. It 

continues to reverberate through racist attitudes which still inform community discourse about 

Aboriginal people in many places” (p. 11). 

Victim-survivors need not only to recover from the incidents themselves but also to heal from the way 

systems have responded to their situations. The re-traumatisation of victim-survivors by the justice 

system is well documented, leading to the current Inquiry by the ALRC. Best practice approaches need 

to be intersectional and support healing from trauma of DFSV, past and ongoing colonisation, and a 

women’s experience from the system.  

15. Taking into account your response to question 14, what best practice approaches are already in place in 

the domestic, family and sexual violence systems in South Australia? 

 

As discussed above, groups like the Malparara-Malparara Project, Uti Kulintjaku, and Uti Kulintjaku 

Watiku Project are engaged in prevention and healing work. Within NPWC DFSV team, resources from 

these groups are regularly utilised to aid healing. In addition, NPYWC supports the growth of the Strong 

Stories Initiative, where women share their stories of resilience and resistance against violence to guide 

and give strength to other women. This Initiative utilises a narrative therapy model allowing people to 

tell and make sense of their own stories and their underlying strength and resilience. These stories are 

displayed on a wall in the NPYWC DFSV Service office in the form of a tree and in a book that caseworkers 

bring with them on remote trips to share. Bush Picnics, facilitated by caseworkers either out in the bush 

or in town, provide another avenue for healing. These picnics help women connect to their Country (if 

held in remote communities) and to each other and utilise the various Project’s resources.  

 

The annual Law and Culture event by NPYWC is a significant gathering where hundreds of senior Anangu 

women meet to ensure the continuity of their culture and pass on traditional knowledge to younger 

generations. This event orientates around maintaining cultural heritage and supporting the community's 

social fabric through singing, dancing, and artmaking. The Annual General Meeting hosted on the NPY 
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Lands is another important gathering attended by hundreds of Anangu and is a key mechanism of self-

determination and is demonstrative on how an ACCO operates.  

 

Remote art centres and ranger programs support healing and important prevention work by supporting 

Anangu to connecting to culture and land.  

 

This concludes NPYWC response to the Issue Paper for South Australia’s Royal Commission into Domestic, Family 

and Sexual Violence. Thank you for providing NPYWC with the opportunity to comment on this important Royal 

Commission, and please do not hesitate to contact us if there are any further questions about what we have 

raised in this submission. 

Kind Regards, 

 

 
Liza Balmer     

Chief Executive Officer  

16 August 2024 
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Annexure A:  
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Annexure B: 
  
“This painting tells the story of how the NPY Women’s 
Council was started in 1980. I made a cassette tape and 
sent it around to all the communities for women to listen 
to. The black line going around the painting with the 
white marks is the cassette travelling around to all the 
women in communities.  
 
All the women listened to that cassette about the idea of 
starting up a Women’s Council. They sat down and talked 
together. Then we all came together at Kanpi to have our 
first meeting together. That is the big circle in the middle 
with all us women sitting around. This was the first time 
we came together, all us Pitjantjatjara, Ngaanyatjarra, 
Yankunytjatjara women.” - Mantatjara Wilson (deceased) 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Link between Poverty and DFSV 

 

Case Study One: 

Background 

A -year-old woman living in  resides with her daughter and three grandchildren. She 

struggles financially due to the high cost of living and frequent visitors who use her food. On payday, her 

money is quickly spent as her daughter and other children from different communities know when she 

gets paid. To avoid having her card taken or money transferred out of her account by her children, she 

rushes to the community shop to spend her money quickly. Despite getting new cards and accounts, her 

children eventually obtain the new details. If she refuses to hand over her keycard or bank details, they 

hurt her. 

When talking about her adult daughter she lives with she says, “that woman does not have any money 

left to feed or clothe her children – she spends it all on the phone casino.” Online gambling is a significant 

issue in their community, causing problems for many families. Although she is the main carer for her 

grandchildren, the Centrelink money for them goes to her daughter. The daughter’s violent partner is 

currently in prison for  years. Her oldest granddaughter has started humbugging her for money 

too, and her two  grandchildren frequently get into trouble with the police. The  grandchild 

has been breaking into the shop and stealing food, sometimes taking the younger sibling along. 

The woman often calls NPYWC DFSV Service for purchase orders for food. There is a severe lack of food 

in the household, leading to hunger. Financial pressure forces individuals with money to share it with 

others. Most houses in the community lack cooking or food storage equipment, so families buy more 

expensive ready-made meals. Few families eat three meals a day, and there is insufficient money for warm 

clothes or bedding. As a result, the family sleep together on a mattress on the floor. She is scared that her 

grandchildren will get into worse trouble with the police.  

She constantly struggles to meet basic needs, often feeling exhausted and worried about the children in 

her care. Living with violence deeply saddens her. 

NPYWC Response 

• Immediate Support: NPYWC provided immediate short-term support by issuing one-off purchase 

orders for food and credit. 

• Centrelink Assistance: NPYWC assisted in checking whether she was receiving the correct 

Centrelink. NPYWC discussed the possibility of her receiving Centrelink for her  

grandchildren and changing her bank account passwords. However, she decided against these 

steps, fearing increased harm from her daughter. NPYWC discussed safer times to change these 

details, potentially when her daughter is away from the community. 

• Safety Planning: NPYWC helped her create safety plans and risk mitigation strategies, identifying 

positive family members who could provide support and act as a buffer against violence. 



• Engagement and Support: The NPYWC intake workers flagged her case with the Warburton 

community caseworker, who is familiar with her situation. The caseworker is making efforts to 

engage her in bush picnics and open discussions about breaking the cycle of violence and 

recognizing her ongoing resistance. 

Outcome 

• Short-Term: Immediate safety concerns and basic needs were addressed through food purchase 

orders. She reported feeling safer as the immediate threat of harm was reduced. 

• Long-Term: Correct Centrelink payments would result in more money in the household, 

potentially improving the financial situation over time. 

Case Study Two: 

Background Information 

A -year-old woman lives with her partner and their two children in . Both adults are on Centrelink, 

but the total amount they receive is less than what two individuals would get separately because 

Centrelink assumes couples share their money. That is not what happens in this house.  The woman pays 

for everything including rent, electricity, credit, food, and clothes. Her partner spends his money on 

drinking and marijuana. 

Her Centrelink payments have decreased since a recent trip to , but she doesn't know why. 

Violence is a constant presence in their home, escalating when her partner drinks or when there is no 

food. Despite seeking help from NPYWC for a long time, she stays with her partner because her own 

family's house is too crowded. 

His family has been living with them for months, increasing stress and depleting food supplies. With winter 

approaching, she had to buy new blankets because last years were too dirty and there is no washing 

machine to clean them. They lack warm clothes for the children, food, and money. Her partner is growling 

her for food. He was yelling and she got scared – she called NPYWC, and the workers could hear him 

yelling “I’m fucking hungry.” 

A few months later, the NPYWC caseworker was in  when her partner approached, requesting a 

purchase order because all they had in the house for the last few days was teabags. 

NPYWC Response 

• Immediate Support: NPYWC provided immediate short-term support by issuing purchase orders 

for food and credit. 

• Centrelink Assistance: NPYWC ensured she received the correct Centrelink payments and 

conducted a forensic investigation of Centrepay deductions. They discovered she was 

unknowingly signed up for deductions to a , costing her $100 weekly. NPYWC 

helped cancel this payment. 



• Safety Planning: NPYWC helped her create safety plans and risk mitigation strategies, identifying 

positive family members who could provide support and act as a buffer against violence. 

• Engagement and Support: The NPYWC intake workers flagged her case with the caseworker 

assigned to both communities. The caseworker aims to engage her in bush picnics and open 

conversations about breaking the cycle of violence and recognizing her ongoing resistance. 

Outcome 

• Short-Term: Immediate safety concerns and basic needs were addressed through food purchase 

orders. She reported feeling safer as the immediate threat of harm was reduced. 

• Long-Term: Correct Centrelink payments resulted in more money for the household, reducing the 

instances of violence related to food scarcity 

 

Case Study Three: 

Background Information 

A -year-old woman from  cares for two of her sister’s children. She left  to escape 

another sister who would constantly demand money and become violent if refused. Now in , 

she moves frequently between different family homes, which are often overcrowded. The children she 

cares for run around town and stay with various people, making it hard for her to keep track of them or 

get them to listen. 

She has ongoing  problems and gets easily . Her ex-partner’s  is in  and 

is violent towards her. Although she frequently calls the police on him, she hasn’t made a statement due 

to her busy schedule and fear of escalating violence. She borrowed money from a cousin for food but kept 

half to pay off her  if he harasses her, as he has left her alone when given money for 

alcohol in the past. 

Despite NPYWC offering to help her return to , she prefers to stay in . After weeks of 

talking with NPYWC intake workers, she revealed her fear of sexual assault from her sister’s partner in 

 as another reason for not wanting to return. 

In , there are no safe places for her to stay. Her family’s homes are overcrowded or have 

issues with drinking and gambling. She can’t afford to rent privately in , and there’s no option 

for private rental in remote communities. She often has to change houses and loses her blankets when 

she’s away for medical treatment. Without a place to prepare food, she buys takeaway meals, which 

quickly deplete her money. She also uses money to keep her  away. 

The lack of secure housing means the children are often unsupervised, and she fears they will get into 

worse trouble. She’s unsure if it’s better for them to stay away than be at the houses she is at where there 

is drinking and her  causing problems. She struggles to keep herself and the children safe. 

NPYWC Response 



• Travel Support: NPYWC offers to pay for her travel to or another remote community if she 

chooses. If she stays in town, NPYWC will make referrals to town-based services. 

• Immediate Assistance: NPYWC assists with purchase orders, referrals to the women’s shelter, 

and providing food and a safe space in their office. They build a relationship with her to discuss 

safety planning and long-term solutions. The woman often comes in for tea and toast.  

• Centrelink Assistance: NPYWC ensures she receives correct Centrelink payments and investigates 

Centrepay deductions. She’s paying for a house in  and not receiving assistance for the 

children. 

Outcome 

• Short-Term Needs: Referrals to the women’s shelter and assistance with food. 

• Childcare Support: NPYWC assist her cousin come to town and take the two children back to the 

community, reducing her stress.  

• Safety Planning: With fewer worries about the children, she can engage more in safety planning. 

NPYWC creates a safe space and works with her on long-term solutions. 

 



Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara 
Yankunytjatjara Women’s Council 

 
Malparara-Malparara Project   |   Developmental Evaluation Learning Brief 
Samantha Togni, S2 Consulting  |  February 2024  |  This Learning Brief shares key Project achievements and learnings identified through the evaluation in 2023 

What are the key features of the Malparara-Malparara Project? 

 The Malparara-Malparara1 Project (the Project) is an innovative 
Anangu women-led initiative hosted by the Ngaanyatjarra 
Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Women’s Council’s (NPYWC) 
Domestic and Family violence service (DFVS). Beginning in 2020,  
the Project brings together a multigenerational group of Anangu 
women from across the NPY region with lived experience of family 
violence, who are supported by project staff, an interpreter and 
evaluator. With a participatory development approach supported  
by the embedded developmental evaluation, this emergent Project 
at the interface of two systems evolves over time as the women 
shape it to meet their needs.  

 The Project is informed by NPYWC’s Ngangkari Program’s multi-
award winning Uti Kulintjaku Project – an Anangu-led strengths-
based and trauma-informed social innovation that centres Anangu 
culture and knowledge and aims to strengthen social and emotional 
wellbeing, healing and related intercultural understandings. Some 
members of the Malparara-Malparara Project team are also Uti 
Kulintjaku Project team members and NPYWC directors.  

 The Project centres Anangu knowledge and voice within the DFVS 
and aligns with NPYWC’s Strengthening Community Capacity to  
End Violence (SCCTEV) practice framework. The group agreements 
(to the right) highlight the Project’s foundations of caring, respectful 
relationships, careful consideration and clear thinking, creativity and 
learning. Project activity is focussed on the interrelated domains of 
learning work, healing work, action work, practical work and 
supportive work. These domains, as articulated in the Project theory 
of change (below), reflect the women’s knowledge and passion to 
support themselves, their families and communities to heal from 
trauma and prevent violence.  

 Central to the Project’s activities are the multi-day workshops where 
the members come together in a safe, supported place two-three 
times a year to share stories, learn from each other and DFVS staff, 
engage in healing and teach the DFVS staff about Anangu ways to 
work safely. Building on the work over the Project’s first three years, 
increasingly, over the last year there have been more bush picnics 
and camps on Country led by the Anangu team members that 
engage women experiencing violence in their communities. This 
signals a significant development in the Project with the further 
realisation of the Anangu approach to family violence prevention 
that emerged in the Project’s first phase, as described in the 2022 
evaluation report (McLaren & Togni, 2022). 

 Key strengths of the Project include team members’ strong leadership 
and sense of ownership of the Project. The women see the Project as 
an embodying Anangu voice and an Anangu way of working, drawing 
on Anangu culture and knowledge and exemplifying the malparara 
way of working: that is, Anangu and non-Aboriginal staff working side 
by side and drawing on each other’s knowledge. Other strengths 
include skilled staff, the iterative learning facilitated by the evaluation 
and the continuity of key Anangu women, staff members and the 
evaluator that centres relationships and strengthens learning. 

 Project principles and activities align with national strategies for the 
prevention of family violence in Australian Indigenous communities 
(Commonwealth of Australia (Department of Social Services), 2022) 
and what we know about what works to prevent violence against 
Aboriginal women (Our Watch, 2018). The Project’s outcomes are 
contributing to this evidence base. 

  

[I]t’s giving us the strength… When I went to 
Malparara-Malparara training, I learned how to 
look after myself [in a] strong [way] and heard 

things [about] how to heal myself… I can feel [in] 
myself that I’m healed and I know how to handle 
my worries now…. This is how you have to heal; 
we use that Uti Kulintjaku way… you…keep what 
you learned [in the workshops] for your safety 

[and] protection, and let [out] the sadness and the 
emotion that you felt when you learned through 

it… we do the meditation [at the end of the 
workshops]. 

Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023 

There’s this spirit in the project, which is quite 
amazing to witness. Very dedicated and 

passionate people are coming together with a lot 
of care for the work… [It’s] definitely a place for 

healing and connection… a space for people to talk 
about something that [they] might not often have 

the opportunity to speak to each other about [and] 
building connections and solidarity around that. 

Malparara-Malparara Project Officer, 2023 

We have to bring love, joy and sharing into our 
lives. That’s what we’re learning in the 

workshops. We are all sitting together with love 
and sharing our own stories. 

Senior Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023 

Malparara-malparara group agreements 
Piluntu nyinakatira kulinma / Atatjuru 

purkarangku Kulinma 
Listen/ think/ understand/ consider carefully 
Kututu mukulyangku tjunguringkula palyanma  

Do it together in a loving way 
Ngapartji ngapartjingku atunymanama 

Care for each other 
Kunpungku wangkama - Speak up strong 

Wanganarangku kulinma – Respect each other 
Pukularinyi kulintja wiru unkunytjaku 

Looking forward to sharing good ideas 
Tjukarurungku kulintjaku 

Targeted/ focussed thinking 
Walytjangku kulinma nintiringkuntjikitangku 
Remember to bring an attitude of learning /  

We come to learn 

1 Malpa means ‘friend or colleague’ in Pitjantjatjara, and malparara means ‘alongside a friend or colleague’. 
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What is being achieved through the Malparara-Malparara Project? 

 The Project is highly valued by the multigenerational women involved  
for the opportunities and benefits it provides. Team members continue  
to demonstrate their enthusiasm for, commitment to, and a willingness  
to learn and share their stories, despite the sensitives of talking about  
lived experience of violence, and the various competing demands on  
their time. In addition, there is increasing demand from other Anangu 
women who want to participate in the Project.  

 Project workshops create a rare opportunity for the women to come 
together in a safe space away from the challenges and distractions of  
their lives to connect, share their stories, learn from each other, care  
for each other and strengthen their resilience and solidarity. Guided  
by the Uti Kulintjaku Iwara (way of working) and the Malparara- 
Malparara group agreements, this environment is intrinsically healing. 

 Through the workshops over the last year, key team members have 
increased their capacity, desire and confidence to lead bush picnics on 
Country that facilitate learning and healing for women experiencing 
violence. With key team members’ clear understanding of the way  
violence operates in their communities, strategies to resist violence and 
ways to heal from trauma, they are increasingly applying this knowledge, 
alongside their cultural knowledge in their work with women on bush  
picnics and camps. This is a significant achievement in the  
implementation of the Project’s Anangu approach to violence  
prevention and the women’s vision to support their families. 

 The Project is demonstrating a safe pathway for Anangu employment  
within the DFVS. Historically, it has been challenging for the DFVS to 
employ Anangu staff due to the safety risks associated with being  
identified in communities as a DFVS worker. The women chose the  
name Malparara-Malparara so the group is not publicly identified with 
domestic violence work. They refer to themselves as “sideways workers  
in a private way.” ‘Sideways’ refers to the Anangu way of working 
respectfully and safely with Anangu. The women see this as a significant 
development that has the potential to create a sustainable violence 
prevention workforce in the region. 

 Knowledge shared by the team members is informing and guiding  
DFVS practice to strengthen effectiveness and safety when working  
with Anangu women, including caseworker safety. The women recognise 
the difference that their suggestions are making and how this strengthens 
the malparara way of working. The Project is valued within the DFVS and 
attending Project workshops is part of DFVS staff members’ orientation. 

Key learnings in the Malparara-Malparara Project 

 Uti Kulintjaku team members’ (senior Anangu women) knowledge and 
participation in the Project, together with the Uti Kulintjaku Iwara (way of 
working) and use of the Uti Kulintjaku culturally-defined, multilingual 
resources, provide a strong foundation for the Project and guidance for  
the younger women. This strengthens intergenerational relationships  
and knowledge transfer, inspires hope for the future, and supports a 
connection with the legacy and wisdom of previous generations that 
contributes to healing. 

 To be well supported and aligned with Project values and principles the 
Project requires a project officer who is responsive, flexible, patient, 
present and de-centred in their practice and have good project 
management skills as well as effective support from the Team Leader to 
manage across the complexity and advocate for the Project. 

 Key challenges experienced to date include managing Anangu women’s 
demand for the Project which exceeds current Project capacity, staff 
turnover and recruitment/shortages, tensions in the integration of the 
Project with the crisis-focussed casework of the broader DFVS, meeting 
different cultural learning styles and tensions relating to internal and 
external expectations to share this innovative work while maintaining 
privacy and safety of team members who need to remain anonymous. 

 Project’s achievements to date indicate that it is on track to achieve the 
longer-term outcomes to prevent violence against women: see theory of 
change below.  

Malparara-Malparara, it’s like all the Anangu from 
lands we come together… and… it’s our tjukurpa 
[story/Law], …how we see, how we feel, how we 

can do it, it’s all about us Anangu women 
supporting [others]… it’s helpful Anangu way… we 
have our university too in our Anangu way, in a 
safe way we can [teach the caseworkers]… We 

work together whitefella way and Anangu way … 
[to]… be safe for everyone, be safe, happy, and 

enjoy [when] they go out bush. 
Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023 

I chose to have senior ladies in the Malparara-
Malparara workshops because we are just 

young, we’re just learning and the senior ladies 
they [have seen] it all their life and they are 
ahead of us and they know how… to help us 
young people go through it in a careful way, 

because it’s a really big story… And they learned 
from their grandmother’s back in those days, 
they have their voice in there, and they share 
it… generation after generation… sharing that 

story. And… maybe I’ll be old in my future, then 
I’ll be sharing their stories…  

[We will be leading this work] always.  
Forever and ever. 

Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023 

Malparara-Malparara is Anangu voice for women 
with the knowledge. Sharing knowledge with the 

staff about safe way of working in community. It is 
also education about violence and everything under 

it…. Malparara-Malparara is a really good thing… 
Malparara is friend forever; that malpa is always 

going to be helping you. 
Senior Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023 

[The Malparara-Malparara team members] took 
over and they ran the whole [bush picnic]… they 

really held that space about violence. 
Malparara-Malparara Project Officer, 2023 

The facilitated learning sessions can really 
accelerate the learnings [in this cross-

cultural context]. 
DFVS staff member, 2023 

I think if I wasn’t going for [Malparara-Malparara] 
training, I’d be scared to share it because there’s 

a bigger story when it comes to domestic 
violence. But I came for this training all the time 
[and] I feel a lot more comfortable sharing it with 
teenagers and doing the workshops [on Country].  

I feel excited to share what I learned in the 
workshops… I get that nervous feeling out and put 

the brave feeling into it. 
Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023 

Malparara-Malparara is different, it’s so private 
that we come in and do this work, but it’s really 

good… sideways worker in a private way. 
Malparara-Malparara team member, 2023 
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1 Introduction 

 The Ngaanyatjarra, Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara 

Women’s Council’s (NPYWC) Uti Kulintjaku Watiku 

(Men’s) Project is an innovative, Anangu-led, 

strengths-based initiative that is unique in the NPY 

region. It is not an intervention or service, it is a 

community capacity development and resilience 

strengthening, healing initiative to prevent family 

violence. It positions the voice and knowledge of 

Anangu men in the dialogue and activities relating to 

family violence primary prevention within their families and communities, and within the region. 

Importantly, the Project is also challenging the assumptions of how a women-led organisation engages 

with men in relation to family violence. 

 The Project began in late 2016 following an invitation to Anangu male leaders from senior Anangu 

women who, in 2012, established NPYWC’s award-winning Uti Kulintjaku Minymaku (Women’s) Project 

(Togni, 2016). It applies the Uti Kulintjaku Iwara, or way of working developed by the Minymaku team, 

that centres culture, supports clear thinking, promotes healing and strengthens intercultural and 

intergenerational relationships, learning and action drawing on the best of Anangu and Western 

knowledge.  

 The Project brings together a team of 15 respected senior and younger Anangu men and Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal health professionals to learn from each other and identify ways to strengthen Anangu 

identity, increase Anangu wellbeing and promote healing to prevent family violence. The Watiku team 

members live in different communities across the NPY region, are Ngaanyatjarra, Pitjantjatjara and 

Yankunytjatjara speakers and come together regularly for multi-day workshops in Alice Springs with 

the mental health professionals supported by the project officer, the interpreter and the evaluator. 

Developmental evaluation has been part of the Project since its commencement. 

 The Project’s activities are multifaceted:  

▪ Core workshops support the capacity development and strengthening of the multi-generational 

Watiku team. These workshops provide a creative space, incorporate learning and healing that 

draws on Anangu and non-Anangu knowledge and they provide the impetus and ideas for the 

culturally-specific and language-based resources that are developed. Knowledge shared and 

gained in the workshops is utilised in the Watiku team members’ work in the camps, gatherings 

and bush trips. 

▪ Small camps, gatherings and bush trips – an innovation in response to Covid-19 – are led by 

Watiku team members close to their communities and create a space to engage young men in 

positive activities, cultural practices, learning, reflecting and healing on Country.  

▪ Large intergenerational camps, which are led by a group of Watiku team members with 

logistical support from the Project staff, engage a larger number of younger men and are held at 

significant sites in Country over multiple days. These camps provide safe spaces where young 

men can effectively listen and learn without distraction and be immersed fully in Anangu cultural 

practices and knowledge transfer because they are on Country. 

 The Watiku team has developed a number of culturally-specific, language-based resources including 

the award-winning book, Tjanimaku Tjukurpa. These resources are used by the Watiku team members 

in their work with young men as well as by Anangu families and service providers and education 

institutions in the NPY region and beyond.  

 Project principles, design and activities align with national strategies for the prevention of family 

violence in Indigenous communities (COAG, 2019) and what we know about what works to prevent 

violence against Aboriginal women (Our Watch, 2018). 

 A key outcome of the Project over the last three years, is the Watiku team’s articulation of an Anangu 

approach to family violence primary prevention, which is described below. 

More than being role models, 

the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team 

members are forging a new 

pathway forward in family 

violence primary prevention in 

their communities. 
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2 Anangu approach to family violence primary prevention 

Just as I’ve learned from my grandfather, [the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project] enables me 

to educate my grandsons in a really good way… young men are listening and 

understanding and really taking on board the things that they need to survive well into 

the future, to live. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member (044), 2021 

 The Watiku team members trust the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project because it is following the Tjukurpa 

(Creation story/Law); the Anangu way of supporting and educating young men to live well and take up 

their responsibilities within their families and communities, as articulated in the above quote by one of 

the senior Watiku team members.  

 During the Project workshops, the Watiku team members have learned about trauma and healing from 

trauma from a Western science perspective. The Uti Kulintjaku Iwara (way of working) has enabled a 

process for the men to gain an understanding of this information and deeply consider their existing 

knowledge that has been passed down to them from their grandfathers, and how this relates to this 

new knowledge.  

 Significantly, as a result, the Watiku team members have articulated an Anangu approach to family 

violence family primary prevention that is grounded in Anangu knowledge and ways of teaching and 

learning. This is described below and represented in Figure 1 on the following page. 

2.1 Interrelated elements of the approach 

 This approach (Figure 1) is grounded in Anangu knowledge – the Tjukurpa (Creation story/Law), and 

guided by Anangu ways of teaching and learning. It leads with the strength of Anangu culture and the 

knowledge that men need to have to be strong and nurturing men within their families. This approach 

is about supporting young men to develop a sense of identity and their place in the world, as articulated 

by one of the senior Watiku team members: 

This is Anangu way, if young men can understand culture and Country and the stories, 

they know who they are and that they belong to the Country and that they are the 

carers for their grandfather’s Country. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member (027), 2022 

 For the Watiku team members this Anangu way does not need to be articulated, as it is implicit to their 

way of being Anangu. However, to have the importance of their work recognised and better 

understood and valued by non-Aboriginal people, and particularly potential future funders of the Uti 

Kulintjaku Watiku Project, the men understand the need to articulate this in a way that is accessible to 

non-Anangu: 

Our Tjukurpa [Creation story/Law] we can’t leave behind because without knowing their 

Tjukurpa, [young men] end up in bad ways. We would like to try and get money for the [Uti 

Kulintjaku Watiku Project] and we are putting all these stories together because we need 

them [government/funders] to recognise all this work we are doing. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku 

team member (027), 2022 

 The key, interrelated elements of this Anangu approach to family violence primary prevention are 

informed and guided by the Tjukurpa and Anangu ways of teaching and learning and include: 

▪ Knowledgeable Anangu leaders: The work with young men is led by Watiku team members 

who have Tjukurpa knowledge that has been passed down to them through their grandfathers, 

and who have an understanding of trauma and healing from trauma from a Western science 

perspective gained through the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project workshops. 

▪ Right relationships: The men that are included in each camp, trip or gathering have the right 

relationships according to the Anangu kinship system; that is, that there are grandfathers and/or 

eldest brothers for the young men involved, as this is necessary for teaching. Communication 

between the men is guided by their kinship relationships. 
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▪ Right Country: The Watiku team members who lead the camps and bush trips know the 

Country that they take the young men to; they know the Tjukurpa stories and important sites for 

that Country and who belongs to that Country; they know where to hunt, what to hunt and 

when to hunt it in that Country. This ensures that there is no transgression of Anangu Law. 

▪ Cultural practices: The young men are supported by the senior men to engage in cultural 

practices including hunting, tool making, Tjukurpa storytelling, alpiri (early morning 

broadcasting) and inma (ceremony/song and dance). These practices are determined by the 

senior men leading the camp or trip, the Country they are on, and the time of year. 

▪ Sharing cultural knowledge: Throughout the trip or camp, cultural knowledge is being shared 

with the young men by the senior men. This occurs through the demonstration of cultural 

practices such as hunting and tool making, as well as through storytelling and song. 

▪ Talking about trauma, healing, relationships and violence and what makes a strong Anangu 

man: After engaging the young men in cultural practices on Country, the Watiku team members 

have prepared the space and strengthened the relationships and safety for them to talk with the 

young men about the challenging issues they face; issues relating to trauma and violence and 

how to heal from trauma and have healthy relationships as a strong man. They do this drawing 

on Anangu and non-Anangu knowledge. 

▪ Knowledgeable Anangu leaders: This approach, over time, supports the development of the 

next generation of knowledgeable Anangu leaders to continue the work of Uti Kulintjaku Watiku 

Project. 

 

Figure 1: Anangu approach to family violence primary prevention 

 

The Watiku team members’ intention is to ensure that young men “feel 

that they are being supported to lead really strong lives themselves. 

And this [is] all based on the Tjukurpa, our culture and our storytelling.”  

(Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member (048), 2020). 
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 What is important to understand about this Anangu approach is that firstly, it is about being on 

Country and secondly, it is about the conditions created for the dialogue sequence that is facilitated, 

to ensure it aligns with the Anangu way of respectively and constructively discussing sensitive issues. 

These aspects are described further in the following sub-sections. 

2.2 The power of Country for Anangu 

Trauma, ngangkari [traditional healers] won’t fix it. You can’t see it. We need Ngurra 

[home/Country] for that. We got to go and get that Tjukurpa [Creation story/Law] 

inside. Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project team member (046), 2022 

The bush is not just space, it’s a force. Non-Aboriginal Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project team member 

(013), 2020 

 Being on Country for Anangu means more than the non-Indigenous understanding of the benefits that 

spending time in nature can offer. For Anangu the Country holds Tjukurpa (Creation story/ Law); the 

Creation stories and the ancestral beings live in Country and are not separate from it, which is why 

caring for Country is so important for Anangu and why the Country holds power for Anangu. The 

Watiku team members have described the effect that being out bush has on people and how, in their 

case, for young men this is conducive to learning and healing: 

[When young men are out bush] they can think clearly, their ears are open, not closed, 

they’re open again. When you take them out and you are showing them that Country and 

you’re teaching them, they come out of themselves, they are not shut down anymore. 

They are receptive. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member (027), 2022 

 One of the Watiku team members described how the experience of being on Country clears your mind 

and reinforces a positive connection to culture: 

Out in the bush it’s good. You can hear the birds, feel the wind. Your mind clears and you 

just feel good inside. I like that everyone notices the good feeling of being in the bush, 

cooking tails or hunting kangaroo. Everyone relaxes, there’s lots of laughter and 

enjoyment in doing things. There’s pride in doing the ritual of preparing and cooking the 

kangaroo. It’s special. There’s a good feeling of content when you go back home. Your 

mind is free and all your thoughts are clearer. Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member (056), 2022 

 Another Watiku team member, who has been leading several of the small camps and bush trips, 

described how young men were receptive to listening to him when they went out hunting:  

The young men were listening and were very happy with the waterhole and the emu. I 

think they wanted to learn and were happy to listen to me… It’s good doing it like that, 

going out bush and taking them out. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member (047), 2022 

 What is evident is that this teaching and healing work with young men needs to happen out bush, it 

cannot happen in communities or classrooms or online, as reiterated by one of the Watiku team 

members: 

You can’t take this Tjukurpa [Creation story/Law] away. We can’t put this on websites, we 

need to teach people on the Country to which that Tjukurpa relates. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku 

team member (027), 2022 

2.3 Anangu way to safely discuss sensitive issues 

 The importance of starting and leading with strengths, rather than starting with a direct discussion 

about violence and violence prevention, was emphasised by the Watiku team members as an essential 

element of working in a respectful Anangu way. In Anangu society this approach is referred to as kiti-

kiti wangkanyi or talking indirectly or sideways. For Anangu this is the proper way to discuss sensitive 

and difficult topics and maintain the discussion, as explained by two of the senior Watiku team 

members: 
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Talk sideways… That’s what you’ve got to remember, talk sideways to Anangu. Don’t 

come fully on, you’ll knock us over… We’ve got to show young men that us senior men can 

teach them. Talk to them. But not straight through them… it’s about getting [away] from 

violence… teach them how to be more [of] a man to their family. [Encourage them to] 

come this way. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member (047), 2021 

Yes, it is our way to be very diplomatic and discrete about the way we work and what 

we say. If you approach someone too directly and do this finger pointing straight at 

them, the very act of that way of talking, that will immediately upset them. That’s 

aggressive, like you’re picking a fight with someone. There is a special way of talking. If 

you directly attack them for their actions and say you have done the wrong thing, that’s 

not going to work, you have to start with them nicely and make sure you can give the 

message in the proper way. Gently. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member (027), 2021 

 This is about paying attention to the conditions created to ensure that they are right for such 

discussions to occur between Anangu. Once you have established a relationship, taken people out on 

Country and spent time doing an Anangu-led strengths-based activity on Country, only then, in the 

right place and with the right people, can you start having these sensitive and deep conversations. 

 In articulating this approach, the Watiku team members have communicated clearly that according to 

Anangu ways, this approach of starting with strengths and strengthening relationships through cultural 

practices on Country is the pathway to effectively talking about trauma and violence, and healing from 

trauma and preventing violence with Anangu men; it is the pathway to healing. This is how to engage 

Anangu men in these conversations while simultaneously strengthening their cultural continuity, 

intergenerational relationships and supporting their healing.  

 This is not about avoiding talking about violence; this is about an Anangu way of talking about 

violence, which is different to the mainstream approaches. As explained by one of the senior Watiku 

team members, the Uti Kulintjaku Watiku Project has enabled the senior men to articulate this Anangu 

approach to family violence prevention that draws on the knowledge of the two knowledge systems: 

We’ve gained our knowledge and we’ve gained it in the two cultures, the whitefella way 

and our way. So that through our language and culture we can make sure that things are 

right, proper and also through the Western non-Indigenous side as well, so in those two 

cultural ways trying to always make them work well. Senior Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team member 

(044), 2021 [emphasis added] 

 The national strategies for violence prevention in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 

recognise the need for community-led, place-based responses that draw on the strengths in Indigenous 

peoples and their cultures (COAG, 2019; Our Watch, 2018). The Uti Kulintjaku Watiku team’s approach 

to family violence primary prevention is an example of such an initiative and it is enacting the core 

elements of NPYWC’s Strengthening Community Capacity to End Violence practice framework in 

amplifying the Watiku team members’ acts of resistance to violence and healing practices embedded in 

Anangu culture (Tucci et al., 2017). This is a significant outcome for NPYWC and its members. 
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Preface 
This is a project that is imbued with the spirit and ambitions of many people in the NPY Women’s Council 
(NPYWC). It is fundamentally aimed at preventing family violence in remote communities on the NPY Lands. But 
it is also more than that. It is a search to describe a practice framework that reflects the ways that NPYWC 
people (staff, community members, elders) engage with Aboriginal people in the community in acts of reflection, 
dialogue and resistance to family violence, its effects and its causes. 
 
The project has shifted and changed at points, in the main because what is attempting to be described is the 
lived experiences of Aboriginal people, their communities and the workers from the NPYWC as they all struggle 
to address violence. This is not a straightforward task. It is the opposite. It requires a commitment to letting go 
of wanting everything to be simple.  
    
Thankfully, when we took a wrong turn, the staff at NPYWC were patient and gave us the time to find a way 
back to a path that was closer to being meaningful and relevant. We had the opportunity to talk to NPYWC staff 
– mainly from the Domestic and Family Violence (DFV) Team and the Youth Team - all of whom share an enduring 
commitment to deep and respectful listening of Aboriginal people, starting with the women of the NPY Lands, 
their families and communities. In other parts of the project, we consulted directly with a number of service 
providers and community members on the NPY Lands. We were also guided a great deal by some of our 
colleagues at the Australian Childhood Foundation. 
 
We have taken as our task to bring together the realities of the work undertaken by the NPYWC staff, the views 
of the community members who provided input and feedback, the views of others who work on the NPY Lands, 
our own experiences as a practitioner supporting those who have experienced trauma associated with violence 
and violation, and an understanding of other knowledges that have been identified and written about in fields of 
community development, social activism, narrative therapy, trauma therapy and violence prevention. This scope 
of literature stands out as being most relevant to the practice stories that flowed from the discussions we 
engaged in. 
 
In all of these conversations, themes emerged which were rich in concept, metaphor and purpose. The ideas 
converged into what we have described as a practice framework – a set of principles, knowledges, actions and 
outcomes. The desire for this type of document was repeated by almost everyone who I consulted with within 
the NPYWC organisation. The common goal was identified as acting as a guide to both describe and influence 
the ways that NPYWC staff worked in the community to reduce violence, and in particular family violence.  
 
It should be noted from the onset that practice frameworks are generally devised so as to be understood and 
applied easily. A practice framework is a working document that serves to represent and guide the orientation 
and decision-making of staff in a team or an organisation. For this reason, these types of documents integrate 
research and theoretical knowledge into the content without a reliance on strict academic referencing. 
 
This report is actually three documents in one. The first is a very short summary of the practice framework that 
is the proposed basis for guiding the work of the DFV Team, and related other teams, of NPYWC in their efforts 
to strengthen community capacity to end violence in the communities of the NPY Lands. 
 
The second is the full description of the proposed practice framework which is summarized in the first document. 
It aims to integrate culturally strong, community connected and trauma informed principles into a cohesive 
approach to practice that will be used by NPYWC staff working with people and communities affected by family 
violence. 
 
The third document contains an analysis of the focused literature review that was completed as the evidence 
base for the proposed practice framework. It synthesizes this knowledge with a summary of the key themes 
which emerged from feedback from a small number of people who work and live in the NPY communities, 
including staff from the NPYWC and Australian Childhood Foundation.  
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For this reason, it is important to recognise that the first two documents have been written as standalone 
documents that can be presented/utilised without the literature review and feedback synthesis contained in the 
third and final document.  For this reason, some of the content in the first two documents are a repeat of content 
in Document 3. This is deliberate. The first two documents present the material in an easier to read user guide 
that interprets the themes contained in Document 3. The first two documents aim to highlight how this kind of 
practice can be used to guide the interactions of staff working across NPYWC. 
 
The practice framework that is set out in the following pages contains a strong commitment to resourcing 
communities to act in ways that build on their own strategies to challenge violence and collectively engage to 
find safety in their daily lives. Its organising purpose is to support NPYWC workers to undertake their activities 
in an informed way that co-ordinates with each other and the efforts of everyone in the community. 
 
 
 
Joe Tucci and Janise Mitchell 
Australian Childhood Foundation 
 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Document 1: Strengthening 
Community Capacity to End Violence  
A Summary of the Practice Framework for 
the NPY Women’s Council in Preventing 
Family and Community Violence  



 
 
 
 

Strengthening Community Capacity to End Violence - A project for NPY Women’s Council  8 

Acts of violence in remote Aboriginal communities are experienced by many individuals. The impacts of violence 
are also experienced by many individuals. 
 
Whilst violence occurs between people who are not in any form of prior relationships, family violence is specific 
to that which is experienced within families, intimate relationships, extended families, kinship networks and 
communities. Applying this understanding in Aboriginal communities, violence and family violence are often one 
and the same set of experiences. The impacts of such violence not only affect the individuals, but they serve to 
undermine, harm and destroy the relationships that exist between people in the community. 
 
For Aboriginal people, it is not only the violence of the present that affects them. Their experiences are 
inextricably connected to the violence of the past. It is violence committed by colonial settlers over generations. 
It is violence that has led to the deep sorrow of generations of Aboriginal people stolen from their families and 
country – often disconnected from the embrace of their people and their culture. It continues to reverberate 
through racist attitudes which still inform community discourses about Aboriginal people in many places.  
 
For many living in the NPY communities, violence has taken over to the point that it feels so overwhelming for 
individuals that ways to challenge it or address it feel as if they are non-existent. There is a great deal of 
agreement that violence is traumatising and leads to many other significant problems for children, young people 
and families.  
 
For these reasons, the NPYWC and the Australian Childhood Foundation have worked together to develop a 
practice framework that aims to guide NPYWC staff, in particular the Domestic and Family Violence (DFV) Team, 
to work alongside communities to support sensitively an emerging consciousness about the causes and effects 
of violence and extend the influence of acts and experiences which oppose it. 
 
The NPYWC practice framework is based on a genuine and deeply held belief that resistance to violence is 
already occurring by those living and working in the communities of the NPY Lands. It seeks to honour even the 
smallest actions that people take to keep themselves and others safe in the face of violence.  
 
The key to strengthening community capacity to end violence is the respectful and patient engagement of those 
living and working in that community in dialogue that seeks to understand the tactics of violence, names its 
effects in the lives of the individuals who live in the community, and validates the acts of resistance already being 
enacted in a community. It also integrates the need for resourcing safety, acknowledging and understanding the 
impact of pain in the lives of Aboriginal people in the present and over generations.  
 
Strategies to end violence will not work if they are imposed in the community. The most effective strategies are 
those which can amplify, extend and resource acts of resistance to violence that are already being enacted by 
individuals in the community. Working alongside the community will facilitate dialogue which unearths the 
changes that communities are already making and indeed wanting to make more of. Such acts of resistance for 
Aboriginal communities are sourced in their experiences of their culture and its expression in forms of ceremony, 
origin stories, healing practices, spiritual beliefs and values. It is the strength of connection to these community 
and cultural qualities that have been identified as pivotal to ending violence in the community.  
 
A community has a range of pre-existing sets of naturally forming groups with shared interests. Effective 
strategies to end violence will identify and work with each of these groups methodically. The process of engaging 
these groups starts with being invited. The worker must learn the norms and rules of each group. He/she will 
need to be prepared to offer some form of resource to that group as a symbol for acknowledging its willingness 
to open itself up to someone external to it. Beginning with a need in the group, the worker will use a culturally 
respectful strength-based protocol to engage in dialogue about community resilience, the impact of violence 
and actions which have been taken to end violence. This collective process of sharing stories of understanding 
will lead to potential meanings that will be used as starting points for further dialogues with other groups in the 
community, each following a similar protocol. As concurrent dialogues occur, shared meaning about ways to 
resist violence can be shared, with permission, across the community.  
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The NPYWC framework for strengthening community capacity to end violence consists of eleven stages of 
actions and strategies. It is presented as sequential in nature. But in reality, it is not. In real life in the community, 
the path to transformation is far from linear. It is more likely to double back on itself and be repeated as different 
forms of challenge and stress are experienced at times. However, it is important to note that momentum towards 
transformation cannot skip a step or fast forward. Sustained change occurs when those who live and work in 
the community keep going – striving towards resolution.  
 
The work of the NPYWC staff, reflected in this practice framework, reflects a strong commitment to resourcing 
communities to act in ways that build on their own strategies to challenge violence and collectively engage to 
find safety in their daily lives. 
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Introduction 

In the opening to her 2009 book – Trauma Trails, Recreating Song Lines: The Intergenerational Effects of Trauma 
in Indigenous Australia, Professor Judy Atkinson defines violence as 
 
“…unjust force, actions or words used, without informed consent, to intimidate or harm; actions that are 
irreverent or disrespectful of another or others, and that are used, consciously or unconsciously, to obtain power 
over another or others, causing pain to the whole person (body/mind/soul/spirit)…(p. ii, 2009)”. 
 
She argues that violence is both an activity and an experience. Atkinson uses the word experience to 
 
“…acknowledge that a person (including a child) who is violated in an act of violence experiences violence; that 
a person who commits an act of violence experiences violence; and that a person who sees or hears violence 
experiences violence …(p.11, 2009)”.   
 
Using these definitions, acts of violence are experienced by many individuals. The impacts of violence are also 
experienced by many individuals. 
 
Whilst violence occurs between people who are not in any form of prior relationships, family violence is specific 
to that which is experienced within families, intimate relationships, extended families, kinship networks and 
communities. Applying this understanding in the community, violence and family violence is often one and the 
same set of experiences. The impacts of such violence not only affect the individuals, but they serve to 
undermine, harm and destroy the relationships that exist between people in the community.  
 
The trauma of violence is remembered with pain and loss. For Aboriginal people, it is not only the violence of the 
present, but is inextricably connected to the violence of the past. It is violence committed by colonial settlers 
over generations. It is violence that has led to the deep sorrow of generations of Aboriginal people stolen from 
their families and country – often disconnected from the embrace of their people and their culture. It continues 
to reverberate through racist attitudes which still inform community discourses about Aboriginal people in many 
places. 
 
Violence interrupts the future as well. Parents and grandparents worry for their children who are exposed to 
violence early in their lives. The hopes of a community can become diluted as they face the day to day moments 
in which disrespect, abuse and violation are present.  
 
Trust, compassion and belonging are undermined by violence. Relationships become in themselves the sites of 
tension and distress. In the face of violence, it appears that there is little strength and comfort to be found. The 
resources available in individuals and in relationships with which violence can be resisted become increasingly 
difficult to locate. This is how violence takes hold in the community and stays. It replicates itself by rendering 
invisible and inaudible the actions and words of those in the community who challenge its presence, its 
arguments and its persuasiveness. 
 
This does not mean that such opposition evaporates. It remains but becomes less available. It requires 
unearthing, amplifying and collectivising.  
 
Both the NPYWC and Australian Childhood Foundation acknowledge the wisdom of women and others in the 
community as the basis of strength and capacity, drawn from culture and connection to each other and country, 
to act in ways that challenge violence. This is a practice framework derived from this ethic. It recognises that 
just as acts of violence are experienced by many individuals in the community, acts of resistance come to be 
experienced by many individuals in the community. This framework for practice aims to support NPYWC staff 
to work alongside communities to support sensitively an emerging consciousness about the causes and effects 
of violence and extend the influence of acts and experiences which oppose it.  
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This is a practice framework that connects NPYWC staff with ways of working to the contribution and 
knowledges of the people with whom they work alongside and those who have attempted similar work before. 
It is organised in the following sections. 
 

Section 1. Our knowledge base 

The knowledge base of a practice framework establishes the scope of ideas which serve as the major influences 
to the decision making and actions of practitioners who are applying it. Firstly, it sets out the evidence that is 
used as the rationale to choose the theoretical approaches and/or conceptual models which underpin how 
practitioners will undertake their role. This evidence is sourced from the literature, as well as any other research 
undertaken in the formation of the framework, such as consultation with staff, external agencies and service 
users. Secondly, the knowledge base describes the relevant concepts and understandings that are pivotal in 
helping practitioners know how to orient themselves in their work, know what to do, and know how to monitor 
if what they are doing is helpful and effective. Finally, where there are different and distinctive sources of 
theoretical approaches being adopted, each needs to be combined so that it forms an integration that can be 
applied by practitioners. In essence, the knowledge base of the practice framework defines the scope of the 
program logic applied to achieve outcomes of the work undertaken by practitioners in a service. 
 

Section 2. Our principles 

The principles of a practice framework guide practitioners to understand the essential characteristics of way of 
working adopted by a collective group of practitioners or an organisation. Principles reflect the intent and 
purpose of a chosen way of working. They also help practitioners to operationalise the knowledge base 
effectively. The practice framework would be impossible to implement if any one of the principles was to be 
ignored. 
 

Section 3. Our actions and strategies 

The actions and strategies of a practice framework define how practitioners undertake their work. They describe 
the areas of interest and the questions to be used which elicit information to guide the decision making of 
practitioners. They also describe how forms of intervention (strategies that enable or support change) are 
implemented in line with the knowledge base and the principles identified in the framework.  
 

Section 4. Tools and resources 

The tools included in a practice framework support practitioners to implement the principles, actions and 
strategies previously described. They provide the practical resources for practitioners to use in their work with 
individuals and communities. 
 

Section 5. The practice framework in action 

This is an illustration of how the practice framework can be applied by NPYWC DFV team. It is based on a 
number of real experiences. They have been woven together to ensure the confidentiality of those involved. It is 
written as a narrative being told by a worker who saw the changes unfold in the woman she was supporting 
over a number of months. 
 

Section 6. Evaluation and monitoring 

Evaluation and monitoring helps practitioners and managers of an organisation understand how effectively the 
practice framework is being implemented across a suite of programs or the organisation as a whole. It offers 
tools to be able to track the quality of the service being implemented as well as the nature of the outcomes 
being achieved by the services. It defines an important way of ensuring quality assurance and the ongoing 
evolution of the service. 
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Each section is one part of an integrated approach which has as its objective to guide the decision making of 
NPYWC staff in the delivery of service activities that address and reduce violence in the community. The 
effectiveness of the framework in achieving outcomes is evaluated with a strategy in the final section. 
 
The prevention of family violence and/or the reduction of violence in the community locates its origin in the 
commitments made by the NPWC to work in ways that empower communities to enact locally relevant strategies 
to address its problems. This deeply held value is at the heart of the NPYWC.  
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Section 1. Our knowledge base 
1.1 What is family violence in the community? 

Violence is experienced by those who commit it, are targeted by it and affected by it. 
 
In order to understand how best to describe family violence that occurs in the community, it is important to 
understand that it can include 

• the perpetrator being an individual or a group; 
• the victim being an individual or a group; 
• the term ‘family’ which may mean a kinship network of discrete intermarried descent groups and, in 

many cases, ‘family’ may constitute an entire community; 
• the ‘community’ being remote, rural or urban; 
• its residents living in one location or dispersed, but nevertheless interacting and behaving as a social 

network; and, 
• the acts of violence can continue over a long period of time. 

 
Applying this understanding in the community, violence and family violence is often one and the same set of 
experiences. The impacts of such violence not only affect the individuals, but they serve to undermine, harm 
and destroy the relationships that exist between people in the community.  
 
For this reason, throughout this document, the term “violence” is used to mean family violence and other related 
forms of violence which occurs in the community. It is likely that all forms of violence have at its heart the 
participation of members of families and family groupings. 
 

1.2 Why does violence occur in the community? 

Violence has its roots in experiences of the violation and oppression of Aboriginal people over generations. It is 
considered an expression of dislocation and loss for Aboriginal people. Colonisation has undermined cultural 
ways of knowing and showing respect, trust, and mutual care. It has damaged, but not destroyed, Aboriginal 
people’s experience of interdependence and the importance of connections that individuals have to family, 
community and country. Efforts to integrate the impacts of the past with the understanding and addressing of 
the present needs and challenges facing Aboriginal children, families and communities must, at its core, have 
an understanding of the consequences of intergenerational trauma.  
 
It also needs to resist simple explanatory frameworks in preference for more complex forms of analysis that 
acknowledge the ways that multiple and different forms of oppression (for example, gendered violence that was 
used to promote and consolidate the purposes of colonization) combine cumulatively to disqualify the 
entitlements and rights of Aboriginal women in particular. Listening and learning about how these separate 
threads of subjugation continue to reverberate in the lives of Aboriginal women even today is an essential starting 
point for resourcing communities to resist and challenge violence in their day to day lives.  
 

1.3 What do we need to understand in order to be effective in ending violence in 
the community? 

1.3.1 We need to understand how violence occurs in the community and how it is being challenged. 
 
It is essential that we listen to the people who live and work in the community about their experiences of violence. 
When we talked to them, we found out about the following themes. 

• Violence is an expression of dislocation and loss for Aboriginal people.  



 
 
 
 

Strengthening Community Capacity to End Violence - A project for NPY Women’s Council  15 

• Colonisation has undermined cultural ways of knowing and showing respect, trust, and mutual care. It 
has damaged, but not destroyed, Aboriginal people’s experience of interdependence and the 
importance of connections that individuals have to family, community and country. 

• It is also critical to develop and hold complex frameworks of understanding that acknowledge the 
intersection between colonial and gendered acts of violence and oppression which continue to shape 
the experiences of Aboriginal people in communities. 

• Violence has taken over families and communities to the point that it feels so overwhelming for 
individuals that ways to challenge it or address it feel as if they are non-existent. 

• Traditional ways to resolve conflict are no longer available to families, which often prolongs tension 
between people and leads to an escalation into violence. 

• There are individuals and groups in the community who really want violence to end. 

• There is a great deal of agreement that violence affects children and young people significantly. This 
unanimous view has led to an increasing degree of concern and worry for children and young people. 
There is a strong desire to end violence in the community particularly for the sake of children and young 
people.  

• The power to name violence, its causes and its effects is important in supporting a community’s 
commitment and capacity to address violence. Communities will come together around words and 
ideas that hold meanings about safety and protection when they are relevant to them. 

• Acknowledging and tracing the lines of trauma, past and present, is a significant consideration for 
understanding the ways in which violence emerges, continues and affects the lives of individuals, families 
and communities. There is always the need to appreciate how much trauma and loss shapes the 
everyday experience of Aboriginal people.    

• Meaningful actions to address violence in the community will come as individuals realise the ways in 
which they are already prioritising safety in the face of violence. This knowledge will give them hope that 
change is already occurring. It will also open the possibility to enlist others into their own efforts. This 
will lead to collective action that will influence individual behaviour. 

• Every community has leaders who are able to show that violence can be stopped.  

• NPYWC staff have an important role in opening up and supporting conversations with different groups 
of people in the community about safety, protection and care. These are slow and sensitive dialogues 
which only come to explore the topic of violence from experiences of strength, courage and a shared 
sense of purpose. 

• Symbolism is important to help communities see that attitudes and behaviour which condone violence 
can and are changing. 

• The voices of women, men, children and young people are all important in addressing violence. 

• Violence in the community is a problem that can be changed. 

 
1.3.2 We need to recognise how important culture is to people in the community. 
 
Culture is at the very core of the experience of living for Aboriginal people. It defines identify, beliefs and values, 
forms of communication and the ways in which relationships are formed and maintained. 
 
Family is the cornerstone of Aboriginal culture. It is the set of relationships which transcend through the lifespan 
of Aboriginal people, giving birth to identity, knowledge, role and ultimately, social meaning.  
 
With respect to preventing and/or reducing violence in remote communities, all evidence points to the need to 
recognise that for any program to be effective, it must be grounded in the resources that emanate from cultural 
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ways of living and relating. In addition, given the richness of Aboriginal culture, it is essential that Aboriginal 
people participate fully in the development and implementation of practices of change. They hold the knowledge 
of culture, the ways it is to be interpreted, the ways it is to be accessed and how it might be brought to bear on 
problems that are experienced by individuals and families and across communities.  
 
1.3.3 We need to understand about trauma and healing. 
 
The impacts of the past reverberate into the present for Aboriginal people.  Efforts to integrate the consequences 
of the past with the understanding and addressing of the present needs and challenges facing Aboriginal 
children, families and communities must, at its core, have an understanding of the impacts of intergenerational 
trauma.  
 
‘Intergenerational trauma’ or ‘Collective Trauma’ is defined as the repeated experiencing and remembering of 
destructive events in the mind and body of an individual or the life of a community and is passed from one 
generation to the other. Where trauma is left unresolved, people react by feeling shame and internalising 
responsibility for what has happened to them when clearly they have experienced the oppression and violation 
from others. In more severe and sustained cases, whole communities can begin to feel that pain and its 
consequences in very real ways and ongoing ways.  
 
We need to understand that this legacy has led to the experience of high levels and sustained trauma and stress 
for Aboriginal people in Australia. Frequent and ongoing stress events in early life can have a damaging effect 
on the developing brain of a child and alter the functioning of important bodily systems. This type of stress can 
be particularly harmful to mental health and social and emotional wellbeing in childhood, with negative 
consequences for wellbeing throughout life.  
 
The effects of stress and racism, and the related ongoing effects of colonisation, have created a burden that 
extends across generations of Aboriginal families. 
 
For this reason, when we work with Aboriginal people, we need to have knowledge about how stress affects 
and shapes responses to violence in the community. Recent research about the neurobiology of relationships, 
gives us many insights into how stress can be understood and integrated into practices supporting children, 
young people, adults and their communities. In this section, there is a focus on understanding how stress affects 
the development of children and young people. However, it is also relevant to adults. 
 
Stress is the psychological and physiological residue that is left from heightened exposure to disruptive 
experiences for individuals in their relationships and environments. Stress is best described as four tier model of 
differ types as follows:  
 
Positive stress results from challenging experiences that are short lived. Children may encounter positive stress 
when they attend a new school, meet new people, undertake a medical procedure or have to learn a new skill. 
This type of stress causes minor physiological changes. With the support of caring adults, children can learn 
how to manage and overcome positive stress. This type of stress is considered normal and coping with it is 
essential to development. 
 
Tolerable stress refers to challenging experiences that are more intense but still relatively short-lived. Examples 
include the death of a loved one, a natural disaster, a frightening accident, and family disruptions such as 
separation or divorce. If a child or young person has the support of at least one caring adult, tolerable stress 
can usually be overcome. In many instances, tolerable stress can become positive stress and benefit the child 
developmentally. However, if children and young people lack adequate support, tolerable stress can have a 
detrimental impact and lead to long term negative health effects. 
 
High impact stress results from intense adverse experiences that may be sustained over a long period of time. 
Children are unable to effectively manage this type of stress by themselves. As a result, the stress response 
system is activated for an extensive time. This can lead to permanent changes in the development of the brain. 
The negative effects of high impact stress can be reduced with the support of caring adults.  
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Appropriate support and intervention can help in returning the stress response system back to its normal 
baseline. High impact stress can result from any of the following experiences:  

• exposure to parents/carers with alcohol and drug problems;  
• exposure to parents/carers with mental health issues; 
• exposure to parents/carers in high and prolonged conflict; 
• experiences of migration and seeking asylum; 
• ongoing exposure to community violence;  
• dislocation from cultural and community heritage; 
• disengagement from school or employment; 
• experiences of instability associated with homelessness; and, 
• ongoing exposure to social and economic disadvantage  

 
Toxic stress results from intense experiences that target the child directly and carry with them intentional 
messages of intimidation, fear, shame and abuse of power. It is overwhelming of the child’s internal 
psychological, emotional, relational and physiological resources. It too can be sustained over a period of time. 
However, the intensity with which it occurs can also mean that a brief or one-off experience of it can significantly 
affect a child and young person. Examples of toxic stress are child sexual abuse, physical abuse and bullying. 
As a result, children and young people’s physiological systems remain activated without relief. It causes 
sustained disintegrative effects in both the structure of the brain and communication between the body and 
brain. The destructive effects of toxic stress can be reduced by co-ordinated and deliberate interaction between 
young people and a network of supportive and trained adults. Often, therapeutic and individually tailored support 
plans are imperative in reconfiguring the child or young person’s ongoing response to future developmental 
challenges.  
 
Toxic stress results from significantly adverse and pervasive experiences for children and young people, 
including 

• child abuse; 
• chronic neglect; 
• family violence;  
• rejection or bullying by peers; and, 
• racial discrimination and/or harassment.  

 
Because the brains and bodies of children and young people are so malleable, high impact stress and toxic 
stress are faster to manifest. They leave deeper tracks of damage. In these circumstances, children’s brain and 
body systems will be harmed, affecting the way they react and relate to others and their physical environment.  
 
High impact and toxic stress reduces the capacity of the thinking part of children’s brain to shape the way they 
react to challenges in their environment. As a result, children and young people appear to behave instinctively 
and sometimes inappropriately, without knowing why. They are also not able to easily influence their feelings 
when faced with perceived threat or increases in their experience of stress.  
 
It impairs the growth and activity of the connecting structures between the left and right hemispheres of the 
brain. As a result, children find it difficult to know, name and express their feelings. They can find it difficult to 
read social cues and respond in social exchanges. It increases children and young people’s base arousal level 
such that they live in a constant state of vigilance and heightened alarm. As such, vulnerable children and young 
people are easily triggered by seemingly minor issues.  Their responses are often seen as ‘out of the blue’ or 
‘over reactions’ to situations. 
 
High impact stress and toxic stress lock down children and young people’s capacity to adapt to change in their 
environment. They are more likely to use fixed and repetitive behavioural routines in situations where they feel 
distress and unease. These routines involve movements and actions that feel familiar and comforting to them - 
even if they are destructive or harmful to others.  
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These children and young people lack the adaptability and flexibility necessary to respond differentially to varying 
situations and contexts.  They have a limited range of coping strategies. Whilst these strategies may have been 
effective in assisting them to survive in unsafe situations, they are often inappropriate responses in situations 
where there is an absence of danger. 
 
Children and young people affected by high impact stress and toxic stress find it difficult to make meaning from 
their experiences. They have few or no effective internal maps to guide their actions. As a result, they react rather 
than respond. 
 
Their beliefs about themselves are determined by the very people who violate them. They hold onto ideas about 
relationships which are not helpful to them in their communication with peers and other adults like teachers. 
They can find it difficult to see adults as supportive. They are cautious about being hurt and are more likely to 
stay closed to the development of new connections or relationships.  
 
They do not easily understand or engage with consequential learning. Their brains are so over-activated that 
they are able to take in very little and not learn new information easily. In particular, their memory systems 
continue to remain under stress. They fail to consolidate new learning. Their working memory for even the easiest 
set of instructions can be severely compromised. 
 
Children and young people affected by high impact stress and toxic stress experience the present with little 
reference to their past, even though their behaviour, feelings and physiology are affected by their experiences of 
violation. They do not have access to the qualities that make them who they are. They have a transient sense of 
their own identity. Their future is without plans or a sense of possibility.  
 
Through shaping and reshaping the relationships and day to day interactions, intervention offers children and 
young people opportunities to heal some of the damage caused by such experiences of high impact stress and 
toxic stress. In order to achieve these important moments of repair, the approach to therapeutic work needs to 
be informed and supported by practice orientation that prioritises the needs of children and young people and 
gently and carefully responds to these needs. 
 
There is wide agreement that the best approach is a combined approach – a western approach and a traditional 
cultural approach with a significant focus on understanding the intersection between western and traditional 
understandings of trauma and well-being.  Indeed, the NPYWC Ngangkari (traditional Healers) team believe that 
collaboration and mutual respect between western health and human services and ngangkari lead to the best 
outcomes for Anangu. They say western and Anangu practitioners have different but equally valuable skills and 
knowledge and both are needed to address the significant problems Anangu face.  
 
Healing through trauma-informed, cultural approaches addresses the whole health and wellbeing of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children and young people, not only to their social and emotional wellbeing, but in 
building the capacity of families and communities to respond to children’s needs, and to raise children and 
young people healthy and strong in culture. Stemming from the Aboriginal holistic approach to health and 
wellbeing, such an approach recognises the individual's interrelated physical, emotional, spiritual, and cultural 
health and wellbeing, including their connection to their land, family and community. 
 
Thus healing approaches must be targeted at the individual, family and community level. Highlighting the need 
for community-based approaches to healing, It is important to allow people collectively to tell and to make sense 
of their own stories, thereby allowing them to become experts of their stories and lives. It is also critical that there 
community-based approaches are implemented which ideally include a combination of individual engagement 
in therapeutic activities and group involvement in the community events that promote well-being. This holistic 
approach also recognises the role of the whole community – including how the issues and difficulties facing the 
community affect individuals, and how the individual has an impact on the rest of their community.  
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1.3.4 We need to understand about narrative approaches to working with community’s own efforts to resist 
and challenge violence.  

 
There are a number of models of practice that reflect a commitment to working with individuals, families and 
communities in ways that support their own efforts to resist and challenge the pervasiveness of violence itself 
and its effects. At the forefront of contemporary approaches are those that find its traditions in the postmodern 
constructs of power and oppression, such as Narrative Therapy (White and Epston, 1990; Epston and White, 
1992) and Justice-based Community Work (Reynolds, 2010).  
 
“No-one is a passive recipient of trauma. People always take steps in endeavouring to prevent the trauma they 
are subject to, and, when preventing this trauma is clearly impossible, they take steps to try and modify it in 
some way or modify its effects on their lives. These steps contribute to the preservation of, and are founded 
upon, what people hold precious. Even in the face of overwhelming trauma, people take steps to try to protect 
and preserve what they give value to… (p.28, White, 2006)”. 
 
Drawing on his collaborative work with David Epston, Michael White articulated an approach to working 
therapeutically with communities that sought to honour even the smallest actions that people take to keep 
themselves and others safe in the face of violence. White sought to deeply listen for the two stories of people’s 
experiences of violence – the story of trauma and the story of struggle to hold onto conviction, belief, hope and 
value. As people reconnect with the story that preserved them, their family and their community, they come to 
see themselves with intent and power, rather than at the mercy of violence (White, 2006).  
 
At its core, this narrative and justice based way of working with individuals, families and communities adopts a 
critical lens for understanding the genesis of individually experienced problems. It locates the experiences of 
individuals in the histories and continued practices of oppression that construct identities which perpetuate the 
use and abuse of power by those who have it over those who do not. The focus of this approach is to uncover 
the layers of language and entrenched beliefs that normalise pathology, victimhood and blaming.  
 
Practitioners using this approach work alongside those they seek to support. They work to engage individuals, 
groups and communities in critical and sensitive dialogue which makes visible the pervasive social and historical 
stories that limit the definitions of what is deemed as true and untrue, real and not real, worthy and not worthy.  
 
Finding a shared language to negotiate how meaning is prescribed to experience is an important element of 
working effectively with people in the community. It is critical to find the language in the community that helps 
to shape the meaning of interactions which connect and disconnect people from each other, form the 
underpinning of respect and disrespect and explain how violence is used, resisted and experienced. 
 
The aim is to find and engage with moments of affinity or interpersonal experiences of connection that transform 
the lives of people in the community and the workers themselves. It recognises that different forms of oppression 
exist in the lives of people and that such difference creates opportunities for people to be united in collective 
practices of resistance. A sense of solidarity arises from experiences of community-making dialogue resourced 
by workers and the community together. 
 
1.3.5 We need to understand how to enhance community resilience. 
 
There has been growing interest in reconceptualising resilience so that it can be applied relevantly to Aboriginal 
communities. Instead of it being understood as how easily an individual can bounce back from adversity, 
resilience is now seen as a dynamic process of adjustment, adaptation and transformation of communities in 
response to challenges and demands. 
 
In particular, research points to the influence on the level of community resilience of 
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‘…stories of identity and transformation at a personal and collective levels. The idea that resilience might reside 
in the ways we have of narrating our lives…making sense of their own predicaments and mapping possibilities 
for adaptation and a positive vision of the identity and future prospects by drawing on collective history, myths 
and sacred teachings. At the same time, these collective forms of narratives serve not only to help people make 
sense of their experience and construct a valued identity but also ensure the continuity and vitality of a 
community or a people…(p. 86, Kirmayer et al,  2011)”. 
 
In other words, strategies which aim to strengthen resilience focus on finding shared meaning across different 
members of a community about what has helped that community to survive and attempt to hold onto its values, 
beliefs, rituals and relationships often in the face of overwhelming forces that have sought to destroy them. The 
modality used is collective dialogue, or yarning. Its purpose is to unearth symbolic and historical practices that 
have maintained people’s connection to their cultural heritage. It is this common quality that is viewed as being 
the most significant factor in moving a community along a continuum from oppression to resistance to resilience. 
 

1.4 How do we integrate all of this knowledge to inform our work? 

Drawing on the key messages from the literature review presented in the previous section, a conceptual model 
of practice is put forward as the conclusion to the first part of this document.  
 
The conceptual model is presented in Diagram 1. It integrates the contemporary literature about stress with the 
evidence highlighting the ways in which cycles of family and community violence emerge and are maintained 
over time. It points to the pervasive, chronic and cumulative impact of such violence on individuals and 
communities. Stress is the common substrate for all forms of relationships affected by interpersonal violence. 
Toxic forms of stress (child abuse, family violence, neglect) and high impact forms of stress (housing instability, 
mental health problems, substance abuse, high conflict relationships, family breakdown, bullying, racism, 
discrimination) compromise the functioning of important biological systems and lead to severe limitations in the 
adaptive capacity of individuals and communities. 
 
The first circle highlights that interpersonal conflict and violence and its associated consequences (fear, sorrow, 
loss, shame, disconnection, helplessness) result in and are a result of toxic and high impacts forms of stress 
experienced by individuals. The longer individuals remain in conditions of such toxic and high impact stress, the 
more likely it is that they will not be able to break away from these circumstances. The longer the community 
experiences the cycle of violence, the harder it is for such violence to be challenged and changed. This cycle 
has chronic negative impacts on health and well-being of everyone in the community. For Aboriginal people, the 
emergence of violence and its impacts are inextricably linked to the past and present effects of colonisation, 
dispossession and ongoing racism. 
 
The second circle represents the practice framework that is proposed for the NPYWC teams to adopt in their 
efforts to strengthen community capacity to end violence. As the previous analysis has highlighted, the key to 
collective action is the respectful and patient engagement of the community in  dialogue that seeks to understand 
the tactics of violence, names its effects in the lives of the individuals who live in the community, and validates 
the acts of resistance already being enacted in a community. It also integrates the need for resourcing safety, 
acknowledging and understanding the impact of pain in the lives of Aboriginal people in the present and over 
generations.  
Finally, it is embedded in practices which listen deeply to the experiences of those in the community highlighting 
the resourcing stories available in culture and enabling the expression of alternative communal narratives of 
renewal and hope.  
 
The aim of such intervention is to reduce the levels of stress experienced by individuals within the community 
and the community as a whole to tolerable or positive levels. In the absence of toxic and high impact stress on 
a routine basis, individuals and communities experience relief and begin to engage in other actions which further 
reinforce and promote health and well-being.  
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The third and final circle in the diagram represents the outcomes of the work undertaken by the NYPWC teams 
using the proposed framework. Through their collaborative action, workers promote qualities in the community 
that collectively transform cycles of violence into cycles of care and resilience. Family and community based 
activities are held which highlight the re-emergence of a range of adaptive and respectful dimensions of daily 
community life that continue to build momentum so that it is sustained over time.  
 
Violence itself is banished from community leaving safety, respect and hope in its place.  
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Diagram 1. Conceptual model of practice for NPYWC approach to strengthening capacity to end violence in the community 
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Section 2. Our principles 
We work alongside communities to identify and amplify individual and collective 
efforts to end violence. 

Strategies to end violence will not work if they are imposed in the community. The most effective strategies are 
those which can amplify, extend and resource acts of resistance to violence that are already being enacted by 
individuals in the community. Working alongside the community will facilitate dialogue which unearths the 
changes that communities are already making and indeed wanting to make more of. Such acts of resistance for 
Aboriginal communities are sourced in their experiences of their culture and its expression in forms of ceremony, 
origin stories, healing practices, spiritual beliefs and values. It is the strength of connection to these community 
and cultural qualities that have been identified as pivotal in consolidating community resilience.  
 

We believe that efforts to end violence in a community will be led by individuals or 
groups who hold a strong intent to galvanise a collective focus. 

Ending violence in the community will occur when it is supported and championed by an individual and/or group 
who will act to lead the change. These are community advocates who are interspersed in the community itself. 
They are from the community and are positioned as leaders. There must be specific strategies aimed at building 
their capacity, confidence and skills to influence the hearts and minds of the community. These individuals and/or 
groups should receive direct support from services in order so that they can galvanise the community to take 
stands against the tactics of violence. 
 

We believe that violence adds toxic levels of stress to the lives of children, young 
people and adults. 

Stress is the common feature of all experiences of interpersonal violence. Toxic and high impact levels of stress 
have significant effects on functioning of individuals. They change brain structure and activity. They make it 
increasingly difficult for individuals to learn and adapt to new environments and challenges. Such stress is 
pervasive and cumulative. It limits the capacity of children, young people and adults to form and maintain positive 
networks of relationships that are based on trust and understanding. The longer that children, young people and 
adults are exposed to high impact and toxic levels of stress, the more entrenched are their behavioural routines 
aiming to avoid its effects. These patterns of functioning become increasingly difficult to change with time. 

 
We believe that the effects of toxic stress must be recognised in order for 
communities to be able to engage in strategies which aim to end violence. 

It is clear that often even engaging in the topic of violence will activate arousal systems in individuals and 
communities who have experience violence previously. In these states, it is less likely for individuals to be able 
to examine the topic, consider its impact and seek to implement changes aimed at addressing violence. As 
such, the explicit creation of emotional, physical and cultural comfort and security is a prerequisite prior to any 
form of collective dialogue. 
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We believe in the importance of creating emotional, physical and culturally strong 
and secure places and relationships in all our work with Aboriginal communities. 

Safety is critical to transformation. Culturally, relationally and personally safe spaces are paramount during the 
difficult process of healing and change. According to Judy Atkinson (2002), these are places to reclaim history, 
find fragmented and lost stories, and talk about a painful past. It must be devoid of physical harm to property, 
oneself and others. When in a culturally safe place a person can commit and participate in the making of 
behavioural rules, and can identify things from their culture or worldview that can act as resources to resisting 
forms of violation.  
 
We understand that safety is also co-created in relationships.  We help establish safety with community by 
letting people know that we are committed to keeping everyone safe from violence and we will always act to 
stop violence if it is occurring or at risk of occurring;  

• being respectful in our interactions at all times; 
• being informed about and abiding by their cultural norms and expectations; 
• conveying a sense of collaborative effort;  
• supporting them to keep their environment predictable and consistent; and, 
• spending consistent time in the community. 

 
We understand enough about the effects of toxic and high impact stress that we can tailor our communication 
with people in the community in ways that acknowledge and takes into account how their experiences of 
violence influence their responses to our work.  
 
We will always work towards co-creating collaborative agreements, creating opportunities to maintain dignity, 
being prepared to learn from the people in the community, and building coalitions of allies that are sustained 
over time. 
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We believe that active collective dialogue with and by community is the way to work 
to end violence. 

A community has a range of pre-existing sets of naturally forming groups with shared interests. Effective 
strategies to end violence will identify and work with each of these groups methodically. The process of engaging 
these groups starts with being invited. The worker must learn the norms and rules of each group. He/she will 
need to be prepared to offer some form of resource to that group as a symbol for acknowledging its willingness 
to open itself up to someone external to it. Beginning with a need in the group, the worker will use a culturally 
respectful strength-based protocol to engage in dialogue about community resilience, the impact of violence 
and actions which have been taken to end violence. This collective process of sharing stories of understanding 
will lead to potential meanings that will be used as starting points for further dialogues with other groups in the 
community, each following a similar protocol. As concurrent dialogues occur, shared meaning about ways to 
resist violence can be shared, with permission, across the community.  
 

We believe that focusing on the impact of violence on children and young people is 
likely to be the best point to start dialogue about ending violence in the community.  

Coming to realise the extent to which violence can affect the development and functioning of children and young 
people is often a powerful motivator for adults to want to take action to end violence. This is supported in 
emerging literature about programs that support men who engage in violence to address their violence.    
 

We believe in using strengths-based models that aim to enhance individual capability 
and community resilience. 

Strengths-based models of intervention have been shown to be replicable and effective in supporting adults 
experiencing disadvantage to change. A strengths-based approach offers enables people to take control of their 
lives in meaningful and sustainable ways. Its aims are to   

• empower people to take a lead in their own care process; 
• work in collaborative ways on mutually agreed upon goals; 
• draw on the personal resources of motivation and hope; and, 
• create sustainable change through learning and experiential growth. 

 
A strengths approach is a specific method of working with and resolving areas of concern experienced by 
individuals. It does not attempt to ignore the problems and difficulties. Rather, it attempts to identify the positive 
resources available to individuals (or what may need to be added) as the basis for addressing the challenges 
resulting from the problems. Specifically, a strengths-based model  

• seeks to understand and support the important variables contributing to individual and 
family/community capability; 

• provides a common language that does not further disadvantage people by ascribing them as causes 
to the problems they experience; 

• works to ensure that strategies are driven by the community; 
• engages distressed people with respect and understanding; 
• perceives capacity building as a dynamic process that evolves over a life time;  
• affirms the reparative potential in people; and, 
• aims to enhance strengths as opposed to deficits. 

 
Importantly, culture is central to how strengths in individuals and communities are resourced. 
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We believe that all of our work should strengthen family relationships and/or build 
networks of sustainable support. 

Family relationships represent a significant source of support for children, young people and adults. In the 
formative years, families provide young people with experiences of interdependence as the precursor to 
independence. It allows young people the opportunity to adapt to increasingly challenging task associated with 
caring for themselves and engaging in their community on their own. Interventions are effective when they include 
a component aimed at strengthening family relationships, helping them to be sources of comfort, understanding 
and models of interpersonal resolution. 
 

We believe in the importance of collaboration with each other and other services. 

The most effective responses occur when workers take responsibility to sustainably build coalitions of mutual 
respect with others who live and work in communities. We work to establish trust, transparency and 
accountability as important qualities of networks of practitioners who are working together to support 
community. We co-ordinate our effort so resources are applied efficiently and effectively. We will approach our 
work with others by respecting differences in approach to enable networks to hold their unique relationships in 
the community but not jeopardise the overall outcomes being achieved collectively.  
 

We believe that cycles of violence will end when they are replaced by cycles of 
mutual care, respect and resilience. 

We understand that violence is likely to come to an end when people in the community feel valued by each 
other, their needs understood and met and they feel trusting and trustworthy. The inter-dependence of family 
and community life is respected and celebrated. Relationships are experienced as harmonious. Conflict can be 
addressed without it escalating to violence. Stress is experienced positively and tolerable. In these 
circumstances, individuals and the community as a whole are more adaptive and hopeful. There is a sense of 
the future that it is building. Its sense of humour is available and actively experienced.  
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Section 3. Actions and strategies 
The NPYWC framework for strengthening community capacity to end violence consists of eleven stages of 
actions and strategies. It is presented as sequential in nature. But in reality, it is not. In real life in the community, 
the path to transformation is far from linear. It is more likely to double back on itself and be repeated as different 
forms of challenge and stress are experienced at times. However, it is important to note that momentum towards 
transformation cannot skip a step or fast forward. Sustained change occurs when those who live and work in 
the community keep going – striving towards resolution.  
 
The eleven stages are presented in Diagram Two. Each of the stages is explained in more detail in the content 
that follows the diagram. 
 
Diagram 2. Strengthening community capacity to end violence 
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Stage 1. Assessing preparedness. 

The first stage is to evaluate the community’s preparedness to end violence. It is based on practitioners creating 
positive sets of relationships with people across community over time. It is widely acknowledged that 
practitioners need to work together with Aboriginal families and communities. A partnership approach will reflect 
a respect for Aboriginal self-determination and be responsive to community needs and aspirations. It is important 
to recognise that individuals and families, Aboriginal co-workers and other Aboriginal people are equal ‘experts’ 
in the strategies designed to end violence in the community. Developing an effective partnership takes time, 
trust and personal relationships. For most Aboriginal people, who you are is more important than what you are. 
Non-indigenous practitioners employed by NPYWC are committed to working in collaboration with Aboriginal 
Community Workers and other cultural consultants, who will advise about cultural matters, provide guidance in 
appropriate behaviour, and mediate between the practitioner and the family/community. 
 
Assessing preparedness is an informal process of consultation and gathering stories which start broadly and 
become more specific with time. Using a strength-based approach, workers focus their interest in talking to 
different members of the community about what has helped them individually, as families and as a community 
to face and withstand challenges or difficulties in a broad sense.  
 
In these discussions, practitioners help to identify challenges which were resolved positively and adopted by the 
community as a whole. Specifically, practitioners are seeking to understand the following: 

• How was the challenge first identified by the community? Who was involved? How did the conversations 
first start? 

• What attempts to address the challenge have been tried? 

• How were the solutions to the challenges generated? Were any of the solutions already occurring even 
before the challenge was identified as requiring action? 

• How easy or difficult was it to mobilise the community to work together to make change happen? 

• How easy or difficult was it for the solutions to be applied? Who helped drive the change in the 
community? Why were those people involved? 

• How aware was the community that solutions were being tried? How did the community come to know 
about the solutions that were being tried?  

• What helped to keep the solutions going? 

• What words, expressions or sayings did the community use to describe how they met the challenges 
and survived? Were there any traditional stories that were told by members of the community that 
supported the community through the challenge or difficulty? 

• Was there any knowledge from culture that was used to help support the change for the community? 

• Has that specific challenge or difficulty returned for the community? If it has, what has been done this 
time around to address it? 

• What did individuals learn about themselves in relation to the way they tackled that challenge? What did 
the community learn about itself in the way it addressed the challenge? What part of the solution could 
be used again for a different type of problem? 

• What part of the solution was connected to culture? Were there any rituals, ceremonies, traditional 
practices that helped to formulate and implement the solutions to this challenge? If there were, how 
important were these elements to the effectiveness of the solutions? 

 
The answers to these questions help the practitioner understand the strengths inherent in the community to 
identify, design solutions, work together and be effective in achieving and maintaining change. As far as possible, 
strategies that have worked in the past from the community’s perspective for other challenges or difficulties 
should form the basis for developing strategies which address violence specifically. 
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Importantly, practitioners should also inform themselves about the level of violence that is experienced in the 
community. This includes identifying   

• the frequency of the different types of violence that is committed; 
• who is committing the violence; 
• who are the targets of the violence; and, 
• the conditions in which the violence emerges. 

 
Information should also be gathered about the quality of the service response to violence from police and other 
services in the community. This is critical in understanding the extent to which safety in the community can be 
ensured at the initial stage of this work. 
 
This is all intelligence that can be used by practitioners to plan the next stage strategies aimed at ending violence. 
 

Stage 2. Creating safety. 

In addition to the overall partnership orientation of practitioners at NPYWC, creating safety is an essential 
platform to forms of practice which have at their core the prevention of interpersonal violence in the community.  
 
Ending violence in the community starts with practices that take into account how such violence, over time from 
multiple sources, has affected the capacity of the relationships within communities to address its consequences. 
This is an important consideration as it acknowledges the following concerns that will need to be addressed 
through the implementation of careful and planned activity in the subsequent stages of this process. 

• The patterns of behaviour associated with the trauma of past violence will be triggered again in 
individuals in response to cues in relationships which have led to the violence occurring in the first place. 
These are cycles of helplessness that individuals and/or community will not feel can easily be interrupted. 

• Whilst many topics can be raised in the community to discuss, those related to violence have in 
themselves references of loss, pain, and tension which are likely to be re-experienced by individuals in 
their relationships in an ongoing way. Their ability to remain cognitively capable to logically work though 
these issues will be limited. 

• Discussion about violence will activate arousal systems in children, adults and the whole of the 
community. These heightened states may in themselves trigger subsequent rounds of violent behaviour. 

• Different people in the community will have different reactions to past effects of violence related trauma. 
Those who are able to tolerate their reactions will need to be supported to engage others in relationships 
that help mediate the emotional and psychological impacts of discussing strategies to end violence. 
Establishing or supporting groups with ways of understanding the impact of trauma will provide a 
sustainable base for the additional layered strategies that will be required to end violence. 

• Practitioners who work across communities in different roles will need ongoing opportunities to learn 
about and use frameworks that use continuums of stress to understand the needs of children, young 
people, families and the community as a whole. 

• The signs of the impact of trauma on children and young people are highly visible in small communities. 
Ending violence and attending to the needs of those young people affected by violence forms a natural 
starting point for beginning dialogue about resisting and challenging the potency of violence in the lives 
of the community as a whole. 
 

Safety is negotiated in the relationship between practitioners and individuals and groups in the community. The 
orientation of the practitioner to the conversations they have and the questions they ask should preface 
permission on minute by minute basis. There should be an onus on understanding and working with different 
ways of understanding and learning styles of individuals. It should take into account that experiences of past 
violence or other stressors (for example, exposure to drug, alcohol and other substance abuse) can affect the 
ways that individuals are able to consider new information and engage in reflection. Practitioners are responsible 
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for not asking questions that seek detail about the violence. In general, practitioners will use the following 
guidelines to create safety for all future stages: 

• Introduce yourself and where you are from; 
• Introduce conversations and their purpose and seek input into which topics can be included and 

excluded; 
• be prepared to discuss your own experiences of topics to facilitate the experience of the conversation 

being a shared activity; 
• leave space for silence; 
• ask permission of the individual again before a topic is explored; 
• be mindful of your gender and the gender of the individuals/group with whom you are engaging; 
• allow time for conversation to be led by the individual or group; and, 
• think about stories and metaphors that the individual or group is used to using and explore these 

metaphors in the way you frame questions and hold curiosity. 
 

Finally, it is important to consider the physical setting in which dialogue is to occur. Engage individuals and the 
community to identify places in which a dialogue about violence will not contaminate the primary use of the 
space. The place itself should be culturally safe, and available for individuals or specific groups to talk about 
violence without the threat of repercussion.  

 

Stage 3. Starting the dialogue. 

Children and young people hold a special position in the heart of a community. There is general agreement that 
their well-being and protection is critical for people in the community. For this reason, a good place to start the 
dialogue about violence in the community is to gradually focus on the developmental needs of children. 

 
The first part of this dialogue aims to mobilise the focus and motivation of individuals or groups in the community 
to consider the consequences of violence for children and the community as a whole, if violence is not 
addressed. 
 
The dialogue can take the form of conversations about the development of the brains of children, how they grow 
and learn, and how they react to stress. There are metaphors about the brain which can be used to explore the 
needs of children. One example is to talk about the brain as a tree which requires solid roots in order for it to be 
healthy. The roots are the early experiences that children are exposed to. If children are exposed to high impact 
or toxic levels of stress, the roots of three will be shallow and not strong. Then the whole of the tree is unsteady.  
 
These conversations in the first instance should target people with responsibility to care for children in the 
community, such as mothers, aunts and grandmothers. These are the individuals who are heavily invested in 
the children’s development and often express concern for their care. 
 
The metaphor of the brain and the tree can be extended to adults and the community as a whole. 
 
This opening dialogue does not have an educational aim. Its primary purpose is to make dialogues about 
violence accessible to the community. The aimof the practitioner is to minimise reactions of shame and promote 
the strengths associated with a collective commitment to caring for the community’s children. 
 
In this dialogue, opportunities will open up to hear about what individuals and the community as a whole do 
already to protect children and young people from violence. These are critical acts of resistance which are 
relationally focused around the needs of children. In this stage, these small stories of challenging violence should 
be noted for future acknowledgement. The language used by individuals to describe their experiences is 
essential to note. 
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Stage 4. Listening deeply. 

As the dialogue builds, the practitioner becomes engaged in what has been called “deep listening” or “double 
listening”. This is the process whereby the practitioner attends to both the story of the violence and its impact 
in the lives of the community and to the stories of courage, challenge, defiance and opposition to violence that 
are inevitably present during the course of violence.  

 
Practitioners sensitively hear and validate the experiences that individuals want to share about their experience. 
They also attend to the steps that people engage in to modify, reduce, or protect themselves and their loved 
ones from the violence or the effects of that violence. This process of deep listening by the practitioner offers 
their attuned interpersonal resources to the individual or group with whom they are in dialogue to support their 
arousal regulation. It acknowledges their pain and provides the individual or group in the community with the 
experience that they are not alone in wanting to put a stop to violence. This joining is the first step in building 
coalitions of commitment to work together towards a common goal. 

 

Stage 5. Naming the tactics and effects of violence. 

Throughout this process, individuals and groups will describe their experiences of violence. They may not do 
this directly as it may be too painful. They may talk about stories of other people, other communities rather than 
their own. They may elicit descriptions about past experiences of abuse and violation in their community 
committed by outsiders to that community. They may use metaphors which are draw from their culture and/or 
the country on which they stand. These are conversations that practitioners will hear and participate in. 
 
The practitioner’s orientation in this phase is to listen and explore the effects of violence in the lives of the 
community. The sorts of questions that a practitioner would be interested are: 

• Who has been most affected by violence in the community? 
• Who in the community has used violence? How has being violent changed them?  
• How did violence shape trust in the community? 
• How did violence influence the way that people are cared for? 
• How did violence affect who people could talk to or not talk to? 
• What do people think was lost in the community because of violence? 

 
Simultaneously, practitioners are also interested in conversations that identify the strategies used by violence to 
take hold in the community and the extent to which such violence has come to be viewed as normal. It should 
be clearly noted that this conversation is not aimed at diffusing responsibility for violence. Those who commit 
violence should be held accountable in law and by the community. Accountability is a significant element of the 
next stage of this process in relation to witnessing resistance. In this phase, drawing out the way that violence 
is accounted for by the community has as its purpose the development of understanding about the causes of 
violence at a local level. It is an attempt at holding dialogue which reduces the shame that is inherent in families 
when violence is attributed to their own failures. It connects violence with historical and present forms of 
oppression which contribute to other problems which can escalate to violence. For example, consuming 
excessive alcohol as a means, unconsciously or consciously, to respond to the internal pain of having lost 
connection to country or family. 

 
Questions that practitioners can pursue in naming the tactics of violence include: 

• How has violence achieved its goals? 
• How does violence stay once it has arrived in the community? Does it use secrecy? Or threats? 
• How does violence convince people to use it? 
• When are people in the community most susceptible to violence? 
• How does violence react when it is challenged? Is there any kind of payback if violence feels threatened? 
• How has culture been overlooked for violence to be allowed to take hold in the community? 
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Stage 6. Witnessing resistance. 

By naming the tactics of violence in the community, the opportunity is opened up to consider how individuals 
and/or groups have stood up to it. This dialogue enables the start of the community beginning to be aware of 
its own power to change attitudes and behaviour that support violence. The focus is on finding example of 
actions that the community has already implemented – regardless of whether they have worked or not. It is the 
meaning that the community attributes to the effort in resisting violence which is the outcome of this phase. 

 
The orientation of practitioners in this stage is not celebratory or overly positive as acts of resistance are identified 
by individuals and/or groups. This is a temptation which needs to be resisted. Instead practitioners focus on 
creating rich descriptions of these acts of resistance, slowly and patiently – never overtaking or overemphasising 
the value that is placed on them by the individual and/or group. In this way, the individual and/or group are able 
to explore how the resistance was organised, resourced and experienced. The richer the detail, the more likely 
the individual and/or group will feel that they own their actions and experience them as part of their intentions 
and ambitions they hold for their families and community. 
 
An important component of this stage is to identify if and how those have used violence were held accountable 
for their actions.  
 
Questions that practitioners can pursue in witnessing resistance include: 

• Were there any times when someone in the community acted to oppose violence? What actions did 
they take? How did they know that it was the right way to go about it? 

• Were there times when a group of people in the community stood against violence? How did they come 
together in the first place to do that? What did they do together that they could not have done on their 
own as individuals? 

• What did anyone do to make sure that the person who had used violence knew they had hurt someone 
else in the community? What was it like for them if someone called in the police? What was it like for 
the family if someone called in the police? What was it like for the rest of the community if the police 
had to charge a person for using violence in the community? 

• What does culture say about standing up to violence? What stories have been told in the community 
about how violence was not allowed to win? 

• When people were standing against violence, what were they standing up for? What did they notice 
they were promoting about the way that people should treat each other? 

• What was found in the community again that had been lost as a result of violence taking over?  

• How did respect become part of the community again? How did trust become part of the community 
again? 

• How have people been able to make sure people have been protected from someone who has been 
hurt by someone using violence? How has safety been present in the face of violence? 

• What did you learn about yourself when you tool action to oppose violence? What did the community 
learn about itself when it stood up against violence? 

 
Stage 7. Amplifying enactments. 

In this stage, the rich descriptions of actions that people in the community had taken to resist violence are 
amplified to support others in the community to find out about that opposition to violence had already begun to 
take hold and how it had originated in the community. This is a sensitive process that must take into account 
the family and community dynamics to ensure that conflict between people is inadvertently promoted.  
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The practitioner in this stage is oriented towards an active dialogue which supports the individual and/or group 
in considering the views of others who they know in the community. This is not yet an exercise in engaging those 
others in a real conversation. It is a rehearsal for what will happen in proceeding stages. It is also a conversation 
which seeks to extend recognition of the acts of resistance in a way that the individual and/or group feels the 
effects of the acknowledgement without exposing them yet to the potential for criticism or negative attention. 
 
In this stage, practitioners are interested in the following kinds of questions: 

• Who else in the community may have noticed the steps you took to stand up to violence? How might 
they have come to know about it? 

• If I asked them to tell me what they thought about the actions you took, what would they say? What 
would they say were the qualities in you that enable you to act in the way that you did? What would 
they know about you that would have left them not being surprised that you took this action? 

• Who might have predicted that you would have taken the sort of action that you did to oppose violence? 
Who would have known that you were capable of doing that ever since you were a child? What would 
they have seen in you back then that would have made them think that way? 

• Who do you think would join you in the community in taking action like you did? What do you have in 
common that would tell you that they would support you for what you did? 

• Who might change their mind about what you are capable of achieving if they knew you had acted in 
the way that you have against violence? 

• Who would be the most proud of what you did? 

 

Stage 8. Telling and re-telling stories of renewal. 

In this phase, the practitioner continues the dialogue with the individual and/or group by re-telling them the story 
that has come to be told about the way violence came to the community, how it affected people and how it was 
opposed and challenged. This re-telling provides the opportunity for the individual and/or group who have 
participated in the process so far to hear the story in its entirety from the position of audience. This change in 
perspective allows another layer of dialogue aimed at reflecting on themselves as actors in their own narrative 
of resistance. This process helps to consolidate the narrative as purposeful and valid. 
 
As they re-tell the story, practitioners can also check to see if there are other elements that have been omitted 
or needing to be strengthened. The act of participation from multiple perspectives facilitates the take up of the 
story in an embodied and meaningful way. Practitioners can ask the following questions to support this level of 
reflection: 

• What was the experience of hearing the story from start to end for you? 

• What are the things you like about yourself when you hear that story? 

• Where in your body did you feel any reactions to what was happening in the story? How do those 
qualities that were identified in the story about you feel like when you hear them being described? 

• Did the person that was you in the story feel like it was you? How do you know that? 

• If other people in the community heard that story, what do you think their reaction would be? What 
would they say to you? Would they be more likely or less likely to join you in standing up to violence if 
you asked them after they heard that story? 

• What parts of that story is still going?  

• How much of that story was similar to stories that you have heard told in the community? 

• What parts of that story are connected to the way that culture influences your way of living? 

• How important were relationships to you in that story? What do these relationships mean to you still? 
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Stage 9. Collectivising action. 

It is at this point, the practitioner needs to assess whether the individual and/or group feels safe to extend their 
dialogue to others in the community. This is the period in which the practitioner supports the development of 
coalitions of support in the community who may take the lead from individual or small group resistance and 
allow its effects to spread across the community. Coalitions of support form in concentric circles of relationships 
around the individual or group who has already been engaging in the dialogue of change to this point. The safest 
starting point is those with whom the individual or group has an affinity or a pre-existing relationship of support. 
Practitioners need to consider how information is communicated so as to map out the people who may be 
resourced to join a collective movement aimed at implementing community wide actions of resistance to 
violence. At this point, practitioners and the individual/group that have been in dialogue together initiate 
processes to recruit others in the community into their plans. Informal and formal leaders of a community should 
be considered as possible sources of support and direct engagement. 
 
This is a process of small group discussion with an effort being made into connecting the stories of the original 
individual and/or group with other stories of opposition to violence that others in the community can tell. The 
practitioner does not lead these conversations of try to push an agenda. Instead, the individuals and/or groups 
in the community engage with each other through shared opportunities to meet informally and/or informally. 
These processes lead to the momentum for change being driven from the community itself, taking with it its own 
lessons about what has been effective in its history and in recent times in convincing violence to leave. 
 
Practitioners should consider at this stage how shared meaning is generated between members of the 
community by considering the following questions: 

• What stories are common amongst people in the community about how violence has been challenged 
or opposed? 

• What do the people who have stood up to violence share in relation to their qualities or relationships? 

• What common goals have been used by people in the community to oppose violence? 

• How do people know that their actions have worked? 

• What are the qualities of relationships that have emerged as violence has started to leave the 
community? 

• What has entered the community in a positive way to take the place of violence as it has left? 
 
Combining stories of individual resistance into a collection of stories of community defiance and resilience is the 
outcome of this stage. 
 
Stage 10. Developing solidarity. 

In this stage, the community is mobilised to take collective action against violence. Here the practitioner seeks 
out community symbols or metaphors that can be enacted that highlight the solidarity of the community in its 
shared intention to end violence. It can take the form of a community project that depicts a celebration of safety 
or community activity that engages in cultural stories about respect and care. This symbolic action serves as 
reminder about the story of community coming together to prioritise the protection of all of its members from 
violence. If the symbolism is powerful enough, it can also be shared with other communities as signs of hope 
that violence can be defeated when people acted in concerted and collaborative ways with a shared 
commitment. 
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Stage 11. Transforming community. 

In this final phase, practitioners continue to support the community’s ongoing transformation. The process of 
deep listening continues in order to source stories that contribute to community resilience. The focus should be 
in particular on whole of community qualities of trust, hope, respect and care. Telling and retelling these stories 
at an individual, group and community level resource the transformation of community in a sustained way. It is 
also important that these narratives are integrated where appropriate with traditional cultural stories of healing. 
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Section 4. Tools and resources  

There are a number of tools and resources that are available for practitioners to use. The tools are aides to the 
process. They include: 

• FLIP CHART – What are they thinking? 

• FLIP CHART – What are you thinking? 

• Tjulpa and Wulpa – Two Children, Two Paths 

• Young Women and Young Men Bush Camps run by the NPYWC Youth Team 

• Life Story Board (http://vidaview.ca/) 

• Our Right to Be Protected from Violence – UNICEF Activities for Learning and Taking Action for 
Children and Young People 
(http://www.unicef.org/violencestudy/pdf/Our%20Right%20to%20be%20Protected%20from%20Viole
nce.pdf) 

• Safe and Secure – A trauma informed practice guide for understanding and responding to children 
and young people affected by family violence 
(http://www.childhoodtrauma.org.au/sitecore/content/ACF/Home/For-Professionals/Resources) 

 
A range of new tools will need to be developed to support the implementation of this practice approach.  
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Section 5. The practice framework in action 
This is an illustration of how the practice framework can be applied by NPYWC DFV team. It is based on a 
number of real experiences. They have been woven together to ensure the confidentiality of those involved. It is 
written as a narrative being told by a worker who saw the changes unfold in the woman she was supporting 
over a number of months. The questions interspersed throughout the story reflect the kind of inquiry suggested 
by the practice framework as outlined in Section 3 – Actions and Strategies. They are examples only. 
 
It is suggested that the narrative is read the whole way through in its entirety. Then, the reader should go back 
and explore how the questions map to the stages identified in the practice framework and the commentary that 
accompanies each stage. The note in the introduction of Section 3 is highlighted in this example. Clearly, the 
stages are not sequential or so discrete. Often one conversation can hold a number of stages simultaneously. 
And there is repetition of stages. This is the very nature of change itself. 
 
The words in bold and italics represent some of the reflections and experiences of the worker in her interactions 
with . The text that is in italics only reflects  perspective of the interaction and discussions over 
time.  
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Narrative Stage Commentary 

I had met off and on for more than a year. She 
would speak to me quietly away from other people. She 
would often not finish her train of thought when we 
talked. It was as if she was interrupted by a more 
powerful thought that distracted her. She wanted to talk 
about some of the children in the community she felt 
concerned about. She wanted me to check out if they 
were safe. She wanted to make sure that no-one was 
hurting them. Amongst her family, was known for 
the way she looked out for children. She didn’t have any 
of her own. But children seemed to know how to find her 
when they needed something that would help them feel 
stronger.  
 
How did you become a person that knows how to look 
out for children like you do? 

told me that her mum had tried to make sure she 
was looked after when she was little. Her mum just sort of 
knew how to do that. She was very gentle with her and 
her two older sisters. She knew that children like it when 
you are gentle and soft with them. 
 
 

Stage 2 -  Creating safety 
 
Stage 3 – Starting the dialogue 

There is an appreciation of the possibility that ’s 
experiences of her own childhood contain some painful 
experiences. The worker does not push to start 
conversations that are too personal or delving too 
deeply into her past. 
 
They share together their commitment to the safety of 
children. This joint experience establishes a dialogue 
that opens up the possibility of strengths based 
reflection for . 
 
The theme of gentleness is a resource that  
knows well. Its meaning is explored slowly. It is 
acknowledged as embedded in ’s lived 
experiences. It has a history that is sourced in the 
messages  received from her mother and which 
she continues to appreciate in herself now. 

Whenever we saw each other, we talked about one of the 
children in the community. Each time, she told me a little 
bit more about how gentleness and kindness were part of 
what she had treasured in her mum. And how she 
missed it since her mum had passed away. 

Stage 4 - Listening deeply  
 
Stage 6 - Witnessing resistance 

These ongoing opportunities to engage in dialogue 
traced the origins of gentleness and kindness in 

’s relationships. 
 
Each time, a little more was discovered about the ways 
that gentleness and kindness became so influential for 

. The worker did not push .  
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Narrative Stage Commentary 

She explored how gentleness supported her to look out 
for children, especially when children were in danger. 
 
These conversations laid down the foundation for what 
was to follow – making it easier for  to trust the 
worker. It also supported  to experience her 
relationship with the worker as a source of comfort in 
the face of the distress that was to accompany the 
potential for violence form her husband.  

About three months ago, I noticed a change that made 
me feel concerned about  She was not well. She 
was run down and had a really bad cough. She told me 
she had not been able to sleep for more than a week. 
She was worried. She was worried that her husband was 
coming back home after being away for a month. He had 
gone to visit his family in another community. She was 
sick with worry. 
She told me that when she was sick, her sisters would 
help her out. They brought her food. They made sure she 
was not drinking too much. They slept in her house with 
her. They told her stories about when they were all 
younger. It made her feel like she could straight up a little 
bit stronger because they were there. 

Stage 4 - Listening deeply  
 
Stage 6 - Witnessing resistance 
 

Violence was finding its way into ’s life with the 
imminent return of her husband. ’s worry and 
sickness represented how violence affected her. The 
response that  experienced was the way her 
body, mind and spirit was reacting to the trauma of the 
past and present. 
 
The strategies well known to her sisters to look out for 

 are clear acts of resistance. These acts are 
given voice in a dialogue that mean a lot to  
about sisters standing up together. 

How did your sisters come to know so well what you 
need when you are sick? 

did not answer me. She nodded. And she 
coughed. And she held her head. It was not hard to tell 
that her head felt heavy. It sort of made her crouch over 
trying to hold it up. 
 
 

Stage 5 -  Naming the tactics 
and effects of violence 

The first question was pre-emptive.  was not 
ready to talk about what insights violence had offered 
them as sisters. 
 
Instead, she responded with more detail about how 
painful the experience of violence had been for her 
mum and the three girls. This probably allowed  
to feel validated for how she was feeling now in 
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Narrative Stage Commentary 

How did so much worry come into your life that it has 
made you feel so sick? 

had known worry since she was little. Her dad had 
frightened the girls all the time. He shouted. He drank. He 
threw bottles. He pushed and hurt their mother. She 
remembered her mum crying. She remembered her mum 
drinking.  
 
She also remembered her mum arguing with her aunties. 

told her aunties that the fighting was not her fault 
but the aunties kept telling her that she was the one who 
was causing all the trouble. They said needed to 
stop stealing his drink. She needed to stop making him 
become so angry. She had to stop drinking first. 
Everyone knew that when men drink they punch. They 
couldn’t help themselves. 
 
Shirley remembered that her mum had given up after a 
while. She had tried to convince these aunties to take her 
side. But she couldn’t do it. They believed what they 
believed. Her mum cried. She felt alone. She felt like no 
one stood up for her. s sisters were older than her. 
They looked after her when she was little and mum cried. 
They made sure she had food. They stayed with her at 
night. They brushed her hair. They washed her when she 
was sick. They just knew. Sisters held you up straight. 
 

response to the threat that her husband’s return posed 
to her. 
 
This dialogue opened up the opportunity to explore the 
tactics of violence in turning sisters against each other 
through blame and the legitimising of men’s violent 
behaviour. 
 
Violence turned sisters against each other and made 
her mum feel alone. Violence took away the chance for 
her mum to feel like she could be supported and 
connected with her sisters. Her mum had given up – 
losing a sense of herself and what was important about 
being sisters. 

So when you are sick, your sisters know that they have to 
stand close to you. How have the three of you been able 
to keep doing this for each other for all of these years? 

told me that their mum had told the three of them 
that men being violent was not a woman’s fault. She told 
them that sisters should not criticise each other. They 

Stage 4 - Listening deeply  
 
Stage 6 -  Witnessing 
resistance 
 

Here  is more prepared to reflect on how the 
three sisters had chosen to not follow her mother’s 
experience of her family. Instead, they were now 
enacting an important intention for their own lives which 
had come directly from lessons taught to them from 
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Narrative Stage Commentary 

should be able to rely on each other. knew that 
she had been so upset that her own sisters had sided 
with their dad and not with her. She didn’t want her 
daughters to be like that when they grew up. Her mum 
had taught them the truth about violence.  
 

Stage 7 – Amplifying 
enactments 

their mum. They were resisting violence by being true 
to the gentleness and hopes of their own mother. 

If your mum could see you and your sisters now, what 
would she think? 
She would think that we listened to her. She would see 
us three be good sisters. Brave. Stand up for each other. 
 
How have the three of you been able to keep doing that 
for each other? 
You know my sisters. They do that for other women too. 
They don’t like it when other women blame women for a 
man’s violence. They go around and make sure that 
people don’t agree with a husband being violent. My 
friends have gone to see them sometimes. They know 
what to say. They know that our mum was right. 
 

Stage 7 – Amplifying 
enactments 
 
Stage 8 – Telling and re-telling 
stories of renewal 
 

’s resistance is affirmed. Her sisters’ actions to 
challenge the views of those in the community who 
believed that men’s violence can be excused is 
validated. 
 
The reflection served as an amplification of the three 
sisters’ actions of opposition to violence.  
experienced her own mother’s sense of pride in them – 
a sense of pride that was ongoing. 
 
The story of the three sisters’ commitment to each 
other and their mother’s strength now resonates into 
relationships that the sisters have with other women in 
the community who are facing violence.  

How many people have they helped out? 
Maybe 20. Maybe a bit more.  
 
Have you helped other women? 
I don’t like it when I hear other women talking behind the 
back of a woman who is being hurt by her husband. I tell 
them to stop. I tell them to talk about something else. My 
friends help me sometimes too. We sit down and we talk. 
We sit in a circle and laugh. Those women can make a 
big laugh. We talk about how we are being convinced 
that it is just normal for a man to punch a woman if he’s 
drunk. That’s rubbish. I don’t believe that. Even if you had 

Stage 6 -  Witnessing 
resistance 
 
Stage 7 – Amplifying 
enactments 
 
Stage 10 – Developing solidarity 

The story of ’s actions reverberate with other 
women. She engages in collective reflection with her 
friends, who support her and in turn feel supported. 
They share a sense of purpose in challenging the ways 
that men’s violence is minimised and their responsibility 
for their actions transferred to women. 
 
The solidarity they experience in this collective praxis 
has energy to it. It offers them resources to continue 
with their effort to oppose violence. 
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Narrative Stage Commentary 

too much to drink, you don’t have to be crazy. You don’t 
have to hurt someone else. You don’t have to punch the 
woman. It doesn’t matter what that woman said or did. 

Is this still what your mum taught you? Or have you found 
more out about how violence works as you have grown 
older? 
My husband has been violent to me. He has punched me 
in the face. He has screamed at me. He has hurt my 
head. He has made it sore. That’s when I worry. I worry 
when my head gets sore and heavy.  
 
He won’t listen to me. He doesn’t even see when the 
grog and the violence takes control of him. He can’t stop.  
My sisters are close to me. They come to my house. He 
doesn’t hit me when they are there. He doesn’t want 
them to see how violent he can be. My sisters do that. 
They go to women’s houses and sit with them. They give 
them food. They talk about when they were all kids. 
 
It helps. 
The other day I asked them to come with me to my 
friend’s house because her husband was drinking too 
much. We sat there. We went out in the front yard. We 
sat together. We didn’t say much. That husband walked 
away. He knew he was not welcome there. Not until he 
was sober. 
 
Sitting next to each other is important to you and your 
sisters. How does it make you be safer? 
We hold each other up straight. Violence drags you 
down. It makes you feel like you are going to fall over. It 
makes you feel heavy. If someone stands next to you, 
you don’t feel so heavy. They are holding you up. 

Stage 7 – Amplifying 
enactments 
 
Stage 8 – Telling and re-telling 
stories of renewal 
 
Stage 11 – Transforming 
community 

 has had experiences that parallel the 
experiences of her mum. But  can recognise that 
it is her relationship with her sisters that makes all the 
difference. 
 
They are protective. They challenge violence by not 
letting it control them. By doing it together, they are 
stronger than violence can ever hope to be. 
 
They share this strength with other women. They help 
each other. They offer protection physically and 
symbolically. 
 
These stories of holding vigils of safety are examples of 
collective action. They have the potential to influence 
the community more broadly. 
 

’s story is full of metaphor that resonates with 
her own story and the narratives of so many others in 
the community. Standing side by side is a powerful 
form of language that has inherent resources as they 
spread amongst others in her community. 
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Narrative Stage Commentary 

I like that idea  You hold each other up. You hold 
each other so you feel lighter, less heavy. Violence tries to 
push you down when you are on your own. But it can’t 
win when you have someone else standing by you. Is that 
sort of what you are saying? 
It is like that. You have to get out from under violence. It is 
too heavy. If someone is there, you can do it. If you are 
on your own, you just get sick. 
 
When you and your sisters talk about how you are in your 
community, what is that you see in yourselves? 
We know that sisters make a difference. We are all 
sisters. We are not alone if we find a way to be with each 
other. We don’t have to fight with other women. We have 
to keep strong together.  
 
I knew this about my sisters from when they were little. 
They listened to mum. They listened. We all do it for her. 
We do it for each other now too. My sister is coming 
tonight. She is bringing her kids. She is going to tell them 
a story about when we were little. They love that. 

Stage 8 – Telling and re-telling 
stories of renewal 

The question embeds the actions of resistance in the 
everyday. It is  doing what she believes. It is her 
sisters following the lessons taught to them by their 
mother. It is the shared views held by  and her 
friends who know that those who are violent are 
responsible for how they behave.  
 
Telling and re-telling these stories show how 
commonplace resistance already is in ’s life. It is 
not a change that  has to make. It is part of who 

 is and always has been. 
 
This story is not just ’s but her sisters as well. 
They know it and have lived it. They recognise its 
potency. This dialogue offers opportunities to really 
experience its value not just to them, their families, but 
the whole of the community. 

Three months ago, you felt sick. Are you feeling sick 
now?  
I still feel sick. My husband has come back. He drank and 
drank. My sisters came for two weeks. Every night, they 
just sat next to me on the couch. We decided that’s what 
we would do. We didn’t have to talk. 
 
He gave up and has gone again. 
 
My head is not so sore anymore.  

Stage 6 -  Witnessing 
resistance 
 
Stage 7 – Amplifying 
enactments 
 

 goes over it again. These acts of resistance are 
not mere words. They are real. They are repeated. They 
protect her and make sure she is cared for when she 
needs it the most. 
 
It is sisters looking out for sisters. Violence has not 
been able to turn these sisters against each other. They 
are winning – violence is not. 
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Narrative Stage Commentary 

was not holding her head in her hands. 
 
You and your sisters stopped the violence this time. How 
did you do that? 
 
You do it together. We make it hard for him to punch. We 
show up and sit down. 
We went across to my friend’s house again last night. We 
sat there too. Her husband didn’t like it. We just sat and 
talked until he decided to go and visit his friend. We will 
do it again, She doesn’t have to ask us. We will just go 
and see if she needs us. 
 
I had noticed tha was not so bent over in the past 
few weeks. Her cough has stopped. She had been 
sleeping better. Getting out from under violence. Being 
close enough to help someone stand up straight in the 
face of being weighed down. 
 
Getting out from under violence. 
 

Stage 8 – Telling and re-telling 
stories of renewal 
 
Stage 9 – Collectivising action 
 
Stage 10 – Developing solidarity 
 
Stage 11 – Transforming 
community 

 and her sisters are bringing other women into 
their sisterhood. They have found a shared way to offer 
protection. 
 
They are committed to this way of living now. They are 
wanting to make it change the lives of the women and 
children. 
 

’s early conversations with the worker make 
even more sense. Children are part of who  
wants to keep safe. In so doing, the part on  that 
she holds her mum in has a chance to protect the little 

 that feels scared still in the face of violence. 
is proud for herself and for what her mother has 

enabled her and her sisters to achieve. 
 
The effects of resistance are real. The worker can 
notice that  is different. She is not sick. She is 
not weighed down.  made it clear to herself how 
the story of opposition to violence was a long held 
quality of her life. She was now ready to pass it onto 
other women, just like her mum and her sisters had 
done for her. 
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Section 6. Evaluation and monitoring 
As with all initiatives or programs where change is desired, it is critical to evaluate both the progress towards 
and the effectiveness of the strategies implemented to achieve that change. 
 
Within the context of this practice framework it will be essential to collaborate with community to develop agreed 
outcomes against which the practice framework can be measured. 
 
Any attempts at evaluation must recognise that 

• change within the context of family and community violence must be viewed within the long term, with 
the development of indicators at key points that suggest there is progress in the desired direction; 

• change is rarely a linear process; 

• efforts to change require a sustained commitment and patience from all key parties; 

• efforts towards change must be set at the pace which the community is able to tolerate; and, 

• there may be competing definitions as to what constitutes change or success and these must be 
declared at the outset with mutually agreed indicators developed. 
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Section 7. Conclusion 
The practice framework described in this document contains a strong commitment to resourcing individuals, 
families and communities to act in ways that support their own strategies to challenge the effects and causes of 
violence in their lives. It is sourced in the view that such transformation is found in the strength of the established 
and emerging relationships of care and support around them. It is also based in a genuine and strong belief that 
resistance to violence is already occurring by those living and working in the communities of the NPY Lands. 
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Introduction  

In the opening to her 2009 book – Trauma Trails, Recreating Song Lines: The Intergenerational Effects of Trauma 
in Indigenous Australia, Professor Judy Atkinson defines violence as 
 
“…unjust force, actions or words used, without informed consent, to intimidate or harm; actions that are 
irreverent or disrespectful of another or others, and that are used, consciously or unconsciously, to obtain power 
over another or others, causing pain to the whole person (body/mind/soul/spirit)…(p. ii, 2009)”. 
 
She argues that violence is both an activity and an experience. Atkinson uses the word experience to 
 
“…acknowledge that a person (including a child) who is violated in an act of violence experiences violence; that 
a person who commits an act of violence experiences violence; and that a person who sees or hears violence 
experiences violence …(p.11, 2009)”.   
 
Using these definitions, acts of violence are experienced by many individuals. The impacts of violence are also 
experienced by many individuals. 
 
Whilst violence occurs between people who are not in any form of prior relationships, family violence is specific 
to that which is experienced within families, intimate relationships, extended families, kinship networks and 
communities. Applying this understanding in remote Aboriginal communities, violence and family violence is 
often one and the same set of experiences. The impacts of such violence not only affect the individuals, but they 
serve to undermine, harm and destroy the relationships that exist between people in the community.  
 
The trauma of violence is remembered with pain and loss. For Aboriginal people, it is not only the violence of the 
present, but it is inextricably connected to the violence of the past – that committed by colonisers over 
generations. It is violence that has led to the deep sorrow of generations of Aboriginal people stolen from their 
families and country – often disconnected from the embrace of their people and their culture. It continues to 
reverberate through racist attitudes which still inform community discourses about Aboriginal people in many 
places. 
 
Violence interrupts the future as well. Parents and grandparents worry for their children who are exposed to 
violence early in their lives. The hopes of a community can become diluted as they face the day to day moments 
in which disrespect, abuse and violation are present.  
 
Trust, compassion and belonging are undermined by violence. Relationships become in themselves the sites of 
tension and distress. In the face of violence, it appears that there is little strength and comfort to be found. The 
resources available in individuals and in relationships with which violence can be resisted become increasingly 
difficult to locate. This is how violence takes hold in the community and stays. It replicates itself by rendering 
invisible and inaudible the actions and words of those in the community who challenge its presence, its 
arguments and its persuasiveness. 
This does not mean that such opposition evaporates. It remains but becomes less available. It requires 
unearthing, amplifying and collectivising.  
 
Both the NPYWC and Australian Childhood Foundation acknowledge the wisdom of women and others in the 
community as the basis of strength and capacity, drawn from culture and connection to each other and country, 
to act in ways that challenge violence. This is a practice framework derived from this ethic. It recognises that 
just as acts of violence are experienced by many individuals in the community, acts of resistance come to be 
experienced by many individuals in the community. This framework for practice aims to support NPYWC staff 
to work alongside community to support sensitively an emerging consciousness about the causes and effects 
of violence and extend the influence of acts and experiences which oppose it.  
  
This review of the literature aims to connect the aims of the NPYWC to end violence in the community that are 
grounded in evidence suggesting their efficacy in achieving this outcome.  
 



 
 
 
 

Strengthening Community Capacity to End Violence - A project for NPY Women’s Council   49 

The review has been selective in its focus. It is oriented to considering the types of activities that are within the 
scope of the DFV Team, and other related teams of the NPYWC programs. In this review, not only has the 
published literature been considered, the knowledge derived from the consultation and discussions with NPYWC 
staff and community representatives have also been included. 
 
The review is organised according to the following structure: 
 
Section 1.  Defining the nature of violence within Aboriginal communities. 
 
Section 2. Understanding how violence is believed to have emerged and resisted on community by those 

who live and work in the community.  
 
Section 3. Examining the literature for evidence based clues to how best strengthen community capacity 

to end violence. 
 
Section 4. Identifying the key messages that can inform practice aiming to strengthen community capacity 

to end violence.  
 
Section 5. Proposing a model of integration which can underpin the NPYWC approach to its efforts to end 

family and community violence. 
 
The outcome of this review provides the knowledge base that will then underpin the proposed Practice 
Framework. 
 

Section 1.  Defining the nature of violence within 
Aboriginal communities. 
1.1  How is family violence defined in Aboriginal communities? 

Family violence appears to be the term most commonly used to identify violence experienced in Aboriginal 
communities as it includes a broad range of marital and kinship relationships in which violence may occur. In 
the Victorian Government’s Indigenous Family Violence Primary Prevention Framework, family violence involves  
 
“…a wide range of physical, emotional, sexual, social, spiritual, cultural, psychological and economic abuses 
that occur within families, intimate relationships, extended families, kinship networks and communities…(p.9)”. 
 
Similarly, the National Council’s Plan for Australia to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 2010-
2022 acknowledges that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples prefer the term ‘family violence’ which 
provides greater flexibility for describing “… the matrix of aggressive behaviours that centre around family 
relationships” (Memmot et. al., 2001). The Plan suggests that family violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities may include: 

• the perpetrator being an individual or a group; 
• the victim being an individual or a group; 
• the term ‘family’ which may mean a kinship network of discrete intermarried descent groups and, in 

many cases, ‘family’ may constitute an entire community; 
• the ‘community’ being remote, rural or urban; 
• its residents living in one location or dispersed, but nevertheless interacting and behaving as a social 

network; and/or, 
• the acts of violence continue over a long period of time. 
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1.2 What are the explanatory frames used to understand family violence in 
Aboriginal communities? 

Olsen and Lovett (2016) have undertaken an extensive review of the literature about what is the existing 
knowledge, practice and responses to violence against women in Australian Aboriginal communities. They argue 
that there is general agreement that violence in Aboriginal communities  
 
“…can only be understood and addressed in the context of the historical impacts of colonisation and 
contemporary political, social and economic issues affecting Indigenous Australians….in particular, historical 
and ongoing contemporary disadvantage and marginalsation arising from separation of families and the large 
scale removal of Indigenous people into institutions…(p.14)”. 
 
They also make the point that there is tension between the mainstream concepts of family violence resulting 
from gendered power dynamics (as described in the analysis undertaken by Our Watch for example) and the 
broader historical viewpoint of family violence within the context of Aboriginal communities. They draw the 
conclusion that subscribing only to the dominant gendered analysis framework is grounded in Western feminism 
and  
 
“…too narrow to encompass the embedded nature of family violence in colonisation, loss of culture and 
poverty…(p.14)”.  
 
Olsen and Lovell argue that the breakdown of culture and kinship practices is a major cause of family violence 
in Aboriginal communities including experiences of disconnection from cultural roots, the detrimental 
intergenerational impacts resulting from the stolen generation, changes in the social roles of women and men 
and stress arising from financial and structural disadvantage. There is ample evidence that the legacy of trauma 
arising from colonisation, dispossession of land and forced removal of children can be seen as  
 
“…causal factor for range of other social, economic, psychological and emotional issues that themselves are 
situational factors contributing to violence….(Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family Violence in 
Queensland, 2015, p.120…”. 
 
According to Hovane (2015), there is a need to define a shared explanatory framework for family violence 
which occurs in Aboriginal communities. Her proposal - the Tjallara-Hovane Family Violence Theory - uses the 
idea of distal and proximal factors to describe the onset, development and maintenance of family violence in 
Aboriginal communities. It is summarised in the table below. 
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Distal Factors 

Onset 

• Colonisation which profoundly undermined existing Law and culture and social structures which 
ensured the social and emotional well-being of all people 

• Imposition of Anglo-patriarchal values, norms, beliefs and practices which undermined existing 
gender relations and roles 

• Patriarchal violence through the relentless sexual exploitation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women and children since colonisation 

• Massacres and violent dispossession of land which undermined the spiritual basis of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander life, inextricably linked to Law 

• A rapid decline in the population including significant senior people (e.g., Law People) undermined 
observance and transmission of Law and culture, its beliefs, social customs, rituals and 
ceremonies 

• Practices and rules regarding traditional social supports, and family and kinship responsibilities 
came under intense pressure and were compromised 

Development 

• Normalisation of generalised unstructured interpersonal violence 
• Normalisation of patriarchal violence 
• Intergenerational trauma 
• Misuse of power by more powerful others 
• Absence of behavioural rules and boundaries previously available in Law and culture 
• Adverse changes in family structures, roles, obligations and responsibilities, and gender relations 

Maintenance 

• Oppression, racism and systemic discrimination 
• Unresolved intergenerational trauma 
• Poverty and social disadvantage 
• Lateral violence 
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Proximal Factors 

Onset 

• Intergenerational trauma including dislocation and/or disconnection with country, family, culture 
and identity 

• Compromised: 
o understanding of and observance of Law and culture 
o cultural practices including those associated with family functioning including family 

breakdown, parenting and general interpersonal relationships 
o early socialisation and developmental experiences, and exposure to adverse family and 

community environments in which violence and abuse is normalised 

Development 

• Intergenerational trauma 
• Internalised oppression 
• Misuse of power by more powerful others 
• Compromised: 

o attachment - biological/physiological 
o cognitive/psychological - emotional 
o behavioural and - interpersonal functioning 

• Normalisation of violent and abusive behaviours, and unhealthy boundaries 

Maintenance 

• Ongoing oppression, racism and systemic discrimination including devaluing of Law and culture’s 
critical role in addressing family  
violence effectively 

• Internalised oppression 
• Lateral violence 
• Unresolved intergenerational trauma 
• Fear of repercussions 
• Shame 
• Misuse of power by more powerful others 
• Family breakdown 
• Overcrowding 
• Financial stress including unemployment, underemployment, loss of employment 
• Substance use 

 
More recently, the application of concepts of intersectionality have shaped a more complex and fine grained 
accounts of how different forms of oppression (gender, race, economic) effect the lives of women (Maddison 
and Partridge, 2014; Brassard et al, 2015; Stubbs, 2015; Burnette, 2016). It has supported the move away from 
static and individualistic concepts of inequality to recognise  
 
“…forms of inequality that are routed through one another, and which cannot be untangled to reveal a single 
cause (Grabham et al, 2009, p.1)”. 
 
Maddison and Partridge (2014) have argued that it is too simplistic to attempt to understand the difficulties 
encountered by Aboriginal women to leave violent partners only through a gendered analysis. Instead, they 
highlight as an example, the need to contextualise more simplified beliefs to take into consideration that  
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“…in the face of a colonial history that saw families broken apart, children stolen and husbands and wives kept 
apart by government policy, leaving a family relationship – even in the context of violence – was not necessarily 
seen by Indigenous women as a safe option. Seeking legal redress against violence was also problematic 
because the criminal justice system was seen as the apparatus of state violence…(p.34)”. 
 
They concluded that violence against indigenous women should be understood as occurring at  
 
“…the intersection of patriarchal dominance, reflected in men’s power and control over women, and the 
dynamics of colonisation, in which one race and culture is dominated by another. Both types of domination 
punish Indigenous women, facilitating multiple forms of intertwined violence that cannot be separated out 
without simplifying the nature of Indigenous women’s experiences…(p. 35)”. 
 
Intersectionality offers the possibility of deeper explanations of violence in Aboriginal communities that can 
remain invisible without more complex analysis. For example, colonial oppression of Aboriginal communities was 
advanced through the use of sexual violence against women and the imposition of European gender relations 
onto the beliefs of Aboriginal people. Its effect was the internalisation of the patriarchal values of the colonisers 
by Aboriginal men. So much so, that Berhendt (2000) identified what she argued was the production of 
“transferred misogyny” through which Aboriginal men were 
 
‘…quick to learn that exploitation of black women was acceptable and quick to forget the status Aboriginal 
women held in their own communities…(p.364)”. 
 
This framework for understanding offers pivotal resources to any effort to prevent violence in Aboriginal 
communities. It challenges those with this ambition to resist simple interpretations. It also requiring them to find 
the balance between grounded knowledge of individual experience with the knowledge of critiques from the 
literature about the causes of violence for Aboriginal people in the community, and in particular Aboriginal 
women. 
 
The term “violence” is used throughout this document to mean family violence and other related forms of violence 
which occurs in the community. It is likely, according to the analysis above, that all forms of violence have at its 
heart the participation of members of families and family groupings.  
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Section 2. Understanding violence from the perspective 
of those who live and work in the community. 
As part of the process of forming this practice framework, there have been a series of consultations with NPYWC 
staff, staff from the Australian Childhood Foundation, service providers in the community, and community 
members.   
 

2.1 Themes from those living in and working in the community. 

Feedback was sought from a small number of people living and working on two remote communities at 
 and . A summary of the key themes from these consultations is presented here. 

 

Theme 1. Currently, the prevention of family violence focuses on ensuring that there is an effective system 
for ensuring safety for victims. 

Service providers in  were unified in their understanding of what constituted an effective system 
of responding to family violence. The provision of an integrated service response team was seen as pivotal. 
Co-location of workers assists the ability of services to build capacity into system responses. Integral 
services include the Police, Courts, Child Protection and the NPYWC DFV workers. It was also identified 
that predictable presence of services was important. 

Theme 2. Family violence should be understood as the result of Aboriginal people’s dislocation from 
traditional practices of resolution.  

There are examples of entire families including grandmothers becoming involved in violence against each 
other. Such inter- and intra-familial conflict may have begun with a fight between grandchildren but then 
evolved to include broader family networks. There was an explanation offered that suggested that 
increasingly, families have lost touch with traditional structured ways of resolving such conflict. As a result, 
the conflict continues, escalating to violence and has no way of coming to an end.  

Theme 3. The impact of family violence on children is often invisible.  

Many of the women consulted during this process viewed family violence as having its most impact on 
children and young people in the community. However, they noted that the needs of children are often 
invisible to the adults when violence occurs in the community. 

  



 
 
 
 

Strengthening Community Capacity to End Violence - A project for NPY Women’s Council   55 

Theme 4. The school can be a hub for keeping children safe and engaging the community to stop family 
violence. 

 has 55 children on the school roll with an average attendance of 37 children per day from 
kindergarten through to Year 11. The school is viewed as a “safe” place for children with the teachers 
speaking strongly about responding to children through an approach that understands their behaviour. 
Tents and couches are in classrooms to support children who might need to withdraw from time to time. 
They privilege routine and fairness to provide a container for the children and have built strong relationships 
with community families. Many of the teachers have been at the school for a significant period of time which 
has contributed to an air of stability in the school. The teachers believe that approximately 10% of the 
children are responding to traumatic events in their world. There was a unified request for training for the 
teachers that would support them to notice earlier when children and young people may becoming 
dysregulated and how to respond more effectively to children’s experiences of trauma and other forms of 
high impact stress. 

Theme 5. Violence appears to be normalised from an early age. 

One of the biggest challenges identified by community members is the need to challenge what appear to 
have become “normalised” understandings that violence is acceptable and the idea that “if you love 
someone you hit them”. Women in the community believed that boys, in particular, were growing up without 
respect for women.  

Theme 6. Respect is the way to overcome violence. 

Strengthening respectful relationships across the community was identified as a priority for combatting 
violence. Communities needed to trace the history of respect through beliefs about mutual obligations of 
“give and take”” within relationships, in particular those defined through marriage.  

Theme 7. Drugs, alcohol and other substance abuse problems are part of why violence occurs.  

Drugs, alcohol and other substance abuse were seen as making violence possible. When people were 
affected by alcohol, drugs or other substances, they were more likely to act violently to each other and also 
could not so easily be stopped. It was also noted that the behaviour of children and young people were 
being affected by the harm caused by substance abuse of their parents.  
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2.2 Themes from those working for NPYWC and the Australian Childhood 
Foundation. 

There were a number of important themes which emerged from these discussions. These themes provide the 
rationale for choosing the theoretical approaches and/or conceptual models which underpin how practitioners 
will undertake their role. The themes are summarised here as follows. 

• Violence is an expression of dislocation and loss for Aboriginal people.  

• Colonisation has undermined cultural ways of knowing and showing respect, trust, and mutual 
care. It has damaged, but not destroyed, Aboriginal people’s experience of interdependence and 
the importance of connections that individuals have to family, community and country. 

• It is important to understand that the violence used by White settlers as part of their colonial 
oppression was also gendered in nature. Sexual violence was used to subjugate women. It was 
used to subjugate  Aboriginal women by dislocating them from their traditional roles in relationships 
and their community. In doing so, it reflected the patriarchal systems that were inherent in European 
social structures. 

• It is important to understand that the violence used by White settlers as part of their colonial 
oppression was also gendered in nature. Sexual violence was used to subjugate women. It was 
used to subjugate  Aboriginal women by dislocating them from their traditional roles in relationships 
and their community. In doing so, it reflected the patriarchal systems that were inherent in European 
social structures. 

• Violence has taken over families and communities to the point that it feels so overwhelming for 
individuals that ways to challenge it or address it feel as if they are non-existent. 

• Traditional ways to resolve conflict are no longer available to families, which often prolongs tension 
between people and leads to an escalation into violence. 

• There are individuals and groups in the community who really want violence to end. 

• There is a great deal of agreement that violence affects children and young people significantly. 
This unanimous view has led to an increasing concern and worry for children and young people. 
There is a strong desire to end violence in the community particularly for the sake of children and 
young people.  

• The power to name violence, its causes and its effects is important in supporting a community’s 
commitment and capacity to address violence. Communities will come together around words and 
ideas that hold meanings about safety and protection when they are relevant to them. 
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• Acknowledging and tracing the lines of trauma, past and present, is a significant consideration for 
understanding the ways in which violence emerges, continues and affects the lives of individuals, 
families and communities. There is always the need to appreciate how much trauma and loss 
shapes the everyday experience of Aboriginal people.    

• Meaningful actions to address violence in the community will come as individuals realise the ways 
in which they are already prioritising safety in the face of violence. This knowledge will give them 
hope that change is already occurring. It will also open the possibility to enlist others into their own 
efforts. This will lead to collective action that will influence individual behaviour. 

• Every community has leaders who are able to show that violence can be stopped.  

• NPYWC staff have an important role in opening up and supporting conversations with different 
groups of people in the community about safety, protection and care. These are slow and sensitive 
dialogues which only come to explore the topic of violence from experiences of strength, courage 
and a shared sense of purpose. 

• Symbolism is important to help communities see that attitudes and behaviour which condone 
violence can and are changing. 

• The voices of women, men, children and young people are all important in addressing violence. 

• Violence in the community is a problem that can be changed. 

 

These themes point to the beliefs and ways of thinking in the community about how violence – and family 
violence in particular - has not only emerged and continues, but also how it is often resisted and challenged by 
those with the intent to create safety for individuals, families and their community.  
 
These themes also provided the starting point with which to interrogate the formal literature for evidence about 
conceptual models that can be considered relevant and forms of practice that have been demonstrated to lead 
to outcomes in the reduction of violence in remote communities with Aboriginal peoples. This is the literature 
that is examined in the next section and is organised according to the following themes: 

• change that occurs through recognising the centrality of culture in the lives of Aboriginal people; 
• change that occurs using ideas from narrative and justice based community work; 
• change that occurs which is informed by understanding trauma and healing; and, 
• change that occurs by enhancing community resilience.  
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Section 3. Identifying evidence based clues that may 
strengthen community capacity to end violence 
3.1 Recognising the centrality of culture  

Culture is at the very core of the experience of living for Aboriginal people. As described by Morseua-Diop (2013), 
culture defines identify, beliefs and values, forms of communication and the ways in which relationships are 
formed and maintained. She argued that 
 
“…the concepts of mental health, wholeness and wellbeing is embedded in once connection to land, homeland, 
sea, sky, winds, stars and the wider universe…(p.123)”. 
 
Similarly, culture and community are integral to the way in which Aboriginal health is not only conceptualised as 
the physical well-being of an individual but refers to the social, emotional and spiritual well-being of the whole 
community in which each individual is able to achieve their full potential thereby bringing about the total well-
being of their community. It is a whole-of-life view and includes the cyclical concept of life-death-life (Department 
of Health and Ageing, 2003). 
 
Family is the cornerstone of Aboriginal culture. It is the set of relationships which transcend through the lifespan 
of Aboriginal people, giving birth to identity, knowledge, role and ultimately, social meaning.  
 
For many Aboriginal families and communities, engaging in traditional cultural practices and reclaiming a sense 
of cultural identity is the key to alleviating Aboriginal disadvantage and regaining their rightful place in broader 
Australian society. In this sense, Aboriginal culture is strength, and acts as a protective force for children and 
families (Aboriginal Affairs Victoria, 2008; Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2012; SNAICC, 2012, 
2013, 2015; Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency, 2013). 
 
With respect to preventing and/or reducing violence in remote communities, all evidence points to the need to 
recognise that for any intervention to be effective, it must be grounded in the resources that emanate from 
cultural ways of living and relating. In addition, given the richness of Aboriginal culture, it is essential that 
Aboriginal people participate fully in the development and implementation of practices of change. They hold the 
knowledge of culture, the ways it is to be interpreted, the ways it is to be accessed and how it might be brought 
to bear on problems that are experienced by individuals and families and across communities.  
 
There is no doubt that this belief permeates the practice of all the programs delivered by the NPYWC.  
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3.2 Narrative and justice based community work 

There are a number of models of practice that reflect a commitment to working with individuals, families and 
communities in ways that support their own efforts to resist and challenge the pervasiveness of violence itself 
and its effects. At the forefront of contemporary approaches are those that find its traditions in the postmodern 
constructs of power and oppression, such as Narrative Therapy (White and Epston, 1990; Epston and White, 
1992) and Justice-based Community Work (Reynolds, 2010). 
 
“No-one is a passive recipient of trauma. People always take steps in endeavoring to prevent the trauma they 
are subject to, and, when preventing this trauma is clearly impossible, they take steps to try and modify it in 
some way or modify its effects on their lives. These steps contribute to the preservation of, and are founded 
upon, what people hold precious. Even in the face of overwhelming trauma, people take steps to try to protect 
and preserve what they give value to… (p.28, White, 2006)”. 
 
Drawing on his collaborative work with David Epston, Michael White articulated an approach to working 
therapeutically with communities that sought to honour even the smallest actions that people take to keep 
themselves and others safe in the face of violence. White sought to deeply listen for the two stories of people’s 
experiences of violence – the story of trauma and the story of struggle to hold onto conviction, belief, hope and 
value. As people reconnect with the story that preserved them, their family and their community, they come to 
see themselves with intent and power, rather than at the mercy of violence (White, 2006).  
 
This is an approach that is also mirrored in the works of Vikki Reynolds (2010), Johnella Bird (2004), the Just 
Therapy Centre (2004) and sourced in the early writings of Freire (1972), Foucault (1972, 1977), Gergen (1985, 
1991) and Laing (1967) amongst others.  
 
For example, Freire (1972), argues that the oppressed cannot be liberated by education because education has 
been used as an instrument of oppression as  
 
“…an act of depositing knowledge, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the 
depositor…(p.45, Freire, 1972)”. 
 
Education in this sense is not as much of an act of empowerment as it is purported to be. Instead it serves to 
change the consciousness of the oppressed so that they come to accept their position as deviant, incompetent 
and sources of difficulty for the rest of society who are defined as good, organised and just. The helper cannot 
dominate the helped according to Freire (1972). Authentic help occurs when 
 
“…all who are involved help each other mutually, growing together in the common effort to understand the reality 
which they seek to transform…(p.8, Freire, 1972)”. 
 
At its core, this narrative and justice based pedagogical way of working with individuals, families and 
communities adopts a critical lens for understanding the genesis of individually experienced problems. It locates 
the experiences of individuals in the histories and continued practices of oppression that construct identities 
which perpetuate the use and abuse of power by those who have it over those who do not. The focus of this 
approach is to uncover the layers of language and entrenched beliefs that normalise pathology, victimhood and 
blaming.  
 
Practitioners using this approach work alongside those they seek to support. They do not seek to empower 
them as empowerment itself mirrors the actions of the privileged in their self-defined efforts to help those in 
need. In contrast, practitioners work to engage individuals, groups and communities in critical and sensitive 
dialogue which makes visible the pervasive social and historical discourses that limit the definitions of what is 
deemed as true and untrue, real and not real, worthy and not worthy. Freire defines such processes as a form 
of praxis – liberating through reflective conversations and consideration. 
 
The practice elements which emanate from a narrative approach include: 
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• Externalising conversations: These are conversations that involve talking about problems as problems 
rather than people as problems. It decouples the pathology from the person, and re-locates the source 
of the problem to the social and historical contexts that have led to the problem being experienced. The 
outcomes of such externalising processes, according to White (1988): 

- decrease conflict between people over who is responsible for the problem; 
- reduce the sense of failure people have in response to not having solved the problem; 
- unite people against the problem rather than against each other; 
- open the way for people to reclaim their lives from problems; and, 
- liberate people to view the problem in new ways.  

 
• Deconstructing dominant narratives to co-develop alternative stories: As individuals engage in 

externalising conversations, they become more aware of the strategies used by discourses of power to 
align their identities with the problems they experience. These dominant narratives hide the actions and 
intentions that individuals take to not succumb to the totalising effects of the social conditions which 
lead to the problems in the first place. They gradually access this differentiated story about themselves, 
which opens them up to experience themselves as separate to those practices of oppression. An 
alternative story, one that has always been there, takes over as preferred way of living.    

 
• Outside witnessing: White (1999) used outsider witnessing processes in the form of reflecting teams to 

underscore the significance of an individual’s emerging alternative narrative. The reflecting team or 
groups of community members supported and inquired about the ways in which an individual was able 
to maintain a commitment their ambitions for their life in the face of their experiences of the problem. 
This enabled acts of resistance to be amplified and experienced as more resonant and congruent in the 
life of the individual.   

 
The work of Vikki Reynolds (2010) represents a contemporary re-imagining of these concepts into a framework 
that moves community work from identifying and connecting to acts of personal resistance to working with 
communities in practices of collective solidarity. 
 
For Reynolds, her “Doing Justice” framework revolves around engaging in dialogue as a transformative practice 
with communities. It involves the following six guiding principles:         
 

• Centering ethics: It is important for community workers to actively adopt ethical positions that are 
consistent with their own lived experiences and connect with the lived experiences of the people they 
work with. As part of this ethical stance, workers accept the task to actively change the real conditions 
of people’s lives created by the historical and current discourses of power rather than helping them to 
adjust to oppression.  

 
• Doing solidarity: Solidarity is part of and derived from the interconnectedness of the struggles towards 

achieving social justice and the outcomes that are possible from the collective experiences of strength, 
hope and sustainability. It is based on finding and engaging with moments of affinity or interpersonal 
experiences of connection that transform the lives of people in the community and the workers 
themselves. It recognises that different forms of oppression exist in the lives of people and that such 
difference creates opportunities for people to be united in collective practices of resistance. Solidarity 
arises from experiences of community-making dialogue resourced by workers and the community 
together. 

 
• Addressing power: There are multiple practices with which Reynolds addresses power, including 

witnessing resistance, examining the influence of discourses, and addressing identities made possible 
by power. They all recognise that acts of resistance are spontaneous and occur in the moment that 
oppression occurs. It requires complex analysis of the themes associated with abuse and violation. 
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• Fostering collective sustainability: These are practices which connect workers together, maintaining a 
commitment to hope and change. It avoids cynicism and builds sustainability of efforts amongst 
community workers within an organisation and between workers from a range of organisations. It also 
connects workers with the optimism that that their communities that are often diminished because of 
experiences of violence and oppression. 

 
• Critically engaging with language: This principle highlights centrality of language in shaping and re-

shaping the scope of the dialogue. Community workers listen deeply to the language of their community, 
highlighting phrases, specifics constructs, metaphors as the basis of transformative dialogue. It also 
recognises that language also include the many forms that communities communicate what is important 
to them, including song, music, art, dance and other forms of performances. It is the symbolism of the 
relatedness that is the vehicle through which change is resourced and experienced. 

 
• Structuring safety: Safety is co-created in relationships. It is a prerequisite for community work based 

on practices of solidarity. It includes co-creating collaborative agreements, creating opportunities to 
maintain dignity, being prepared to learn from the people in the community, and building coalitions of 
allies that are sustained over time. 

    
These narrative and justice based models of community work have been argued as particularly relevant for 
working with Aboriginal people. For example, Bessarab and Crawford (2013) have maintained that the most 
significant source of oppression has been the ongoing and traumatising effects of colonisation.  
 
“…in the conflict between competing  worldviews, as happened with the colonisation of Australia, a dominant 
power can cause harrowing corrosion of the culture that it has subjugated…(p.95)”. 
 
Bacon (2013) paralleled the narrative approach to practice with the intrinsic story telling traditions of Aboriginal 
people. She highlighted how facilitating conversations with Aboriginal people about the stories of themselves, 
their family and their community re-engaged them with their cultural heritage. It opened up the topic of how their 
culture had acted as strengths to resist the oppressions of colonisation. It also invited reflection on the 
relationships which have resourced them to survive in the face of such loss, trauma and grief. 
 
Finding a shared language to negotiate how meaning is prescribed to experience is an important element of 
working effectively with Aboriginal people. It is critical to find the language in the community that helps to shape 
the meaning of interactions which connect and disconnect people from each other, form the underpinning of 
respect and disrespect and explain how violence is used, resisted and experienced. 
 
There are a number of vibrant examples within the NPYWC organisation that showcases many of the principles 
identified in these approaches. 
 
The Uti Kulintjaku Project (Togni, in Press) has been led by senior Anungu women in an innovative process 
aiming to strengthen understandings of mental health between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal health 
professionals with the long term aims of increasing help seeking by Aboriginal people living in the community 
and strengthening the cultural competency of health services. It has resulted in the development of common 
language about mental health concepts that has made it more possible for discussions about these topics to 
be supported in remote communities. 
 
The work of the Youth Team at the NPYWC is an example of emerging practice framework that showcases 
many of the principles identified in these approaches. In their flagship initiative which has been running now for 
almost a decade, the Youth Team have been using an integrated education/consciousness raising strategy with 
young people to address important topics associated with their health and wellbeing.  
 
Using a participatory model of engagement, NPYWC Youth Team (YT) members hold preliminary workshops 
with young people and other key elders in the community to identify and prioritise issues of community concerns 
affecting the well-being of the young people in the community. Using established relationships with adult leaders 
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and/or community elders, YT workers collaboratively plan to run a bush camp with a group of young people 
from community. The planning involves  

• jointly researching the topic and how it is given meaning in the community;  
• developing a shared language that reflects preferred cultural ways for understanding and responding to 

questions and issues which may arise in relation to the topic from young people; 
• setting guidelines for communication and behaviour on camp; 
• mapping out the schedule of activities for the camp; and, 
• addressing the logistical needs of the camp. 

 
The YT workers believe that it is essential that community elders and/or adult leaders from the community help 
run the camp. If they are not available, the camp does not proceed. This arises from the absolute conviction in 
ensuring the cultural and community relevance of any work undertaken in the community.  
 
This whole process can take up to three months in the lead up to the camp which lasts for up to a week. 
 
The camp itself is a celebration of both contemporary and traditional community life. It involves young people 
engaging in collective practices which reflect symbolic and real experiences of relationships, culture and 
communal activity. Food and fun are integrated throughout the camp. There are built in opportunities for young 
people to discuss the topic in language and with the support of the YT workers and the elders/community 
leaders. YT workers frequently use simple graphic tools or videos (FLIP CHART TOOL – What are they thinking? 
and Comic Books) to prompt discussion and generate individual and group reflection. 
 
Examples of topics that have been covered are: 

• Drug taking 
• Alcohol 
• Pornography 
• Relationships 
• Suicide 
• Depression.  

 
A new (FLIP CHART TOOL – What are they thinking?) resource is currently being developed by the YT which 
will cover the following issues, amongst a range of others: 

• Risky behaviours 
• Consent 
• Jealousy 
• Social media 
• Contraception 
• Peer pressure 
• Gender and homosexuality 
• Help seeking behaviour 
• Violence. 

 
Whilst not articulated formally, there is an implicit theory of change which underpins this form of practice. It is 
resonant with the organisation’s inherent valuing of deliberate and considered dialogue with women elders from 
the communities on the NPY Lands. It is a form of praxis that embeds the language of a topic and its resolutions 
into the everyday experience of young people.  
 
It familiarises them with all the dimensions of the issue and ties it to messages from their elders and other leaders 
in their community – giving resourced alternative narratives the opportunity to shape and influence their 
behaviour. These conversations are given momentum to continue even when the YT are not present in the 
community.  
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Significantly, when it works well, at least one champion within the group of young people emerges to take a 
stand against problematic sides of the topic. This champion quietly helps to normalise the resistance and further 
influence young people to act in meaningfully positive and helpful ways. 
 
Finally, through the involvement of the elders and/or community leaders, relationships with young people are 
strengthened. It reinforces to the young people the value of seeking out help when required. These renewed 
relational experiences help the whole of the community stay attuned to the changing needs of the young people. 
They connect the young people with the adults, recommit each other to respectful interactions founded in the 
cultural norms of the local community itself and provide the basis for the community to acknowledge its role in 
resourcing the healthy development of young people. 
 
This NPYWC YT framework for practice has many strengths that can be used as the basis for ways of enhancing 
community capacity to end violence. Its existence in the fabric of NPYWC highlights its applicability across the 
organisation’s diverse suite of programs and offers the platform for a co-ordinated effort to address and 
transform the cycles of violence which occur in the community.    

 
3.3 Understanding trauma and healing 

The wellbeing of Aboriginal populations cannot be fully understood without an appreciation of the events and 
processes that followed Australia’s colonisation. Aboriginal health is a product of a history of dispossession, 
exclusion, discrimination, marginalisation and inequality in various forms. Racism has affected a high 
proportion of Aboriginal people in contemporary Australia. It has created a lack of trust between Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal people and impeded the process of healing and reconciliation (Paradies et al., 2008).  
 
These legacies are implicated in the unique stress profile of Aboriginal people. Stress is highly prevalent across 
the spectrum of Aboriginal society today, irrespective of socio-economic status (Silburn et al. 2006). The 
stresses faced by Aboriginal children commonly include serious events such as the death or incarceration of a 
close family member (Milroy, 2008). Frequent and ongoing stress events in early life can have a damaging 
effect on the developing brain of a child and alter the functioning of important bodily systems. This type of 
stress can be particularly harmful to mental health and social and emotional wellbeing in childhood (Zubrick et 
al., 2004), with negative consequences for wellbeing throughout life (McEwen, 2006).  
 
The effects of stress and racism, and the related ongoing effects of colonisation, have created a burden that 
extends across generations of Aboriginal families. 
 
In their recent analysis, Tucci and Mitchell (In Press) have argued that it is not enough to be trauma informed in 
delivering services aimed at healing experiences of abuse. Effective interventions must ensure that trauma 
knowledge is embedded into the theories of change underpinning principles and modalities. Instead of using 
the construct of trauma (which at one level for Aboriginal people has served to reinforce their identities as victims 
or perpetrators of violence), they prefer to integrate the concept of stress into practice because it shows how 
change is possible even in the face of overwhelming experiences which affect the brain and bodies of children, 
young people and adults in a community. 
 
For them then, stress is the psychological and physiological residue that is left from heightened exposure to 
disruptive experiences for individuals in their relationships and environments. Drawing on the work of 
Middlebrooks and Audage (2008), Tucci and Mitchell proposed an expanded four tier model of stress that they 
have applied, in the first instance, to the experiences of children and young people. However, they note that it 
also relevant to adults.  
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Positive stress results from challenging experiences that are short lived. Children may encounter positive stress 
when they attend a new school, meet new people, undertake a medical procedure or have to learn a new skill. 
This type of stress causes minor physiological changes. With the support of caring adults, children can learn 
how to manage and overcome positive stress. This type of stress is considered normal and coping with it is 
essential to development. 
 
Tolerable stress refers to challenging experiences that are more intense but still relatively short-lived. Examples 
include the death of a loved one, a natural disaster, a frightening accident, and family disruptions such as 
separation or divorce. If a child or young person has the support of at least one caring adult, tolerable stress 
can usually be overcome. In many instances, tolerable stress can become positive stress and benefit the child 
developmentally. However, if children and young people lack adequate support, tolerable stress can have a 
detrimental impact and lead to long term negative health effects. 
 
High impact stress results from intense adverse experiences that may be sustained over a long period of time. 
Children are unable to effectively manage this type of stress by themselves. As a result, the stress response 
system is activated for an extensive time. This can lead to permanent changes in the development of the brain. 
The negative effects of high impact stress can be reduced with the support of caring adults. Appropriate support 
and intervention can help in returning the stress response system back to its normal baseline. High impact stress 
can result from any of the following experiences:  

• exposure to parents/carers with alcohol and drug problems;  
• exposure to parents/carers with mental health issues; 
• exposure to parents/carers in high and prolonged conflict; 
• experiences of migration and seeking asylum; 
• ongoing exposure to community violence;  
• dislocation from cultural and community heritage; 
• disengagement from school or employment; 
• experiences of instability associated with homelessness; and, 
• ongoing exposure to social and economic disadvantage  

 
Toxic stress results from intense experiences that target the child directly and carry with them intentional 
messages of intimidation, fear, shame and abuse of power. It is overwhelming of the child’s internal 
psychological, emotional, relational and physiological resources. It too can be sustained over a period of time. 
However, the intensity with which it occurs can also mean that a brief or one-off experience of it can significantly 
affect a child and young person. Examples of toxic stress are child sexual abuse, physical abuse and bullying. 
As a result, children and young people’s physiological systems remain activated without relief. It causes 
sustained disintegrative effects in both the structure of the brain and communication between the body and 
brain. The destructive effects of toxic stress can be reduced by co-ordinated and deliberate interaction between 
young people and a network of supportive and trained adults. Often, therapeutic and individually tailored support 
plans are imperative in reconfiguring the child or young person’s ongoing response to future developmental 
challenges.  
 
Toxic stress results from significantly adverse and pervasive experiences for children and young people, 
including 

• child abuse; 
• chronic neglect; 
• family violence;  
• rejection or bullying by peers; and, 
• racial discrimination and/or harassment.  

 
Because the brains and bodies of children and young people are so malleable, high impact stress and toxic 
stress are faster to manifest. They leave deeper tracks of damage. In these circumstances, children’s brain and 
body systems will be harmed, affecting the way they react and relate to others and their physical environment. 
The following summary has been adapted from Tucci and Mitchell (2015). 
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High impact and toxic stress reduces the capacity of the thinking part of children’s brain to shape the way they 
react to challenges in their environment. As a result, children and young people appear to behave instinctively 
and sometimes inappropriately, without knowing why. They are also not able to easily influence their feelings 
when faced with perceived threat or increases in their experience of stress (Schwarz and Perry, 1994; De Bellis 
et al., 1999a; Perry, 2001, 2002, 2006; Glaser, 2000; Schore, 2001, 2002, 2003; Schore and Schore, 2008; 
Southwick, Rasmussen, Barron and Arnseten, 2005; Gunnar and Quevedo, 2007).  
 
It impairs the growth and activity of the connecting structures between the left and right hemispheres of the 
brain. As a result, children find it difficult to know, name and express their feelings. They can find it difficult to 
read social cues and respond in social exchanges. It increases children and young people’s base arousal level 
such that they live in a constant state of vigilance and heightened alarm.  As such, vulnerable children and young 
people are easily triggered by seemingly minor issues.  Their responses are often seen as ‘out of the blue’ or 
‘over reactions’ to situations (Van der Kolk, 2003a; Solomon and Heide, 2005; Gunnar and Quevedo, 2007). 
 
High impact stress and toxic stress lock down children and young people’s capacity to adapt to change in their 
environment. They are more likely to use fixed and repetitive behavioural routines in situations where they feel 
distress and unease. These routines involve movements and actions that feel familiar and comforting to them - 
even if they are destructive or harmful to others (De Bellis et al., 1999a; De Bellis, 2001; Perry, 2001; Nemeroff, 
2004; DeMarni Cromer, Stevens, DePrince and Pears, 2006). 
 
These children and young people lack the adaptability and flexibility necessary to respond differentially to varying 
situations and contexts.  They have a limited range of coping strategies. Whilst these strategies may have been 
effective in assisting them to survive in unsafe situations, they are often inappropriate responses in situations 
where there is an absence of danger. 
 
Children and young people affected by high impact stress and toxic stress find it difficult to make meaning from 
their experiences. They have few or no effective internal maps to guide their actions. As a result, they react rather 
than respond (Trickett, 1998; Bronson, 2000; Schore, 2001; Krause, Mendelson and Lynch, 2003; Schore, 
2003; Lieberman and Van Horn, 2004). 
 
Their beliefs about themselves are determined by the very people who violate them. They hold onto ideas about 
relationships which are not helpful to them in their communication with peers and other adults like teachers. 
They can find it difficult to see adults as supportive. They are cautious about being hurt and are more likely to 
stay closed to the development of new connections or relationships (Siegel, 1999, 2009).  
 
They do not easily understand or engage with consequential learning. Their brains are so over-activated that 
they are able to take in very little and not learn new information easily. In particular, their memory systems 
continue to remain under stress. They fail to consolidate new learning. Their working memory for even the easiest 
set of instructions can be severely compromised (Porges, 2009; Schore and Schore, 2009; Ramachandran, 
2011). 
 
Children and young people affected by high impact stress and toxic stress experience the present with little 
reference to their past, even though their behaviour, feelings and physiology are affected by their experiences of 
violation. They do not have access to the qualities that make them who they are. They have a transient sense of 
their own identity. Their future is without plans or a sense of possibility  (Schore and Schore, 2009) 
 
Through shaping and reshaping the relationships and day to day interactions, intervention offers children and 
young people opportunities to heal some of the damage caused by such experiences of high impact stress and 
toxic stress. In order to achieve these important moments of repair, the approach to therapeutic work needs to 
be informed and supported by practice orientation that prioritises the needs of children and young people and 
gently and carefully responds to these needs. 
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The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation has argued for a wider shift in perceptions around 
trauma and healing, noting the critical need for the integration of cultural and trauma-informed healing 
approaches.  Many have proposed the need for cultural healing, and ‘cultural intervention' alongside reclaiming 
history and therapeutic interventions as the three central pillars of healing (Aboriginal  and Torres Strait Healing 
Foundation, 2008, 2009).  
 
There is wide agreement that the best approach is a combined approach – a western approach and a traditional 
cultural approach with a significant focus on understanding the intersection between western and traditional 
understandings of trauma and well-being (Aboriginal  and Torres Strait Healing Foundation, 2008; McCoy 2008). 
Indeed the NPYWC Ngangkari (traditional Healers) team believe that collaboration and mutual respect between 
western health and human services and ngangkari lead to the best outcomes for Anangu. They say western and 
Anangu practitioners have different but equally valuable skills and knowledge and both are needed to address 
the significant problems Anangu face.  
 
Healing through trauma-informed, cultural approaches addresses the whole health and wellbeing of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children and young people, not only to their social and emotional wellbeing, but in 
building the capacity of families and communities to respond to children’s needs, and to raise children and 
young people healthy and strong in culture. Stemming from the Aboriginal holistic approach to health and 
wellbeing, such an approach recognises the individual's interrelated physical, emotional, spiritual, and cultural 
health and wellbeing, including their connection to their land, family and community. 
 
Thus healing approaches must be targeted at the individual, family and community level. Highlighting the need 
for community-based approaches to healing, Atkinson (2002) stressed ‘the importance of allowing people 
collectively to tell and to make sense of their own stories' thereby allowing them to become experts of their 
stories and lives. Feeney (2009) also supports the need for community-based approaches noting that ‘healing 
projects should ideally include a combination of individual engagement in therapeutic activities and group 
involvement in the community events that promote well-being. This holistic approach also recognises the role of 
the whole community – including how the issues and difficulties facing the community affect individuals, and 
how the individual has an impact on the rest of their community.  
 
In their review of the literature, SNAICC (2012, 2015) suggested the following principal elements of promising 
healing practices and models: 

• Safety/safe spaces - Safety is critical to healing. Culturally, relationally and personally safe spaces are 
paramount during the difficult process of healing; a place to reclaim history, find fragmented and lost 
stories, and talk about a painful past; a place devoid of physical harm to property, oneself and others 
(Atkinson, 2002). When in a culturally safe place a person can commit and participate in the making of 
behavioural rules, and can identify things from their culture or worldview (Atkinson, 2002). Many 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have experienced unsafe places lacking in lore, family and 
community structure; or where discriminatory laws have been imposed (Atkinson, 2002).  

• Ownership - Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ownership of healing initiatives is critical. Programs for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people should ultimately be developed and delivered by and/or 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  

• Holistic and relational worldview - Programs must utilise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander holistic 
definitions and worldviews (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Healing Foundation, 2009). Programs 
must focus on the entire family rather than the individual alone and align with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander views of the family (Feeney, 2009). 

 
Ending violence in the community starts with practices that take into account how such violence, over time from 
multiple sources, has affected the capacity of the relationships within the community to address its 
consequences. This is an important consideration as it acknowledges the following concerns that will need to 
be addressed through the implementation of careful and planned program activity. 
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• The patterns of behaviour associated with the trauma of past violence will be triggered again in response 
to cues in relationships which have led to the violence occurring in the first place. These are cycles of 
helplessness that individuals and/or community will not feel can easily be interrupted. 

• Whilst many topics can be raised in the community to discuss, those related to violence have in 
themselves references of loss, pain, and tension which are likely to be re-experienced by individuals in 
their relationships in an going way. Their ability to remain cognitively capable to logically work though 
these issues will be limited. 

• Discussion about violence will activate arousal systems in children, adults and the whole of the 
community. These heightened states may in themselves trigger subsequent rounds of violent behaviour. 

• Different people in the community will have different reactions to past effects of violence related trauma. 
Those who are able to tolerate their reactions will need to be supported to engage others in relationships 
that help mediate the emotional and psychological impacts of discussing strategies to end violence. 
Establishing or supporting groups with ways of understanding the impact of trauma will provide a 
sustainable base for the additional layered strategies that will be required to end violence. 

• Practitioners who work across communities in different roles will need ongoing opportunities to learn 
about and use frameworks that use continuums of stress to understand the needs of children, young 
people, families and the community as a whole. 

• The signs of the impact of trauma on children and young people are highly visible in small communities. 
Ending violence and attending to the needs of those young people affected by violence forms a natural 
starting point for beginning dialogue about resisting and challenging the potency of violence in the lives 
of the community as a whole. 

   

3.4 Enhancing community resilience 

In the past five years, there has been growing interest in reconceptualising resilience so that it can be applied 
relevantly to Aboriginal communities. Amongst others, Kirmayer et al (2011) from McGill University in Canada 
has argued for this reworking of the traditional construct of resilience because it arises from the metaphor which 
suggests it is 
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“…the ability to return to an original state after being stressed, perturbed or otherwise bent out of shape. The 
implication is that, for a resilient system, the perturbation leaves no lasting change. This interpretation of 
resilience is too static and ahistorical to capture the nature of human adaptation and development across the 
lifespan. In biological systems, resilience usually does not involve simply springing back to a previous state but 
is a dynamic process of adjustment, adaptation and transformation in response to challenges and demands. In 
adapting, the organism also usually changes its own environment….(p.85)”. 
 
In addition, the resilience literature has tended to frame it as an individual characteristic or trait. Instead, the 
authors argue for resilience as a dynamic process which integrates personal, family and community factors into 
social processes that shape the capacity of whole of communities to experience resilience. In particular, their 
research points to the contribution to such resilience of 
 
‘…stories of identity and transformation at a personal and collective levels. The idea that resilience might reside 
in the ways we have of narrating our lives…making sense of their own predicaments and mapping possibilities 
for adaptation and a positive vision of the identity and future prospects by drawing on collective history, myths 
and sacred teachings. At the same time, these collective forms of narratives serve not only to help people make 
sense of their experience and construct a valued identity but also ensure the continuity and vitality of a 
community or a people…(p. 86)”. 
 
The Roots of Resilience Project at McGill University has devised a standard protocol for involving Aboriginal 
people in identifying and amplifying stories of family and community resilience.  
 
Its focus is on finding shared meaning across different members of a community about what has helped that 
community to survive and attempt to hold onto its values, beliefs, rituals and relationships often in the face of 
overwhelming forces that have sought to destroy them. The modality used is collective dialogue, or yarning 
(Bacon, 2013). Its purpose is to unearth symbolic and historical practices that have maintained people’s 
connection to their cultural heritage. It is this common quality that is viewed as being the most significant factor 
in moving a community along a continuum from oppression to resistance to resilience. 
 
This sort of approach has become the basis for strengthening Aboriginal community wellbeing in New South 
Wales (Batten and Stanford, 2012), programs aimed at reducing alcohol and drug dependency in Aboriginal 
communities (Dell et al, 2011; Bacon, 2013) and randomised controlled trial of community led interventions to 
prevent family violence in Aboriginal communities in Canada (Anderson et al, 2010). 
 
The emerging research base associated with community constructs of resilience will move it towards a form of 
promising evidence based practice at some point in the future.   
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Section 4. Drawing out the key messages to inform 
practice aiming to strengthen community capacity to 
end violence. 
Each of the key messages in this section have been specifically constructed to act as the rationale for the 
proposal of a conceptual map for practice that aims to strengthen community capacity to end violence. 
 

4.1 Violence in Aboriginal communities is intrinsically connected to the ongoing 
harmful effects of past practices of colonisation and current discrimination. 

Violence has its roots in experiences of the violation and oppression of Aboriginal people over generations. It is 
considered an expression of dislocation and loss for Aboriginal people. Colonisation has undermined cultural 
ways of knowing and showing respect, trust, and mutual care. It has damaged, but not destroyed, Aboriginal 
people’s experience of interdependence and the importance of connections that individuals have to family, 
community and country. Efforts to integrate the impacts of the past with the understanding and addressing of 
the present needs and challenges facing Aboriginal children, families and communities must, at its core, have 
an understanding of the consequences of intergenerational trauma.  
 
It is also critical to develop and hold complex frameworks of understanding that acknowledge the intersection 
between colonial and gendered acts of violence and oppression which continue to shape the experiences of 
Aboriginal people in communities.  
 

4.2 Violence is both an activity and an experience.  

Violence is experienced by those who commit it, are targeted by it and affected by it. In addition, given the 
complex kinship and family structures that exist in Aboriginal communities, the construct of family violence is 
limiting in its scope. Family and community violence is a more accurate definition. Taking both of these strands 
together, it is important that whole of community strategies are put in place to end violence in remote 
communities.  
 

4.3 Violence adds toxic levels of stress to the lives of children, young people and 
adults. 

Stress is the common feature of all experiences of interpersonal violence. Toxic and high impact levels of stress 
have significant effects on functioning of individuals. They change brain structure and activity. They make it 
increasingly difficult for individuals to learn and adapt to new environments and challenges. Such stress is 
pervasive and cumulative. It limits the capacity of children, young people and adults to form and maintain positive 
networks of relationships that are based on trust and understanding. The longer that children, young people and 
adults are exposed to high impact and toxic levels of stress, the more entrenched are their behavioural routines 
aiming to avoid its effects. These patterns of functioning become increasingly difficult to change with time. 
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4.4 Stress is mediated through the quality of relationships. 

Stress results in heightened arousal which in turn has ongoing negative consequences for the brain-body 
systems of individuals. The arousal mechanisms of the brain-body are primarily mediated through the experience 
of interactions with supporting and caring relationships. Attentive and compassionate responses to signs of 
stress in children, young people and adults, reduce the physiological effects of high arousal releasing cortical 
resources that can be then employed to analyse, problem solve and manage stressful situations in the short and 
long term. Relationships which are attuned to and then help to meet the needs of the stressed individual provide 
interpersonal templates that can be used to re-shape arousal based behavior over time. It enables young people, 
in particular, to develop capabilities that will enable them to manage future challenges less reactively and more 
effectively.  
 

4.5 The effects of toxic stress must be recognised in order for communities to be 
able to use any strategies which aim to end violence. 

It is clear that often even engaging in the topic of violence will activate arousal systems in individuals and 
communities who have experience violence previously. In these states, it is less likely for individuals to be able 
to examine the topic, consider its impact and seek to implement changes aimed at addressing violence. As 
such, the explicit creation of emotional, physical and cultural comfort and security is a prerequisite prior to any 
form of collective dialogue. 
 

4.6 Approaches which aim to build community capacity to end violence must be 
undertaken by practitioners who are resourced and supported to use 
contemporary evidence and knowledge.   

The emerging knowledge base associated with the neurobiology of interpersonal violence and trauma has 
significantly changed the ways in which individuals are supported, looked after and protected. It is recognised 
that maintaining and applying a contemporary knowledge base is critical in working alongside individuals who 
have been affected by or committed violence. In addition, it is essential that this knowledge is integrated into the 
fabric of practice frameworks so that workers access a unified way of thinking and acting in the community that 
is shared within an organisation and between organisations providing services into one community. 
 

4.7 Effective strategies to end violence must be based on more than education and 
consciousness raising. 

The theory of change in relation to ending family and community violence must move beyond creating awareness 
and educating individuals about the risks, dangers and signs of violence. It must contain actions which 
deliberately move the community towards actively resisting the tactics of violence in that community, challenging 
the ways in which such violence is maintained and creating opportunities for real change to be experienced, 
communicated and reinforced over time. It must also include awareness raising and education of the risks, 
dangers and signs of violence in a step by step guided approach. For example, a set of questions for workers 
to consider that build on basic knowledge towards more complex analysis of family violence. There must be a 
logic which connects outcomes with the strategies to be employed. These outcomes are community-wide and 
will require the formation of coalitions of individuals in concentric networks each connected to the other and 
committed to the objective of ending violence, establishing safety and creating adaptive cycles of care and 
respect.  
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4.8 Effective strategies to end violence work alongside communities to identify and 
amplify individual and collective efforts to address the violence. 

Strategies to end violence will not work if they are imposed in the community. The most effective strategies are 
those which can amplify, extend and resource acts of resistance to violence that are already being enacted by 
individuals in the community. Working alongside the community will facilitate dialogue which unearths the 
changes that communities are already making and indeed wanting to make more of. Such acts of resistance for 
Aboriginal communities are sourced in their experiences of their culture and its expression in forms of ceremony, 
origin stories, healing practices, spiritual beliefs and values. It is the strength of connection to these community 
and cultural qualities that have been identified as pivotal in consolidating community resilience.  
 

4.9 Efforts to end violence in a community will be led by individuals or groups who 
hold a strong intent to galvanise community focus. 

Ending violence in the community will occur when it is supported and championed by an individual and/or group 
who will act to lead the change. These are community advocates who are interspersed in the community itself. 
They are from the community and are positioned as leaders/influencers. There must be specific strategies aimed 
at building their capacity, confidence and skills to influence the hearts and minds of the community. These 
individuals and/or groups should receive direct support from services in order so that they can galvanise the 
community to take stands against the tactics of violence. 
 

4.10 Active collective dialogue with concentric circles of individuals which ultimately 
cover the whole community is the cornerstone of good practice in addressing 
community concerns, such as violence. 

A community has a range of pre-existing sets of naturally forming groups with shared interests. Effective 
strategies to end violence will identify and work with each of these groups methodically. The process of engaging 
these groups starts with being invited. The worker must learn the norms and rules of each group. He/she will 
need to be prepared to offer some form of resource to that group as a symbol for acknowledging its willingness 
to open itself up to someone external to it. Beginning with a need in the group, the worker will use a culturally 
respectful strength-based protocol to engage in dialogue about community resilience, the impact of violence 
and actions which have been taken to end violence. This collective process of sharing stories of understanding 
will lead to potential meanings that will be used as starting points for further dialogues with other groups in the 
community, each following a similar protocol. As concurrent dialogues occur, shared meaning about ways to 
resist violence can be shared, with permission, across the community. This praxis in action is a key benchmark 
in effective models of ending violence using the narrative, justice based methods described in the literature. 
 

4.11 Supporting the realisation about the nature and extent of the impact of violence 
on children and young people is likely to be the best point to start dialogue 
about ending violence in the community.  

The observation has repeatedly been made throughout this project that coming to realise the extent to which 
violence can affect the development and functioning of children and young people is often a powerful motivator 
for adults to want to take action to end violence. This is supported in emerging literature about programs that 
support men who engage in violence to address their violence.    
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4.12 Strategies which strengthen family relationships and/or build networks of 
sustainable support are pivotal for change to occur. 

Family relationships represent a significant source of support for children, young people and adults. In the 
formative years, families provide young people with experiences of interdependence as the precursor to 
independence. It allows young people the opportunity to adapt to increasingly challenging task associated with 
caring for themselves and engaging in their community on their own. Interventions are effective when they include 
a component aimed at strengthening family relationships, helping them to be sources of comfort, understanding 
and models of interpersonal resolution. 
 

4.13 Connecting children, young people and adults to their culture is central to all 
forms of intervention. 

Strengthening people’s connection to their culture and heritage has been demonstrated to promote health and 
well-being. For Aboriginal people, their connection to their culture has the potential to ameliorate the negative 
consequences of trauma, violation and discrimination. Culture is a set of beliefs and values that can act as 
resources to explain and enhance a sense of belonging to a community that cares for you and is willing to reach 
out to help you. Practice which is deeply embedded in cultural frames of living is not optional when working with 
Aboriginal people, in particular in the community.  

 
4.14 Strengths-based models that aim to develop shared narratives of meaning build 

individual capability and community resilience. 

Strengths-based models of intervention have been shown to be replicable and effective in supporting adults 
experiencing disadvantage to change. A strengths-based approach enables people to take control of their lives 
in meaningful and sustainable ways. Its aims are to   

• empower people to take a lead in their own care process; 
• work in collaborative ways on mutually agreed upon goals; 
• draw on the personal resources of motivation and hope; and, 
• create sustainable change through learning and experiential growth. 

 
A strengths approach is a specific method of working with and resolving areas of concern experienced by 
individuals. It does not attempt to ignore the problems and difficulties. Rather, it attempts to identify the positive 
resources available to individuals (or what may need to be added) as the basis for addressing the challenges 
resulting from the problems. Specifically, a strengths-based model  

• seeks to understand and support the important variables contributing to individual and 
family/community capability; 

• provides a common language that does not further disadvantage people by ascribing them as causes 
to the problems they experience; 

• works to ensure that intervention strategies are client driven and relationship focused; 
• engages distressed people with respect and understanding; 
• perceives capacity building as a dynamic process that evolves over a life time;  
• affirms the reparative potential in people; and, 
• aims to enhance strengths as opposed to deficits. 
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4.15 Collaboration within services and between services achieve improved and 
sustained outcomes in the prevention of abuse and violence.   

There is a strong evidence base arguing for greater collaboration within services and between services to achieve 
best practice outcomes for vulnerable children, young people and adults. Tucci and Mitchell (In Press) have 
argued that collaboration is only the starting point for effective intervention for children, young people and adults 
who have experienced trauma. The most effective responses occur when practitioners take responsibility to 
build sustainable coalitions of mutual respect with others in order to ensure that their needs are met consistently 
across the contexts in which they live, learn and play in the community.  
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Section 5. Proposing a model of integration which can 
underpin the NPYWC approach to its efforts to end 
family and community violence. 
Drawing on the key messages from the literature review presented in the previous section, a conceptual model 
of practice is put forward as the conclusion to the first part of this document.  
 
The conceptual model is presented in Diagram 1. It integrates the contemporary literature about stress with the 
evidence highlighting the ways in which cycles of family and community violence emerge and are maintained 
over time. It points to the pervasive, chronic and cumulative impact of such violence on individuals and 
communities. Stress is the common substrate for all forms of relationships affected by interpersonal violence. 
Toxic forms of stress (child abuse, family violence, neglect) and high impact forms of stress (housing instability, 
mental health problems, substance abuse, high conflict relationships, family breakdown, bullying, racism, 
discrimination) compromise the functioning of important biological systems and lead to severe limitations in the 
adaptive capacity of individuals and communities. 
 
The first circle highlights that interpersonal conflict and violence and its associated consequences (fear, sorrow, 
loss, shame, disconnection, helplessness) result in and are a result of toxic and high impacts forms of stress 
experienced by individuals. The longer individuals remain in conditions of such toxic and high impact stress, the 
more likely it is that they will not be able to break away from these circumstances. The longer the community 
experiences the cycle of violence, the harder it is for such violence to be challenged and changed. This cycle 
has chronic negative impacts on health and well-being of everyone in the community. For Aboriginal people, the 
emergence of violence and its impacts are inextricably linked to the past and present effects of colonisation, 
dispossession and ongoing racism. 
 
The second circle represents the practice framework that is proposed for the NPYWC teams to adopt in their 
efforts to strengthen community capacity to end violence. As the previous analysis has highlighted, the key to 
collective action is the respectful and patient engagement of the community in action dialogue that seeks to 
understand the tactics of violence, names its effects in the lives of the individuals who live in the community, and 
validates the acts of resistance already being enacted in a community. It also integrates the need for resourcing 
safety, acknowledging and understanding the impact of pain in the lives of Aboriginal people in the present and 
over generations. Finally, it is embedded in practices which listen deeply to the experiences of those in the 
community highlighting the resourcing stories available in culture and enabling the expression of alternative 
communal narratives of renewal and hope.  
 
The aim of such intervention is to reduce the levels of stress experienced by individuals within the community 
and the community as a whole to tolerable or positive levels. In the absence of toxic and high impact stress on 
a routine basis, individuals and communities experience relief and begin to engage in other actions which further 
reinforce and promote health and well-being.  
 
The third and final circle in the diagram represents the outcomes of the work undertaken by the NYPWC teams 
using the proposed framework. Through their collaborative action, workers promote qualities in the community 
that collectively transform cycles of violence into cycles of care and resilience. Family and community based 
activities are held which highlight the re-emergence of a range of adaptive and respectful dimensions of daily 
community life that continue to build momentum so that it is sustained over time.  
 
Violence itself is banished from the community leaving safety, respect and hope in its place.   
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Diagram 1. Conceptual model of practice for NPYWC approach to strengthening capacity to end violence in the community 
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Section 6. Conclusion 
In this document, the key messages from the literature and feedback from some of those living and working in 
the community, including NPYWC and Australian Childhood Foundation staff, have been synthesised together 
into a conceptual map for practice that can be adopted by the NPYWC team as part of its strategy to strengthen 
community capacity to end violence.  
 
This map has formed the basis for defining in more detail a practice framework that will guide the everyday 
interactions and actions by NPYWC staff working in the DFV Team in their work. This practice framework has 
been elucidated in Document 1 and 2.   
 
It should be noted again that practice frameworks are generally devised so as to be understood and applied 
easily. A practice framework is a working document that serves to represent and guide the orientation and 
decision-making of staff in a team or an organisation. As such, these types of documents integrate research 
and theoretical knowledge into the content without a reliance on strict academic referencing.  
 
Similarly, it is important to recognise that the first two documents have been written as standalone documents 
that can be presented/utilised without the literature review and feedback synthesis contained in the third and 
final document.  For this reason, some of the content in the first two documents are a repeat of content in 
Document 3. This is deliberate. The first two documents present the material in an easier to read user guide that 
interprets the themes contained in Document 3. The first two documents aim to highlight how this kind of 
practice can be used to guide the interactions of staff working across NPYWC. 
 
The outcome of this project contains a strong commitment to resourcing individuals, families and communities 
to act in ways that support their own strategies to challenge the effects and causes of violence in their lives. It is 
sourced in the view that such transformation is found in the strength of the established and emerging 
relationships of care and support around them. It is also based in a genuine and strong belief that resistance to 
violence is already occurring by those living and working in the communities of the NPY Lands. 
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