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Councils are uniquely placed to be effective 

in primary prevention work through their 

connection to residents across their entire 

lifespan. Everyone in your council has a role 
to play in preventing family violence and all 

forms of violence against women. This includes 

councillors, executive leaders, managers, 

prevention specialists and people working 

at all levels in council from front-line service 

staff and technical roles to policy officers 

and administrators – and everyone in-between.

How does the guide help?
The guide uses educative content, practical 

exercises and real-life examples to help you 

understand your role in primary prevention 

and take action. It draws on best practice but, 

as importantly, it has been co-designed with: 

• local government employees from across 

Victoria, representing both primary 

prevention subject matter experts and staff 

from all areas of council

• services that support people who experience 

family violence and other forms of violence

• women with lived experience.

This summary of the guide covers:

• local government’s role in primary prevention 

of family violence and all forms of violence 

against women

• the whole-of-council model for primary 

prevention

• overview of the guide.

You can find the full guide and supporting 

tools on the MAV’s Local government guide 

for preventing family violence and all forms 

of violence against women page <https://www.

mav.asn.au/PFVguide>.

Introduction – welcome

Thank you for taking the time to read and 

engage with this document – a summary of 

Victoria’s Local government guide for preventing 

family violence and all forms of violence 

against women.

In Australia, the rates of family violence and 

violence against women present an urgent 

need for change. Research tells us: 

• one in two women have experienced sexual 

harassment in their lifetime

• one in five women have experienced sexual 

violence (sexual assaults or threats) since 

the age of 15

• one in three women have experienced 

physical violence by a partner or other known 

person or stranger since the age of 15

• one in four women have experienced 

emotional abuse by a current or 

previous partner

• on average, one woman a week is killed 

by their current or former partner.

There are also parts of our population that are 

at even greater risk. LGBTIQ women, women 

with complex mental health conditions or 

alcohol and drug issues, Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander women, older women and women 

with disabilities all experience unique, greater, 

or compounding forms of violence. For some 

women, experiences of violence are complicated 

or compounded by racism, immigration 

processes, language barriers, religious beliefs 

or culturally specific norms about gender 

and relationships. 

Research shows that family violence is 
preventable. By addressing gender inequality 

and the underlying drivers and reinforcing 

factors of violence, we can prevent it from 

happening in the first place.

https://www.mav.asn.au/PFVguide
https://www.mav.asn.au/PFVguide
https://www.mav.asn.au/PFVguide
https://www.mav.asn.au/PFVguide
https://www.mav.asn.au/PFVguide
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What is violence against women? 
The United Nations Declaration on the 

Elimination of Violence against Women (1993) 

defines violence against women as any act of 

gender-based violence that causes or could 

cause physical, sexual or psychological harm 

or suffering to women, including threats of harm 

or coercion, in public or in private life.5

Violence against women occurs across cultures 

and communities. It affects women’s well-being 

and prevents them from fully participating in 

society. In Australia, violence against women 

includes family violence, intimate partner 

violence, sexual assault and sexual harassment.

 Note

The guide uses language inclusively. When 

the guide refers to ‘woman’ or ‘man,’ it refers 

to all female or male identifying people. 

The guide also uses the term ‘gender diverse 

people’ who may identify as non-binary, 

trans, agender, genderqueer, genderfluid 

or with any other term.

Local government’s role in primary 
prevention of family violence and all forms 
of violence against women

What is family violence?
Family violence, as described in Ending family 

violence: Victoria’s plan for change,1 occurs 

when a person exercises power and control over 

another person. It involves using coercive and 

abusive behaviours to intimidate, humiliate, 

undermine and isolate another person or 

persons, resulting in fear and insecurity.

It can include physical, sexual, psychological, 

emotional and spiritual violence, and financial 

or economic abuse and control. Intimate 

partner violence by men against women is 

the most common form of family violence.2 

It is also important to recognise that family 

violence is often a pattern of behaviours 

and not necessarily one isolated incident.

The Family Violence Protection Act 2008 also 

defines family violence as any behaviour by a 

person that causes a child to hear or witness, 

or otherwise be exposed to the effects of family 

violence behaviours.3

 Note

Family means different things to different 

people. In the guide we use ‘family’ as an 

all encompassing term. It acknowledges 

the variety of relationships and structures 

that can make up family units and kinship 

networks, and the range of ways family 

violence can be experienced, including 

through family-like or carer relationships 

and other interpersonal relationships, and 

across all genders and sexualities.4
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What is primary prevention?
Primary prevention is different to the things 

you might initially think about when preventing 

family violence or violence against women is 

discussed – such as counselling, intervention 

orders, women’s shelters or better lighting 

in parks.

There are four levels of action that work together 

to contribute to a healthier, safer society.6 

By stopping violence before it happens, primary 

prevention reduces the need for the other 

levels of action.

What are the drivers of 
family violence and violence 
against women? 
Drivers are the social conditions that lead to 

violence. Established international evidence 

shows that there are four main gendered 

drivers that lead to violence against women. 

Family violence and violence against women 

is not caused by any one factor, but as more 

of these drivers are present, the probability 

of violence does too.

Recovery

Response

Early 
intervention

Primary 
prevention

Recovery  

is an ongoing 

process that 

enables victim-

survivors to find 

safety, health, 

wellbeing, resilience 

and to thrive in all 

areas of their life.

Response 

(or tertiary or crisis 

response) supports 

victim survivors of 

family violence and 

violence against 

women, and holds 

people who use 

violence to account. 

This is done with the 

aim of preventing 

recurring violence 

or minimising its 

long-term impacts.

Early intervention 

(or secondary 

response) aims to 

reduce the risk of 

violence recurring 

or escalating by 

responding to 

the early signs of 

family violence 

and violence 

against women 

and targeting 

high-risk individuals 

and groups.

Primary prevention 

aims to stop 

violence from 

happening at all 

through social 

change that 

addresses the 

underlying drivers 

of why it occurs.

Figure 1: The levels of action for a healthier, safer society



6

The role of local government 
in primary prevention
Councils have a responsibility to their 

community to do work that will prevent family 

violence and all forms of violence against 

women before it happens. Local government 
is uniquely positioned to do this through their 

deep-rooted community connections, and 

many councils have been undertaking primary 

prevention work for a long time. 

Councils:

• are often one of the largest employers in their 

community, with the ability to influence their 

employees directly and set an example for 

other employers

• deliver services – many of them face-to-face – 

across the community to residents from birth to 

old age and across many settings and sectors

• have strong community connections as the 

arm of government closest to the community, 

including with individuals, businesses, 

community groups and other organisations

• are community leaders, especially in regional 

and rural settings.

Local government’s role in primary prevention 

is further recognised through legislated 

obligations. The pieces of legislation that are 

relevant to primary prevention are:

• Gender Equality Act 2020

• The Charter of Human Rights and 

Responsibilities Act 2006 

• The Local Government Act 2020

• The Public Health and Wellbeing Act 2008 

• Child Wellbeing and Safety Act 2005

• Family Violence Protection Act 2008

• Fair Work Act 2009

• Equal Opportunity Act 2010

• Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004.

Councils are not alone when it comes to primary 

prevention. Local government is part of a network 

of primary prevention that involves organisations 

ranging from entire government agencies to 

not-for-profits and individual advocates.

 

These drivers may manifest differently across 

the diverse range of cultures, background and 

faiths in the community.

Discrimination in all forms – ableism, racism, 

ageism, homophobia and others – create 

an environment where power is not equally 

shared and leaves some groups more likely 

to experience violence.

An intersectional approach recognises that 

overlapping structures and forms of oppression 

create different forms and patterns of violence 

and can add up to greater severity or frequency 

of violence against some people.

Gendered drivers of violence against 
women7, 8, 9

• Condoning of violence against women.

• Men’s control of decision making and limits 

to women’s independence in public life 

and relationships.

• Rigid gender roles and dominant forms 

of masculinity.

• Male peer relationships and cultures of 

masculinity that emphasise aggression, 

dominance and control.

Reinforcing factors that make 
family violence and violence against 
women more likely

• The condoning of violence in general 

in our society.

• Experience of or exposure to violence.

• Factors that weaken prosocial behaviour.

• Backlash and resistance.
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Figure 2: Whole-of-council model

Characteristics of a whole-of-council approach to primary prevention

Critical elements required for successful primary prevention

Monitoring, evaluation and dissemination

Councils’ domains of influence

Shared understanding 
of purpose and goals 

Leadership  
commitment

Organisational fluency 
in primary prevention

Council as a 
workplace

Council as a 
service provider

Council as a 
connector

Focus areas for implementation (examples)

Councillors as leaders 
and decision-makers

a. Internal 
communication 
and engagement 

b. Community 
communication 
and engagement 

c. Aboriginal self-
determination 

d. Applying 
intersectional 
practice and 
inclusion of 
diverse groups

e. Inclusion of 
people with lived 
experience 

f. Anticipation 
and response to 
resistance and 
backlash 

g. Connection to the 
response sector 
and support for 
victim-survivors 

h. Support from 
specialists 

i. Internal and 
external 
partnerships 

Gender 
equal 

leadership

Recruitment 
and leave

Promotion  
and 

remuneration

Review of 
policies and 
procedures

Inclusion  
of diverse 

views

Staff 
capability 

development

Maternal  
and child 

health

Role 
modelling

Early  
years

Planning  
and  

spaces

Sports  
and 

recreation

Promoting 
self- 

determination

Business 
support

Council  
staff as 

leaders in 
community

Engagement 
and 

education

Community 
group 

support

The whole-of-council model  
for primary prevention

The guide is based on a whole-of-council 

model. Whole-of-council means that primary 

prevention is built into every part of the council, 

from policies and enterprise agreements to 

the physical and cultural environment, through 

to council services and community work. 

Everyone in council understands and plays their 

part in elevating opportunities to prevent family 

violence and all forms of violence against women 

and make a difference in their community. 
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Figure 3: Whole-of-council model explanation

Continued following page

Characteristics of a whole-of-council approach to primary prevention

Monitoring, evaluation and dissemination

Councils’ domains of influence

A shared understanding of purpose and goals positions primary prevention as an 
expectation, not an option. It sets the foundation for a coordinated approach to achieve 
long-term change in the organisation and community. A primary prevention strategy that 
aligns with internal and external (state-wide or regional) plans ensures the work gets done 
while also contributing to wider prevention efforts.

Leadership commitment to primary prevention sets clear expectations, enables people 
to act and holds council to account for progress towards its goals.

Organisational fluency in primary prevention is achieved when all council staff understand 
their role in primary prevention, and it is part of their day-to-day role and act on 
that understanding.

Councils have a critical role to play in preventing family violence and violence 
against women.

Council as a workplace and employer (teal quadrant in Figure 4) can lead by example by: 

• embedding primary prevention in all aspects of how they operate

• ensuring that they meet their obligations as an employer by providing and maintaining 
a safe workplace.

Council as a service provider (yellow quadrant) engage with residents across their entire 
lifespan, which provides an opportunity to address the drivers of violence in their delivery 
of core services.

Council as a connector (red quadrant) can use their community knowledge to bring 
together diverse groups and organisations to increase awareness, commitment and action 
for primary prevention.

Councillors as leaders and decision makers (purple quadrant) can model behaviours that 
promote gender equality and primary prevention to set an example in their community 
and support changes in social norms and expectations.

Figure 4 includes example actions across the four domains to address the drivers of family 
violence and violence against women.

Each council should choose relevant focus areas based on need, existing strengths 

and community preferences.

Monitoring, evaluation and dissemination are critical for ongoing improvement. Developing 
a consistent approach to these activities will provide councils with a ‘common language’ 
to celebrate success and build a robust evidence base. 

Monitoring and evaluation does not have to be a complex exercise. There are opportunities 
to build on the strong foundation of existing tools, guidance and resources.
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Figure 3: Whole-of-council model explanation (continued)

Critical elements required for successful primary prevention

a. Internal communication and engagement 

Aligning internal stakeholders by effectively framing and communicating the council’s 

primary prevention work is fundamental. An ongoing conversation about primary 

prevention will reinforce the culture change and celebrate success.

b. Community communication and engagement 

Clear communication and active engagement helps tailor primary prevention to the 

local context, builds a sense of shared ownership of the initiatives and goals, and brings 

the community along the change journey with you.

c. Aboriginal self-determination 

Self-determination is an ‘ongoing process of choice’ to ensure that Aboriginal peoples 

can meet their social, cultural and economic needs. When councils do primary prevention 

work that will impact Aboriginal peoples, representatives from Aboriginal communities 

and services should be involved early (not as an add-on). 

d. Applying intersectional practice and inclusion of diverse groups

An intersectional approach considers how people’s social identities (such as race, 

gender, sexuality, religion, disability, age) can overlap to create different experiences. 

It’s important to recognise that there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution in primary 

prevention. We need to continuously engage with diverse groups to understand their 

perspectives and tailor solutions to meet their needs. 

e. Inclusion of people with lived experience 

Including the perspectives of people who have experienced violence, such as the Victim 

Survivors Advisory Council (VSAC), leads to better outcomes for victim survivors and 

communities. Through this engagement, councils demonstrate their commitment 

to ensuring their initiatives address real-life challenges.

f. Anticipation and response to resistance and backlash 

As with many shifts in social progress, there may be backlash or resistance to primary 

prevention from some segments of the community, including council colleagues. It is 

essential to be prepared for this and develop counterstrategies to respond and ensure 

initiatives are successful.

g. Connection to the response sector and support for victim-survivors 

Primary prevention must be linked to the broader system of early intervention and crisis 

response – this includes having protocols in place to appropriately respond to staff 

and residents who disclose they are experiencing or perpetrating violence.

h. Support from specialists 

While primary prevention is part of everyone’s role, engaging internal and 

external specialists in primary prevention ensures that initiatives are aligned with 

contemporary evidence.

i. Internal and external partnerships 

Partnering across council departments and with external organisations creates a 

shared understanding of primary prevention objectives, mutually reinforcing activities 

and consistent messages across the community. Partnerships reduce duplication 

and increase the depth, breadth and reach of primary prevention work.
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Council as a 
workplace

1 Gender equal and 
diverse leadership

2 Equitable leave 
entitlements

3 Targets for equitable 
recruitment

4 Gender equal access 
to sports facilities

5 Education on respectful 
relationships

6 Promoting independence 
and access of all groups

7 Building networks with 
a sense of belonging

8 Inclusive social and 
physical spaces

9 Challenging gender 
stereotypes

10 Partnering with 
local services and 
businesses

11 Seeking diverse 
perspectives

12 Connecting 
community 
organisations

13 Enabling self-
determination of 
First Nations people

14 Civic leadership and 
role modelling

15 Balanced support 
for events focused 
for different genders 
and groups

16 Funding projects that 
create equitable and 
accessible space

Council as a 
service provider

Council as a 
connector

Councillors as leaders 
and decision makers

Figure 4: Councils’ domains of influence

SCHOOL

COMMUNITY CENTRE

Citizen

C
o

u
n

ci
ls

 a
s 

a
 

Councils as a

Councillo
rs a

s lea
d

ers & 

Councils as a 

w
or

k
p

la
ce

decisio
n

-m
a

kers

connector

service provider

TOWN 
HALL

1

10

11

12

13

14
15

16

4
5

6

7

8
9

2

3



11

Overview of the guide

Structure of the guide
This guide is designed to help you make the whole-of-council model come to life in your council. 

Please note, real life and good practice are messier than a model on a page – some elements, 

such as organisational fluency, are developed throughout multiple sections.

Critical elements 
required for successful 
primary prevention

Characteristics of 
a whole-of-council 
approach to primary 
prevention

Monitoring, 
evaluation and 
dissemination

Councils’ domains 
of influence

Figure 5: Whole-of-council model 
and the guide

Contents

Section 1
Health check

See the ‘bigger picture’ – 
understand how you compare to 
the whole-of-council model and 
identify possible focus areas.

Section 2
Council 
responsibilities 
and engagement 
approaches

Understand the different roles 
that people across council can 
play and build support for primary 
prevention work.

Section 3
Strategy 
integration 

Define a strategy for primary 
prevention work and consider how 
to integrate it with existing plans.

Section 4
Building 
organisational 
capability

Understand the who, what, 
when and where of capability 
development for primary 
prevention work.

Section 5
Embedding 
this work into 
everyone’s roles

Identify actions to embed primary 
prevention into day-to-day work 
for each functional area of council.

Section 6
Tailored action 
plans

Plan for a successful primary 
prevention initiative.

Section 7
Monitoring, 
evaluation and 
dissemination

Undertake monitoring and 
evaluation of your primary 
prevention work and share your 
learnings with other councils.

Throughout 
this guide

Guidance about the critical 
elements appears throughout 
the Guide to help you embed them 
into your practice.
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User journeys through the guide
Everyone in council has a role but not everyone needs to play every role. Each section of the guide 

includes action-focused guidance to support development of each model component in your council. 

You can engage with the most relevant sections of the guide for your role and context. There are 

four journeys that you can take through the guide. Depending on your council, one person may 

follow multiple journeys.

Figure 6: User journeys and relevant sections of the guide

I AM A

Doer

I AM A

Leader

I AM A

Specialist

I AM A

Strategist

who wants to 
understand 

how primary 
prevention relates 

to my role and 
day-to-day work

You are one of the 
many staff at council 
whose work isn’t 
specifically in the 
family violence or 
gender equality 
space, but who still 
has a role to play in 
primary prevention. 
You might be a team 
member working to 
deliver services to the 
community, managing 
the delivery of new 
works or working in 
finance.

The guide will help you 
understand your role 
in primary prevention 
and how you can 
embed it into your 
everyday work.

in my team or 
department who 

wants to plan and 
embed primary 
prevention work

As a leader, you are 
well-placed to embed 
primary prevention 
into your team’s work 
and enable them to 
learn more about It. 
You might be a team 
leader supporting 
your people to 
thrive, an executive 
leader responsible 
for outcomes or a 
Councillor leading 
your organisation 
and community.

The guide will help you 
understand your role 
in primary prevention, 
plan initiatives to 
embed it in the work 
your area does and 
support others to 
learn and engage in 
primary prevention.

who wants to 
support teams and 
individuals on their 
primary prevention 

journey

As a specialist in 
gender equality or 
primary prevention, 
you can support 
people across council 
to build their skills 
and take primary 
prevention action. 
You might already 
be working in a 
dedicated primary 
prevention role or be 
promoting gender 
equality in your area 
of council.

The guide will help 
you support others to 
understand their role 
in primary prevention 
and equip them to 
plan and conduct 
their own initiatives.

who wants to get 
a council-wide 

view and help my 
organisation be 

more strategic about 
primary prevention

You might be an 
officer in the CEO or 
Community Planning 
office or a primary 
prevention expert who 
is looking to identify all 
the primary prevention 
work happening in 
council, highlight gaps 
and opportunities. and 
lead your organisation 
towards a whole-of-
council approach.

The guide will help 
you understand the 
distinct roles your 
council colleagues 
play, integrate 
primary prevention 
into governance 
documents, assess 
current work and 
monitor progress.

2 5 6 2 3 5 6 7 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 7

Role

Description

Relevant sections
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Glossary

Term Definition

Ableism Ableism is a set of practices 
and dominant attitudes in 
society that devalue and limit 
the potential of persons with 
disability, in favour of people 
without disability. An ableist 
society is said to be one 
that treats non-disabled 
individuals as the standard 
of ‘normal living’, which 
results in public and private 
places, services, and policies 
that are built to serve 
‘standard’ people, thereby 
inherently excluding people 
with disability.

Ageism Ageism refers to the 
stereotypes (how we think), 
prejudice (how we feel) and 
discrimination (how we act) 
towards others or oneself 
based on age.

Backlash The resistance, hostility 
or aggression that gender 
equality or violence prevention 
strategies are met with 
by some groups.

From a feminist perspective, 
backlash can be understood 
as an inevitable response to 
challenges to male dominance, 
power or status – and is 
often interpreted as a sign 
that such challenges are 
proving effective.10 

Term Definition

Class A system of structured 
inequality based on unequal 
distributions of power, 
education, wealth and income 
that determine social position 
and status.11 

Emotional or 
psychological 
violence

Can include a range of 
controlling behaviours 
such as control of finances, 
isolation from family and 
friends, continual humiliation, 
threats against children or 
being threatened with injury 
or death.12 

Gender The socially learnt roles, 
behaviours, activities and 
attributes that any given 
society considers appropriate 
for men and women – 
gender defines masculinity 
and femininity.

Gender expectations vary 
between cultures and can 
change over time.13 
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Term Definition

Gender-
based 
violence

Any form of violence 
targeting a person on the 
basis of their gender or 
gender presentation. It is 
recognised that gender-based 
violence disproportionality 
effects women.14 

Gender 
equality

As defined in the Gender 
Equality Act 2020: equality 
of rights, opportunities, 
responsibilities and outcomes 
between persons of 
different genders.

Gender 
equity

Entails the provision of 
fairness and justice in the 
distribution of benefits 
and responsibilities based 
on gender. The concept 
recognises that people may 
have different needs and 
power related to their gender 
and that these differences 
should be identified and 
addressed in a manner that 
rectifies gender-related 
imbalances.15 

Term Definition

Homophobia Homophobia includes 
prejudice, discrimination, 
harassment and acts of 
violence brought on by 
fear and hatred of people 
who are homosexual or 
thought to be homosexual. 
(See also: transphobia) 

Intimate 
partner 
violence

Any behaviour within 
an intimate relationship 
(including current or past 
marriages, domestic 
partnerships or dates) that 
causes physical, sexual 
or psychological harm.

This is the most common form 
of violence against women.16 

Lived 
experience

Lived experience is defined 
as ‘personal knowledge about 
the world gained through 
direct, first-hand involvement 
in everyday events rather 
than through representations 
constructed by other people.’17

It also includes ‘the 
experiences of people on 
whom a social issue or 
combination of issues has 
had a direct impact,’18 such 
as a sibling of a woman killed 
through an act of intimate 
partner violence.

Racism Racism is when a person 
is treated worse, excluded, 
disadvantaged, harassed, 
bullied, humiliated or 
degraded because of their 
race or ethnicity (including 
people’s colour, nationality, 
citizenship, and ethnic 
or national origins). 

Transphobia Transphobia is the fear, 
hatred, disbelief, or 
mistrust of people who are 
transgender, thought to be 
transgender, or whose gender 
expression doesn’t conform 
to traditional gender roles. 
(See also: homophobia)
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