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1. Executive Summary 
Communities for Children (C4C) Bendigo, in 
consultation with key stakeholders across the Early 
Years, Education, Health, Community Services sectors 
and the broader community, have identified family 
violence as a key factor affecting child development 
in the Bendigo region. C4C Bendigo believe that the 
Early Years sector play a critical role in addressing 
family violence, particularly in relation to the impact of 
violence on children. It is within this context that C4C 
Bendigo initiated the development of a family violence 
action plan for the Early Years sector.

Family violence is a significant community issue and 
levels of violence are unacceptably high. Women and 
children are overwhelmingly the predominant victims 
of family violence. Whilst most men are not violent, the 
vast majority of family violence is perpetrated by men 
against women.

Children experience and are impacted by family 
violence either through violence targeted towards 
them, by witnessing family violence towards a family 
member; usually their mothers, and also through 
fearing violence occurring. When a child experiences 
family violence, their development, health and safety 
are significantly impacted. Children living with family 
violence are at risk of long-term negative impacts on 
their overall wellbeing, including physical and mental 
health, educational attainment, and employment 
outcomes. 

The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan 
recognises the need to place children front and centre 
of any efforts to address family violence. It focuses on 
children’s experience and ways in which children can 
be protected from the effects of family violence. The 
ultimate aim of this initiative is to reduce the impact of 
family violence on children in Bendigo.

The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan also 
recognises the importance of acting early to make a 
difference, highlighting the important role that Early 
Years services play in children’s lives. It provides 
an innovative approach to resourcing and capacity 
building within the Early Years sector with a focus on 
training as well as building alignment between these 
services and the specialist family violence system.   

There is also acknowledgment that the wider 
community can play a key role in preventing violence 
by changing attitudes, providing early response to 
people at risk and improving responses to women and 
children who experience violence, and to the men who 
perpetrate it.

The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan for 
Bendigo seeks to: 

• Articulate the drivers of family violence and impacts 
on children;

• Highlight the current local initiatives that are 
responding to family violence and working at 
protecting children;

• Place local initiatives more broadly within a regional, 
state and national context; 

• Highlight priority areas for safeguarding our children 
and addressing family violence; 

• Make recommendations for practical actions 
that can be utilised by anyone working with and 
supporting children who are experiencing, or are at 
risk of experiencing, family violence.
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Consultations and research have led to the 
development of a range of mutually reinforcing 
strategic actions across the spectrum of preventing, 
intervening earlier and responding to children, along 
with hearing the voice of children, particularly those 
aged 0-5 years. The overarching key action areas of 
the C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan are: 

• Hearing Children’s Voices – Children are 
represented in project or program design and 
development.

• Prevention – The Early Years sector is engaged 
in violence prevention initiatives that change 
community attitudes to violence and work towards 
gender equity.

• Intervening earlier – Children who have 
experienced, or are experiencing, family violence 
are identified earlier. The universal service sector 
has increased understanding of the impacts and 
underlying causes of family violence on children 
and has increased knowledge, skills and confidence 
to provide appropriate support and referrals. 

• Response – Programs, models and partnerships 
address service gaps and children are well 
supported through a range of intervention and 
therapeutic responses.

The actions build on work that is already happening 
to prevent and respond to violence against women 
and children, at local, state and national levels. It 
addresses the key drivers of family violence to work 
on cultural and attitudinal change as well as strategies 
to improve existing system responses; including 
coordination within the family violence specialist 
system response and the systems that address 
vulnerable children/children’s safety. It identifies the 
need to better coordinate and deliver specific services 
to the independent needs of children, recognising this 
as a gap. It provides some insight into research and 
good practice to guide the development of supports, 
services or programs. 

The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan 
is designed to be implemented locally by the Early 
Years sector and anyone working with young children 
in collaboration with C4C Bendigo and the specialist 
family violence service system. Endorsement will also 
be sought from the Bendigo Early Years Coordination 
Group and the First Quarter Leadership Group.
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2. Early Years Family Violence  
Action Plan for Bendigo 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 

When children are exposed to violence, particularly over a prolonged 
period of time, the impact on their health and development outcomes is 
significant. Additionally, a lack of safety and stability in a child’s life can 
cause further physical, emotional and relational harm.1 The cumulative 
effects of family violence are highly toxic to the developing child and 
directly impacts on parenting capability, negatively affecting parent-child 
attachment.2  

Protecting children, addressing child safety and reducing all forms of 
violence are national priorities. The past year has seen the issue of family 
violence become increasingly urgent for the Government. The sense of 
national emergency has led to a Royal Commission in Victoria, addressed 
through the Council of Australian Governments (COAG), and a number 
of new Government initiatives in 2015 (outlined later). There is a national 
willingness to examine and tackle the issue at this time. 

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) endorsement of the 
National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2009-2020 (the 
National framework), represents bipartisan support across all State and 
Territory governments. Under the National Framework, protecting children 
is everyone’s business. Furthermore, the National Plan to Reduce 
Violence against Women and their Children 2010-2022 (the National 
Plan) provides a similar coordinated framework to ensure women and 
their children receive the support and information they need. The National 
Plan acknowledges that living free from violence is everyone’s right, 
and reducing violence is everyone’s responsibility. The development of 
subsequent State and local plans, frameworks and coalitions take this 
collective commitment and responsibility even further. The C4C Early 
Years Family Violence Action Plan for Bendigo seeks to align and link 
with regional, state and national plans and frameworks by initiating 
strategies and actions that can be undertaken locally to address child 
safety and reduce family violence.  

Safeguarding children and addressing the impacts of family violence on 
children is vital if we want to ensure they develop to their full potential. 
This requires a community wide commitment to prioritising the safety, 
attachment and development needs of children. Children need to feel 
safe and secure, to be listened to and taken seriously.3 Therefore, 
including the voices of children and families in the design of programs 
and services is also vital. The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action 
Plan aims to provide guidance to those working with, or supporting 
children, to respond to children’s needs in an appropriate and timely way, 
and to help collectively provide a safety net for children across the service 
system. 

1 Department of Human Services, 2013, Assessing children and young people – experiencing family violence, A practice guide for family 
violence practitioners (Melbourne: Victorian Government Department of Human Services). 2 Department of Human Services, 2007, Cu-
mulative harm: a conceptual overview. (Melbourne: Department of Human Services). 3 Cathy Humphreys, Claire Houghton and Jane Ellis, 
2008, Literature Review: Better Outcomes for Children and Young People Experiencing Domestic Abuse – Directions for Good Practice 
(Edinburgh: Scottish Government).
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2.2 WHO WE ARE  

Communities for Children (C4C) Bendigo is part of the 
Communities for Children national initiative funded 
by the Department of Social Services (DSS) as part 
of their Families and Communities Programme. The 
overarching focus of C4C is to provide integrated 
services for families with children 0-12 years, 
particularly vulnerable and disadvantaged families, 
in order to improve child wellbeing and development, 
safety and family functioning. 

St Luke’s Anglicare (a division of Anglicare Victoria) 
co-ordinates the initiative locally, working alongside 
several partner organisations, who deliver specific 
projects that aim to improve long term outcomes for 
children and families. 

The C4C Bendigo Action Plan 2015-2017 outlines the 
outcomes and key activities for the current iteration 
of C4C. Projects currently being implemented under 
C4C Bendigo have a focus on: early learning/literacy, 
addressing family violence, culturally safe spaces and 
practices, parenting and family support; and education 
and/or employment pathways. 

In 2013, the C4C Bendigo Committee agreed on a 
set of key outcome areas that would shape the work 
undertaken by this initiative. Family violence was one 
of these areas. Thus formed the Early Years Family 
Violence project; a partnership between C4C Bendigo 
and the Centre for Non-Violence (CNV). 

The CNV, a specialist family violence service, provide 
a range of programs and support to women (and 
their children) experiencing family violence, alongside 
programs to men who use violence towards their 
families. The CNV provides services and programs 
through a continuum of interventions: prevention, 
protection, recovery, counselling and support 
throughout the Loddon Campaspe sub-region. CNV 
also provides early intervention violence prevention 
through the delivery of the renowned Solving the 
Jigsaw classroom program and its work extends to the 
prevention of violence in the community. 

The CNV leads the development and implementation 
of the C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan. 
A C4C Early Years Family Violence Prevention 
Project Worker is based within the Prevention and 
Development team at CNV and will support the roll 
out of key activities within the C4C Early Years Family 
Violence Action Plan. 
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2.3 METHODOLOGY – HOW THE INFORMATION FOR THIS 
ACTION PLAN WAS GATHERED

A project advisory group consisting of members from the CNV and 
C4C Bendigo collaborated closely in the development of the C4C Early 
Years Family Violence Action Plan. The group came together during the 
development phase to identify relevant research, explore and progress 
ideas, and to plan and refine strategies and actions. 

The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan Advisory Group 
members included: 

Centre for Non Violence
Robyn Trainor, Manager Prevention and Development
Jude Di Manno, Violence Prevention Projects Coordinator 
Sharlene Farrugia, Regional Integration Coordinator 

Communities for Children Bendigo 
John Bonnice, Director of Strategy and Innovation, 
Sue King-Smith, Manager, Communities for Children
Naarah Dawes, Coordinator, Communities for Children 

In order to obtain information and establish the foundations for the C4C 
Early Years Family Violence Action Plan, the following consultations were 
undertaken by the CNV team:

• Two facilitated workshops with members of the Early Years sector  
to explore:  
- Prevalence and definition of family violence and the impact on 

children
- Presentations of family violence along with issues within the Early 

Years setting
- Exploration of what services do now and what is needed to prevent 

family violence
- Strategies, priority areas for action and proposed actions
- Present best practice programs, models and examples 

• Individual consultations with workers from across the Early Years 
sector in Bendigo

• Interviews with key workers from the local Aboriginal service 
organisation (Bendigo and District Aboriginal Co-operative) focussing 
on the needs and circumstances of Aboriginal children.

A research process was also undertaken to ensure the C4C Early Years 
Family Violence Action Plan, 1) aligned with regional, state and national 
plans and frameworks, 2) provided a comprehensive and holistic way 
to address family violence (with an emphasis on supporting the Early 
Years sector), and 3) complemented research findings and identified best 
practice responses in working with children experiencing family violence.  
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2.4 OUR APPROACH

Building on current research and best practice models, along with 
recognising and aligning with the National, State and local priorities, this 
C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan will focus on the following:

• Developing and supporting the implementation of a local level strategic 
action plan,

• Highlighting opportunities where the Early Years sector across 
Bendigo, and anyone supporting children, can help protect and 
respond to the needs of our local children,

• Recognising that Aboriginal and culturally and linguistically diverse 
families and communities need strategies that are sensitive to their 
needs and are culturally safe,

• Embracing the development of local partnerships for local responses,
• Listening to the voice of children.

During the initial information gathering stage, the following barriers to 
supporting children and addressing family violence in the Early Years 
sector locally were identified. For the purpose of the C4C Early Years 
Family Violence Action Plan these areas need to be acknowledged and/or 
addressed where possible:

• Specialist family violence services are funded to support women and 
their children experiencing and escaping family violence, and are 
under-resourced to support children directly.

• Strategies for the primary prevention of family violence are 
predominantly targeted at adults, not children.

• Specialist family violence services and the Early Years sector are not 
effectively aligned.

• Many Early Years sector workers, particularly those providing universal 
services, are under-resourced to support children experiencing family 
violence.

• There is a significant gap in support and services for children who have 
experienced family violence overall. 

The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan was primarily 
developed in response to the prevalence of children experiencing and 
witnessing family violence in the Bendigo area coupled with the need for 
an alignment between the family violence specialist system and universal 
service system responses to family violence.



10 Communities For Children Early Years Family Violence Action Plan for Bendigo - 2016

3. About Family Violence 
and Impact on Children  
3.1 DEFINING FAMILY VIOLENCE

In Australia, violence against women and children can 
be called many different things, including domestic 
violence, family violence, intimate partner violence, 
sexual harassment and sexual assault. For the 
purpose of the C4C Early Years Family Violence 
Action Plan we have chosen to use the term family 
violence. For our purposes, the term ‘family violence’ 
refers to a wide range of physical, social, sexual, 
financial, spiritual, emotional/psychological, cultural 
and systemic abuses between people who are in a 
relationship, and amongst family members, kinship 
networks and communities. It is important to note 
family violence also refers to the above behaviours 
heard or witnessed by a child.  

Family violence includes violent behaviour that is 
repeated, controlling, threatening and coercive and 
that occurs between people who have had, or are 
having, an intimate relationship. In most cases, 
the violent behaviour is part of a range of tactics 
used by men to exercise power and control over 
women and children and can be both criminal and 
noncriminal. Family violence therefore includes 
physical assaults and a range of tactics including 
intimidation, threats, emotional and psychological 
torment, economic control, property damage, social 
isolation and any other behaviour that causes a 
person to live in fear.4

Whilst only some of the described behaviours of family 
violence are deemed criminal offences, any behaviour 
that causes the victim to live in fear is unacceptable.

For the purpose of action taken through the Victorian 
legal system, the Family Violence Protection Act 2008 
defines family violence as:

(a) behaviour by a person towards a family member of 
that person if that behaviour –
(i) is physically or sexually abusive; or
(ii)  is emotionally or psychologically abusive; or
(iii) is economically abusive; or
(iv) is threatening; or
(v) is coercive; or
(vi) in any other way controls or dominates the 

family member and causes that family member 
to feel fear for the safety or wellbeing of that 
family member or another person; or

(b) behaviour by a person that causes a child to hear 
or witness, or otherwise be exposed to the effects 
of, behaviour referred to in paragraph (a).

Family violence can happen in all kinds of families 
and within various kinship relationships, irrespective of 
race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, sexuality, age or 
ability. 

Aboriginal definitions of family violence are broader 
and more encompassing than those used in a 
mainstream context. The term family violence takes 
place within the extended nature of Aboriginal families 
and impacts on a wide range of kin and community 
members. 

Other culturally and linguistically diverse communities 
within Australia may also have their own definition of 
and mechanisms for dealing with family violence. 

People with a disability may also experience family 
violence, not only from family members, but from 
paid or unpaid carers, in family like relationships, and 
residential settings. This has now been recognised in 
the Family Violence Protection Act 2008 under family-
like relationships.

4  Department of Human Services, Family Violence Risk Assessment and Risk Management Frameworks and Practice Guides 1-3 (2nd 
edn, Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012).



5  Department of Justice, Measuring Family Violence in Victoria, Victorian Family Violence Database, Volume 5.  Eleven Year Trend Analysis 
1999-2010. (Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012)  6  Vic Health, The Health Costs of Violence: Measuring the burden of disease caused 
by intimate partner violence,  2010 (reprint), Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, Victoria  7  VicHealth, Australians’ attitudes to violence 
against women, Findings from the 2013 National Community Attitudes towards Violence Against Women Survey (NCAS), (Melbourne: Victo-
rian Health Promotion Foundation, 2014).  8  Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Homelessness 
Taskforce, The Road Home: A National Approach to reducing Homelessness (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2008)  9  Department 
of Human Services, 2013, Assessing children and young people – experiencing family violence. A practice guide for family violence practi-
tioners (Melbourne: Victorian Government Department of Human Services).  10  St. Luke’s Anglicare, 2013, The State of Bendigo’s Children 
Report, (Bendigo: St Luke’s Anglicare).  11  Centre for Non-Violence, Loddon Campaspe data, 2012.  12  Department of Human Services, 
2013, Assessing children and young people – experiencing family violence. A practice guide for family violence practitioners (Melbourne: 
Victorian Government Department of Human Services).  13  State of Victoria, The State of Victoria’s Children Report (Melbourne: Victoria, 
2011)  14  The National Council to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children, The Cost of Violence against women and their 
children, (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009)  15  Safety Taskforce, Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 
Affairs, Commonwealth of Australia, 2009, The Cost of Violence against Women and their Children (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia)  
16  Department of Human Services, Family Violence Risk Assessment and Risk Management Frameworks and Practice Guides 1-3 (2nd 
edn., Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012)  17  Vic Health, (2007), Preventing violence before it occurs: A framework and background 
paper to guide the primary prevention of violence against women in Victoria, (Melbourne: VicHealth)

3.2 WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT FAMILY 
VIOLENCE  

It is important to firstly note that family violence is a 
gendered crime, meaning it has an unequal impact on 
women. While anyone can be a victim or perpetrator of 
family violence, it is understood, at both a national and 
international level, that family violence is predominantly 
committed by men against women and children.5 To 
this extent the child’s experience and impacts of family 
violence is therefore explored in this report within 
the context of women’s experiences of violence and 
gendered vulnerability.

Violence against women and their children is one of the 
most pervasive and damaging issues in our society. 
Family violence is the leading cause of death, illness 
and disability for women aged 18 to 44, and is greater 
than any other health risk factor.6 One woman in three 
has experienced physical violence, since the age of 157 
and currently, every week more than one woman dies 
at the hands of a current or former partner in Australia. 

Family violence impacts on all facets of women and 
children’s health and wellbeing, with profound, wide-
ranging and long term effects. Abuse can have a 
serious long-term impact on the way a person thinks 
and interacts with the world around them. The main 
reason that women give for seeking assistance from 
government funded homelessness services is domestic 
or family violence.8 

Many Australian women and children experience 
violence every day, in their homes and in the 
community, with one woman in three reporting 
experiencing physical violence since the age of fifteen.9   
One third of women who experienced violence from 
a partner continue to experience it when they are 
pregnant and for those women, 15% said the violence 
commenced during pregnancy. 

Family violence is becoming increasingly prevalent, 
with over 65,000 police reported incidents in Victoria 
alone, during 2014-15. In Bendigo, reported incidences 
of family violence are higher than the state average 
and Victorian Police Crime Statistics show a significant 
increase in family violence incidents reported to police, 

from 649 in 2011 to 1165 in 2013.10 In Bendigo alone, 
there was a 57.3% increase in reporting by police 
between 2008 and 2013, with 43% of cases reporting 
that children were present.11  

More than one million Australian children are affected 
by family violence and close to a quarter of young 
people have witnessed physical violence against their 
mothers.12 The 2011 State of Victoria’s Children Report 
states that in regional areas the percentage of children 
and young people who are present and witness family 
violence is consistently higher compared to that in 
metropolitan areas.13  

Family violence also has significant socio-economic 
consequences for the broader community, with the 
cost of violence against women and their children to 
the Australian community calculated at $14.7 billion 
in 2013.14 This is forecasted to rise to $15.6 billion by 
2021.15  

Some groups of women are more at risk of 
experiencing family violence. Pregnant women, 
women with children, women living in rural or remote 
areas, women from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds, and Aboriginal women all face increased 
risk and are more vulnerable to experience family 
violence.

Aboriginal women and children experience 
disproportionately high levels of family violence.16 
Aboriginal women and girls are also 35 times more 
likely to end up in hospital because of family violence 
than other Australian women and girls. The incidence 
of violence in Victorian Aboriginal communities is widely 
understood to be due to the impacts of ‘contemporary 
social and economic marginalisation and historical 
impacts of colonisation and the associated disruption 
to Indigenous culture and identity’.17 Family violence is 
not part of Aboriginal culture and the nature of family 
violence within Aboriginal communities is complex, 
particularly given the disadvantage experienced by 
Aboriginal people and the effects of trans-generational 
abuse and trauma.
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GENDER 
INEQUALITY

RIGID ADHERENCE 
TO GENDER ROLES 
AND STEREOTYPES

‘…little girls want to grow 
up to get married and be a 

mummy’

‘Boys don’t cry’

ATTITUDES, NORMS, 
BEHAVIOURS AND 
PRACTICES THAT 
SUPPORT VIOLENCE

‘Boys will be boys; they hit 
and are physical’

3.3 WHY IT IS OCCURRING  

Understanding what causes violence against women 
and children can be challenging as the causes are 
complicated and varied. Family violence occurs within 
a broader sociocultural context which is inevitably 
interwoven with a myriad of individual attitudes, 
complex human relationships, social and cultural 
practices. However, there is strong national and 
international research indicating there are three key 
drivers, or contributing factors, that create the culture 
and preconditions for violence against women and 
children to occur.  The identified contributing factors are:

Gender inequality: the reality that women and men do 
not experience access to equal resources, do not have 
equal power and their work is not valued equally. 

Rigid adherence to gender roles: perceptions of 
what constitutes appropriate behaviour based on sex, 
or assumptions of what a man or a woman do better, 
purely due to their gender.

Attitudes, norms, behaviours and practices that 
support violence: for example, that violence can be 
excused or minimised depending on the circumstances; 
that some forms of violence are not as bad or serious 
as others or that violence is an acceptable form of 
conflict resolution.18 

Of these contributing factors what underlies violence 
against women is gender inequality. Violence against 
women is both a cause and consequence of gender 
inequality. 

Whilst the severity and forms of violence used may be 
seen to be exacerbated by social and other stressors 
such as mental health issues, depression, poverty, 
unemployment, misuse of alcohol and other drugs, 
and create increased vulnerability for victims and 
perpetrators, these do not cause violence. 

3.4 THE IMPACT ON CHILDREN

The impact of family violence on children can affect 
their very sense of being; influencing their self-concept, 
interests, and behaviours. Children learn a certain 
way of doing, thinking and acting according to their 
environment and the messages they are being told 
or are witnessing. Their understanding of the way the 
world works and their formation of values are shaped by 
what they see modelled in their primary relationships, 
usually parents or carers.

The following diagram illustrates what messages, 
values and culture children may hear, see or experience 
as a result of growing up in an environment where 
family violence or gender inequality is present.

18  Vic Health, (2007), Preventing violence before it occurs: A framework and background paper to guide the primary prevention of violence 
against women in Victoria, (Melbourne: VicHealth)

‘Only Dads go to work – the 
Mums just stay at home’
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Gender inequality and rigid adherence to gender 
roles and stereotypes limit optimal development as 
internalising negative gender stereotypes impacts self-
esteem, self-worth and, in turn, opportunities to reach 
one’s full potential. 

When children, experience family violence, either 
directly or indirectly, the impacts on their development 
and wellbeing are numerous. The trauma of family 
violence can have a momentous impact on children’s 
development and, in turn, life-long consequences 
effecting their long term health and wellbeing. The 
experience of family violence can impact on a child’s 
psychological, social, emotional, behavioural and 
physical development, and cognitive functioning.19  
These impacts are most profound during periods of 
rapid neural and physical development, particularly – in 
utero to five years old. 

More and more is being understood about the 
neurological impact of family violence on infant and 
child brain development. At a fundamental level, 
when infants and children feel unsafe or threatened 
they focus on survival. Neurologically, this focus on 
survival means their brain function is concentrated on 
certain centres of the brain, namely the area activating 
the brain’s response to danger. When a brain isn’t 
able to focus on anything else it can lead to impaired 
development of other areas of the brain and fewer brain 
connections. This interference to brain development 
can result in anxiety, depression, and difficulty forming 
attachments to other people. 

In utero, neurological and physical development can 
also be affected by heightened maternal stress and 
sustained high cortisol levels activated as a result of 
family violence. These stress hormones can be passed 
into the baby and have been shown to have negative 
effects such as, impaired brain development, lowered 
immunity and inflammatory responses. Injuries to the 
foetus may also be sustained as a result of targeted 
physical violence towards the mother.20  

The cumulative effects of family violence can lead to 
a child being in prolonged and constant hyper- and/ 
or hypo- states of arousal and vigilance. This causes 
further detrimental delays on brain development 
whereby neurochemical systems are affected.21 Effects 
include impairment to concentration, attention and 
memory, impulse control, and fine motor skills. 

Overall, the toxic impact of chronic physiological and 
emotional stress affects an infant and child’s body, 
regulatory emotions and behaviour, as well as brain 
development. The impacts can manifest in a broad 
range of ways as the child grows; from internalising 
behaviours (such as withdrawal, anxiety, depression 
and disconnection) to externalising behaviours 
(such as physical aggression, conduct disorders and 
hyperactivity). Conditions such as post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) may result. Childhood exposure to 
family violence has also been linked to adolescent and 
adulthood mental health issues and mood disorders, 
poor academic levels, contact with the justice system, 
and psychosocial maladjustment.22  

Additionally, family violence can significantly impact on 
a mother’s ability to parent and form healthy attachment 
with the child. Healthy attachment between the mother 
and child is crucial for healthy neurological, social and 
emotional development.23  

Family violence is also one of the most significant risk 
factors and indicators for the co-incidence of child abuse 
and neglect.24  Highest rates of abuse and neglect occur 
among children aged less than 5 years old.25 

Aboriginal children (and their mothers) face increased 
risk of family violence and injury. The impact of family 
violence may be compounded by a loss of culture, 
identity and connection to place. This is particularly 
true if they move out of, or become isolated from, their 
country and community as a consequence of family 
violence. Aboriginal children are born into a broad 
community of care that consists of immediate family, 
extended family and the local community.26  

19  C.F. Rizo, R.J. Macy, D.M. Ermentrout & N.J. Johns. A review of family interventions for intimate partner violence with a child focus or 
child component. Aggression and Violence Behaviour vol. 16, 2011, p.145  20  Department of Human Services, 2013, Assessing children 
and young people–experiencing family violence. A practice guide for family violence practitioners (Melbourne: Victorian Government Depart-
ment of Human Services).  21  Australian Childhood Foundation, Safe and Secure: A trauma informed practice guide for understanding and 
responding to children and young people affected by family violence (Ringwood: Eastern Metropolitan Region Family Violence Partnership, 
2013)  22  C.F. Rizo, R.J. Macy, D.M. Ermentrout & N.J. Johns. A review of family interventions for intimate partner violence with a child 
focus or child component. Aggression and Violence Behaviour vol. 16, 2011, p.145  23  Australian Domestic & Family Violence Clearing 
House, Mother and Infant Attachment Theory and Domestic Violence: Crossing the Divide, Issue Paper 13 (Sydney, Australian Domestic & 
Family Violence Clearing House, 2007)  24  Gillinder Bedi and Chris Goddard, Intimate partner violence. What are the impacts on children? 
Australian Psychologist, 42 (2007) 66-77.  25  Phillip Cummins, Dorothy Scott and Bill Scales, Report of the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable 
Children Inquiry (Melbourne: Department of Premier and Cabinet, 2012)  26  Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency, Aboriginal Cultural 
Competence Framework, (Melbourne: State Government of Victoria, 2008, 18)
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Children experiencing family violence may display the following observable impacts per life stage (as outlined in 
the grid below).

UNBORN CHILD BABY (UNDER 
18MTHS)

TODDLER PRE SCHOOL 
CHILD

PRIMARY 
SCHOOL AGED 
CHILD

Poor growth and 
neural development

Physical injury and 
impairment

Excessive crying 

Excessive passivity 

Underweight for age 

Significant sleep 
difficulties 

Significant feeding 
difficulties

Reactions to loud 
voices or noises

Extreme wariness of 
new people

No verbal ‘play’ or 
sounds

Frequent illness

Excessive irritability 

Excessive 
compliance

Underweight for age

Significant sleep 
difficulties 

Significant feeding 
difficulties

Reactions to loud 
voices or noises

Extreme wariness of 
new people

Poor language 
development

Frequent illness

Extreme clinginess

Significant sleep 
difficulties 

Significant eating 
difficulties

Poor concentration 
in play

Inability to 
empathise with 
other people

Frequent illness

Significant use of 
‘baby talk’

Aggression towards 
others

Adjustment 
problems 

Rebelliousness or 
defiant behaviour

Temper tantrums 

Irritability 

Cruelty to pets

Physical abuse of 
others

Limited tolerance 
and poor impulse 
control

Overly compliant 
behaviour

Excessively 
oppositional or 
argumentative 
behaviour

Lack of interest 
in social activities 
and poor social 
competence

Poor school 
performance

Poor coping skills

Few or no friends

Frequent illness  

Adapted: Assessing Children and Young People Practice Resource27 

Although indicators of concern and observable impacts of family violence can present differently for unborn 
children, infants and children of various ages, the impact is always profound. 

“…the tragic reality of children growing up in domestic violence is that they end up with mental health problems 
at a rate higher than children that are actually the direct victims of physical abuse.”28  

Over half of the women that experience family violence in their life time, will have children in their care.29 Children 
are always affected and impacted by family violence, either through experiencing violence directed towards them 
or through witnessing and experiencing violence against their mothers and stepmothers.30   

27  Department of Human Services, Assessing children and young people–experiencing family violence, A practice guide for family violence 
practitioners (Melbourne: Victorian Government Department of Human Services, 2013, 73-74).  28  Office of the Attorney General First 
Impression: Exposure to Violence and the Child’s Developing Brain.mov (California Department of Justice, 9 January 2012) <https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=O4zP50tEad0 [Accessed 5 October, 2015]  29  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Personal safety survey (Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2006)  30  Department of Human Services, Family Violence Risk Assessment and Risk Management Frame-
works and Practice Guides 1-3(2nd edn., Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012)
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3.5 THE IMPORTANCE OF ACTING EARLY  

Because of the rapid and dramatic nature of development during the 
prenatal and early childhood (0-5) years of age periods – and the 
cumulative nature of learning and development – intervening during 
early childhood and the prenatal period (sic) offers a unique window of 
opportunity to shift individuals’ life trajectories.31 

The development of optimal child health and wellbeing can be impeded 
by experiences of family violence. Furthermore the more severe the 
experience and the earlier it occurs in a child’s life, the higher the risk 
of negative long-term consequences. Acting early is therefore crucial 
to supporting positive outcomes later in life. Identifying and responding 
as early as possible to incidents of family violence is paramount in 
addressing and healing the negative effects of violence. 

The first few years of a child’s life are the most significant 
developmentally but these early years are also the time when a child is 
most vulnerable and can be most impacted by trauma. Fortunately it is 
also a time when reparative work is likely to have the greatest impact. 
The older a child gets the more difficult it is catch up developmentally, 
therefore one major incentive for acting early in a child’s life is that the 
impact of trauma can be minimised, reducing the cumulative effect, and 
early interventions can also be very effective at reversing developmental 
delays. Conversely, as a child gets older, interventions are more costly 
but are less effective. 

Acting early can work to strengthen parent-child relationships as well 
as providing environments where the child can feel safe and secure. 
Addressing the quality of the attachment between mother and child, 
supporting parenting, and providing safe places for children to learn will 
have positive effects on a child’s self-esteem, cognitive development, 
behaviour and sense of security. 

Additionally, from a prevention point of view, gender roles and stereotypes 
are fairly well developed by five years of age, and can become more 
strongly defined around 5 and 7 years of age, making the early years an 
important period to focus on gender stereotypes. 

Acting early not only has wide ranging benefits for the child – it also 
provides significant long term benefits to the broader community. Acting 
early can counter longitudinal costs on the education, justice and public 
health systems.32

31  T.G. Moore, and M. McDonald. Acting Early, Changing Lives: How prevention and early action saves money and improves wellbeing 
(Parkville: Centre for Community Child Health at The Murdoch Children’s Research Institute and The Royal Children’s Hospital., 2013) 
32  T.G. Moore, and M. McDonald. Acting Early, Changing Lives: How prevention and early action saves money and improves wellbeing 
(Parkville: Centre for Community Child Health at The Murdoch Children’s Research Institute and The Royal Children’s Hospital., 2013)
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4. Taking Coordinated Action  
Over the years there have been varying programs, interventions, and plans to address and 
lessen the impact of family violence across government agendas, the service system, and 
the wider community (i.e. campaigns). The numerous reports and studies that have either 
informed and/or followed such actions consistently recognise the need for a coordinated and 
integrated approach to addressing family violence and that no one organisation, program, 
government department, or initiative can do this alone. 

Family violence, along with responsibility for children’s safety and wellbeing, is a community 
issue and requires a whole-of-community response. It requires action and commitment from 
all three-tiers of government, as well as the health service system (from the universal and 
early intervention service system through to the secondary prevention specialist and tertiary 
services), the education and community sectors.

This section provides an overview of the existing service system responses and current 
efforts to lessen the impact of family violence on women and their children. It also describes 
the current system approach to protecting children and addressing children’s safety. 

4.1 LOCAL FAMILY VIOLENCE SYSTEM RESPONSE 

The Loddon Campaspe Integrated Family Violence Consortium (the Consortium) coordinates 
and leads the local Integrated Family Violence System (IFVS) response. This system aims 
to enact the state-wide Victorian Integrated Family Violence (IFV) Reform Strategy (2006) 
which supports integration and coordination within the family violence service system. 

The system brings together key agencies, across the Loddon Campaspe region, focussing 
on supporting women and children experiencing family violence. Made up of the following 
agencies – the Centre for Non-Violence (CNV), Women’s Health Loddon Mallee, the Loddon 
Campaspe Centre Against Sexual Assault, Annie North Inc., and Cobaw Community Health 
– the Consortium (as shown in the diagram opposite) includes an Advisory Committee, a 
Regional Integration Co-ordinator, and four Working Groups. 

The Consortium has been structured to support service integration through the management 
and delivery of unified family violence services and system responses. The CNV, as the 
lead agency of the Consortium, provides specialist integrated family violence services and a 
central intake point for all police, service and individual referrals within the Loddon area. 

The Advisory Committee sets the strategic direction of integrated family violence work within 
the region. The outcomes of the Second Action Plan of the National Plan to Reduce Violence 
against Women and their Children currently guide this work.

Indigenous Family Violence Regional Action Groups (IFVRAGs) also play an important role 
in the IFVS locally and across Victoria. The IFVRAGs have a leadership role in implementing 
community led responses that educate, prevent, reduce and respond to family violence in the 
Aboriginal community.33

33  State of Victoria Department of Human Services, Indigenous Family Violence Primary Prevention Framework (Melbourne, State of 
Victoria, 2012)
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4.2 LINKAGES WITH OTHER KEY REFORMS 
AND AGENDAS

At the time of writing there is significant momentum 
and shift in political will to address violence against 
women and their children in Australia. Council of 
Australian Governments (COAG) has clearly stated 
that family or sexual violence is unacceptable in any 
circumstances and agreed to take urgent collective 
action to address the violence. An Advisory Panel on 
Reducing Violence against Women and their Children 
has been established, with preliminary advice provided 
to COAG during 2015. COAG has responded to the 
advice on areas for national leadership, including a 
focus on changing the attitudes of young people. 

These most recent Government initiatives are 
summarised as follows: 

Women’s Safety Package

The Australian Government has announced a $100 
million package of measures to provide a safety net 
for women and children at high risk of experiencing 
violence. The package will improve frontline support 
and services, leverage innovative technologies to 
keep women safe, and provide education resources 
to help change community attitudes to violence 
and abuse. The package includes $21 million for 
specific measures to help Indigenous women and 
communities.

Change the Story: a shared framework for the 
primary prevention of violence against women and 
their children in Australia

Change the Story is a framework presenting the 
evidence and a conceptual approach for preventing 
violence against women and their children. This was 
released late 2015 during the time of completing the 
C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan. This 
initiative under the National Plan to Reduce Violence 
against Women and their Children 2010–2022 (the 
National Plan) presents the international research 
and nationwide experience on what works to prevent 
violence. It is led by Our Watch in partnership with 
Australia’s National Research Organisation for 
Women’s Safety (ANROWS) and the Victorian Health 
Promotion Foundation (VicHealth). 

Royal Commission into Family Violence Victoria

In Victoria, the Royal Commission into Family Violence 
was established in February 2015. Since then it has 
held hearings and heard evidence from key witnesses. 
The inquiry has also been informed by detailed 
information through discussions with individuals 
affected by family violence, submissions, consultation 
sessions, and extensive data and literature. The 
Commission is due to make recommendations in 

February 2016 which will impact on the Victorian 
Government’s response and any future investments 
into family violence.

These initiatives outline part of the Government’s 
longer term response to family violence. The COAG 
Advisory Panel’s final report (due early 2016) will 
advise on further measures to be introduced. From 
this there will be changes made to the overall family 
violence system at national and state levels; the 
details of which are unknown at the time of writing.

This momentum towards preventing violence against 
women and children is happening at all levels of 
government, reflecting unique bipartisan commitment. 
The following outlines the current existing plans and 
strategies at a Commonwealth and State level.  

The National Plan to Reduce Violence Against Women 
and their Children 2010 to 2022 (the National Plan) is 
a Commonwealth agreement to address the gendered 
issue of violence within Australia. It is designed to 
provide a coordinated framework that improves the 
scope, focus and effectiveness of governments’ 
actions, ensuring women and their children receive 
the support and information they need. It is the first 
plan of its sort to focus strongly on prevention and to 
coordinate action across jurisdictions. It is also the first 
plan have a long term vision for change. By having a 
focus on building respectful relationships and working 
to increase gender equality (to prevent violence from 
occurring in the first place) it is addressing prevention 
as well as response. It is also unique in that it has 
a focus on holding perpetrators accountable and 
supports the implementation of behaviour change 
strategies/programs.
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At a state level, we have a Victorian State Government 
framework on the prevention of violence against 
women: Victoria’s Action Plan to Address Violence 
Against Women and Children 2012 to 2015 - 
Everyone has a responsibility to act. This framework 
acknowledges that violence against women and 
children is unacceptable. It has a long term vision 
where women and children can live free from violence 
and plans to enact this vision via a range of strategies 
across the prevention, early intervention and response 
spectrum.35

Both the National Plan and State Action Plan for 
reducing and addressing family violence have a strong 
focus on prevention, early intervention (intervening 
early) and appropriate responses to family violence. 
Both of these plans aim to challenge and change 
community attitudes and beliefs via community 
education about what respectful relationships look 
like, improving justice and service responses to 
women and children, and holding men who are violent 
accountable for their behaviour. 

This C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan 
aligns with these plans in the understanding that, in 
order to respond effectively to children experiencing 
(or at risk of experiencing) family violence, we need a 
focus on prevention, intervening early and response. 
We also need to build integrated and coordinated 
system responses that are child centred.

The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan 
reflects strongly the six outcomes of the National Plan:

1. Communities are safe and free from violence
2. Relationships are respectful
3. Indigenous communities are strengthened 
4. Services meet the needs of women and their 

children experiencing violence
5. Justice responses are effective
6. Perpetrators stop their violence and are held  

to account34

The National Plan has led to an agreed partnership 
across all State and Territory governments to work 
together, alongside the non-government sector. 

Additionally, a national foundation, Our WATCh, 
(End Violence Against Women And Their Children) 
has been established to drive nation-wide change in 
the culture, behaviours and attitudes that underpin 
and create violence against women and children. 
Our WATCh provides a platform for national 
leadership to prevent all forms of violence against 
women and their children through research and 
strong, diverse partnerships. Two regionally based 
projects are currently operating through Our WATCh; 
Respectful Relationships Education in Schools 
(Kyneton, Gisborne and Maryborough in Victoria) and 
Strengthening Hospital Responses to Family Violence 
(at Bendigo Health, Victoria). 

34  Department of Social Services, 2010, National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children, 2010-2022 (Canberra: 
Australian Government Department of Social Services).  35  Victoria State Government, 2012, Victoria’s Action Plan to Address Violence 
against Women and Children, 2012-2015 (Melbourne: Victorian Government).
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In addition to the above overarching plans, the Strong 
Culture, Strong Peoples, Strong Families: Towards a 
safer future for Indigenous families and communities 
10 year plan provides an equally important framework 
and reference point for the C4C Early Years Family 
Violence Action Plan.  The Victorian plan to address 
violence against women and children is guided by this 
framework in terms of understanding these issues 
as they affect Aboriginal families and communities.  
This 10 year plan addresses the major challenge of 
family violence in Victorian Aboriginal communities, 
framing actions which can prevent and eliminate family 
violence. Objectives include cultural safety, healthy 
families, education, awareness and prevention, safety 
for victims, accountability, healing, service capability 
and research and evaluation. 

Recently, an Indigenous Primary Prevention Plan 
has been released in Victoria, as an extension of this 
ten year plan. The framework is designed to support 
the following; Aboriginal family violence primary 
prevention capacity building; sustainable and effective 
activities and ownership, and; leadership within 
Aboriginal communities. The framework is a resource 
that provides evidence and support to Aboriginal 
communities for the development and evaluation of 
prevention initiatives.

Additionally, the C4C Early Years Family Violence 
Action Plan also complements and supports other 
current inter-sectoral work and regional plans, 
including, but not limited to: 

• The State of Bendigo’s Children report (latest 
edition 2013)

• Loddon Mallee Regional Action Plan for the 
Prevention of Violence Against Women (the RAP)

• City of Greater Bendigo Early Years Municipal Plan 
(currently being finalised-Nov 2015)

• City of Greater Bendigo Violence Prevention Plan 
• Community Safety Strategy (Bendigo Safe 

Community Forum)
• The Go Goldfields Shire Family Violence Strategy

4.3 SYSTEM APPROACH TO PROTECTING 
CHILDREN AND ADDRESSING CHILDREN’S 
SAFETY  

The current system providing support to children 
and families in Victoria delivers services across a 
spectrum of universal, targeted and statutory services. 
These services are provided through government 
departments, community service and non-profit 
organisations, and community groups.

The types of services offered within this system are: 

• Universal services – those that support education, 
health, development social interaction and 
strengthen community involvement (e.g., maternal 
and child health, GPs, schools, kindergartens and 
childcare services) for all children and families

• Specialist services – targeted services to support 
children and families identified as ‘at risk’ and/or 
experiencing harm (e.g., family violence services, 
integrated family services and child & adolescent 
mental health services)

• Tertiary (or statutory) services – those services 
supporting children and families experiencing high 
levels of vulnerability and children/families who 
most likely have experienced harm or maltreatment 
(e.g., Child Protection and Placement services, 
police and justice services). 

36  Department of Human Services, Assessing children and young people–experiencing family violence, A practice guide for family violence 
practitioners (Melbourne: Victorian Government Department of Human Services, 2013, 73-74).
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Age & stage,
culture & gender

Stability

Safety

Development

At the Victorian State government level we have seen 
the development of the every child every chance 
reforms. These reforms offer a child-centred approach 
to government policy development, which in turn 
influences the design of the services put in place 
for children and their families. Placing children (and 
youth) first, the every child every chance reforms 
provide professionals working within the relevant sector 
processes to, listen to what children and young people 
want and need, enable earlier intervention, reduce child 
abuse and neglect, provide better support to Aboriginal 
children, young people and their families, and work 
together in cooperation with other providers of services 
for children, young people and family.37  

Further to this, the State Government developed the 
Best Interests Framework (2007). Victoria’s Best 
Interests framework for vulnerable children and youth 
provides workers with a logical approach to promoting 
children’s best interests across family services, child 
protection and placement services. This framework 
looks at three key aspects of a child’s experience 
across health and wellbeing, namely their safety, 
stability and development, and takes into account a 
child’s age (and stage), culture, and gender.38  

It should be noted the above reforms and framework 
are common to the assessment practices of the 
integrated family service and DHS Child Protection 
systems and also provide a structure to the ‘Practice 
guide for family violence practitioners’ (as referenced 
throughout this report). It provides a foundation from 
which to establish a common language and build 
shared understanding when working with vulnerable 
children and families. Partnership agreements are 
also in place across the integrated family, DHS Child 
Protection and family violence service systems. 

The universal service system (which, in this instance 
includes, maternal & child health services, early 
intervention services, early education, and other 
child health services) also have an important role in 
protecting children and addressing children’s safety to 
ensure they have the best possible start in life. Their 
role in supporting child development from the earliest 
age possible along with their duty of care towards 
children’s safety means their contribution to service 
system response and efforts to lessen the impact of 
family violence can be considerable and well-timed. 

37  Department of Human Services, Protecting Children Together- Every child, Every Chance reforms (Victorian State Government. http://
www.dhs.vic.gov.au/for-individuals/children,-families-and-young-people/child-protection/protecting-children-together. [Accessed October 
2015]  38  Department of Human Services, Best Interests Framework for Vulnerable Children and Youth: Best Interests Series (Department 
of Human Services, Victorian State Government, 2007)
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5. Safeguarding our Children and 
Addressing Family Violence 

The responsibility for ending violence in a family ultimately rests with the perpetrator. 
Minimising its effects and supporting a child or young person to heal are responsibilities 
shared by the child or young person’s mother, other significant adults in their life, their 
community and the service system39   

5.1 WHAT WORKS WELL?

Recognising and responding to family violence and working towards violence prevention are 
vital actions to ensure that children have their safety, attachment and development needs met. 
Working towards optimum safety, providing support and strengthening child-parent bonds, 
(e.g. mother-child attachment) are key focus areas for services and supports in this space. 
Addressing these issues is vital for children to have the best possible chance of reaching their 
full potential

As highlighted above, research clearly indicates that the early years of a child’s life is 
most crucial for engaging and creating opportunity to enhance positive outcomes for the 
developing child.40 Any system response or practice development approach needs to reflect 
an understanding of the reality of family violence for children and their perspectives need to 
be taken into consideration. Actively seeking and including the voice of children in the design 
of systems and practice approaches will ensure that services are responsive to the needs of 
children specifically and will make sure their rights are prioritised by systems and institutions.41  

Children offer perspectives, knowledge and understanding that is different to adults that can 
help improve service system responses. Children’s participation can be encouraged at different 
levels; for example, in decisions that affect their lives, or in policy and practice development. 
Whilst there are limited examples of research into family violence involving children’s 
participation, it has been done and offers an extremely valuable opportunity. Listening to 
children provides an opportunity for workers and the service system to then represent the 
reality of children’s experiences (advocacy) and to further understand the involvement they 
have when they live with family violence (appropriate response). As highlighted, children are 
not merely ‘witnesses’, but are deeply impacted by family violence. 

There are a variety of ways in which children’s participation can be achieved. With very young 
children, for example, research design will use different participative techniques, including 
creative mediums, and specialist expertise. Alternatively, older children can provide valuable 
knowledge and understanding, through being supported to reflect on ‘what would have helped’ 
their family. 

Acknowledgement of the trauma experienced by children and their mothers and the impact this 
has on the mother-child attachment relationship, is key in developing relevant and responsive 
approaches. Listening and taking seriously children and mother’s disclosures of violence is a 
fundamental foundation for identifying and progressing strategies of safety  
and healing.42  

39  Department of Human Services, 2013, Assessing children and young people–experiencing family violence. A practice guide for family 
violence practitioners (Melbourne: Victorian Government Department of Human Services).  40  T.G. Moore, and M. McDonald. Acting Early, 
Changing Lives: How prevention and early action saves money and improves wellbeing (Parkville: Centre for Community Child Health at 
The Murdoch Children’s Research Institute and The Royal Children’s Hospital., 2013)  41  Cathy Humphreys, Claire Houghton and Jane 
Ellis, 2008, Literature Review: Better Outcomes for Children and Young People Experiencing Domestic Abuse – Directions for Good Practice 
(Edinburgh: Scottish Government)  42  Cathy Humphreys, Claire Houghton and Jane Ellis, 2008, Literature Review: Better Outcomes for 
Children and Young People Experiencing Domestic Abuse – Directions for Good Practice (Edinburgh: Scottish Government)
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43  Christine Nunn, 2009, Play Connect Program: Creative Arts Therapy for Mothers and Children Experiencing Homelessness and 
Domestic Violence (Project Evaluation)  44  Phillip Cummins, Dorothy Scott and Bill Scales, 2012, Report of the Protecting Victoria’s 
Vulnerable Children Inquiry (Melbourne: Department of Premier and Cabinet).  45  Department of Human Services, Family Violence Risk 
Assessment and Risk Management Frameworks and Practice Guides 1-3 (2nd edn., Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012)  46  Jill 
Astbury, Judy Atkinson, Janet E Duke, Patricia L Easteal, Susan E Kurrle, Paul R Tait and Jane Turner, 2000, The impact of domestic 
violence on individuals, The Medical Journal of Australia, 173 , 427-431  47  Christine Nunn, 2009, Play Connect Program: Creative 
Arts Therapy for Mothers and Children Experiencing Homelessness and Domestic Violence, Project Evaluation for the Loddon Mallee 
Accommodation Network, (Bendigo: Loddon Mallee Accommodation Network).

A significant and effective aspect of the specialist service system response for children is 
specialised child focused therapeutic responses, yet this has been identified as a gap in 
current service provision. Programs can be designed to affect children directly through child-
focussed interventions or indirectly through caregiver-focussed interventions. Most programs, 
however, are usually multi-layered and focus on the adult caregiver (primarily the mother), the 
broader family, and also often include an advocacy component. The child is supported within 
the context of all the above.43   

There are, as noted previously, a range of responses needed across all levels of government, 
and across the health and community sectors, to adequately address the safety needs of 
children. Depending on the situation and the age of the child, a different response from the 
service system will be required. While some children will require state protection and/or 
specialist services, they and many others will also benefit from community based responses 
(including from universal services). 

It is the universal service system (including maternal & child health, early learning centres, 
kindergartens, and schools) that can often have the most enduring and influential connections 
and relationships with children (and their families) outside the family home. Therefore the 
services within the Early Years sector can have a key role in providing supports to reduce the 
impacts of family violence on children. Practitioners in this sector, however, often feel under-
resourced and/or lack confidence in offering appropriate support to children experiencing family 
violence. Enhancing the links and relationship between the universal service system and the 
specialist family violence services in crucial in better supporting and safeguarding  
our children. 

Women and children from particular groups or communities may need increased consideration 
in terms of the multiple vulnerabilities that they may experience in the context of family 
violence, namely Aboriginal women and children, women and children from culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities, women and/or children with a disability, and women and 
children living in rural communities. Recognising, for example, that Aboriginal children are 
approximately ten times more likely to be subjected to abuse or neglect in comparison to non-
Aboriginal children,44 needs to be acknowledged in the development of programs  
or strategies. 

Culturally appropriate service responses for Aboriginal women and children are ones 
developed in collaboration with Aboriginal organisations and community. It is important for 
Aboriginal families and communities experiencing family violence to be offered a clear choice 
about referral options. This includes referral to an Aboriginal-specific family violence service, 
wherever possible, unless the family prefers to use a non-Aboriginal family violence service.45 

Certain protective factors have been found to reduce impact and severity of violence on 
children. These protective factors for children include: a healthy relationship with their primary 
carer; their mother’s capacity to maintain parenting abilities within the adverse conditions of 
family violence; high levels of social support from family members or the broader community, 
and; positive subsequent life experiences.46 Studies show that children experiencing family 
violence can develop as well as other children if these protective factors are present, in spite 
of living with the serious childhood adversity created by family violence.47 This, once again, 
highlights the significance and importance of prevention and early identification/intervention 
when working with children, as these protective factors can be encouraged, supported,  
and/or enhanced.
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5.2 GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLES

“Where children and their mothers (or step mothers) 
are provided a safe and supportive environment 
to recover, where there is exposure to healthy 
relationships and parenting models, children and 
young people can build their own respectful and 
non-violent relationships and can become some of 
the strongest advocates against violence.”48  

Given the complexity of family violence, we know that 
addressing this issue requires a whole of system and 
community-wide response. Support and intervention 
needs happen for the adults experiencing family 
violence, their children, the perpetrators, and the 
broader family and kinship circles. For the purposes 
of this report the following information is most relevant 
to professionals in the Early Years sector, and anyone 
working with young children, with some relevance to 
the family violence service system. 

This section identifies practice and program examples 
that have been shown to help children heal and 
reduce the impact of family violence in their lives. 
However, where a program or service for women 
directly impacts on their children, this will also be 
noted.

Positive Gender Role Modelling 

Children need to live in a world where all possibilities 
are open to them. They need to live amongst no 
gender limitations and differences if they are to 
develop their full potential. 

Professionals working with young children are in a 
good position to demonstrate positive gender role 
modelling to help children develop healthy attitudes 
about gender. Some ways this could happen include: 

• Being careful not to place negative meanings on a 
child’s gender, e.g., big boys don’t cry;

• Let children develop different interests – don’t 
assume girls and boys only like certain things;

• Let both girls and boys try all activities – from dress 
ups, playing with dolls, playing with cars, doing art 
and craft, to ball games;

• Help children respect each other by explaining that 
boys and girls can do many of the same things;

• Have a variety of gender-neutral books and toys 
available in the play space.

Nurturing Children 

Children also need safety, security, stability and 
exposure to positive experiences. Nurturing involves 
providing emotional security as well as physical 
security, trust and respect, clear boundaries, 
encouragement and support, along with time and 
affection. 

Reaching out to children and listening to their needs, 
acknowledging their experiences, and being aware 
of whether they are developing appropriately (without 
judgement) will go a long way to develop trust, help 
them feel valued and let them know that their needs 
are important. A warm and secure relationship with a 
parent or primary caregiver is the best way for children 
to overcome the effects of violence.  

Some ways Early Years professionals can support, 
engage and help young children feel safe include:

• Maintain a routine for playing, sleeping and feeding 
(where applicable);

• Respond to their needs in a timely and consistent 
way;

• Keep rules and routine predictable and provide 
clear, simple instruction;

• Provide lots of reassurance and prepare children 
for any changes in routine;

• Provide therapeutic games and activities that allow 
children to ‘tell their story’ in a safe play space e.g. 
a doll’s house, sand box, or drawing.

Services and Programs 

There are a broad variety of services and programs 
for children and their mothers that can be effective, 
from services for pregnant women and babies, 
specialist therapeutic support, individual support as 
well as group work, through to informal support and 
the provision of information and resources.51  

Research into the efficacy of a variety of practice 
examples highlight that the following theoretical 
approaches are important in programs for infants and 
young children who have experienced family violence:

• trauma-informed and mental health models 
to understand the impacts of violence and aid 
recovery

• childhood development and understanding the 
impact upon neurological, physical and emotional 
development

48  Cathy Humphreys, Claire Houghton and Jane Ellis, 2008, Literature Review: Better Outcomes for Children and Young People 
Experiencing Domestic Abuse – Directions for Good Practice (Edinburgh: Scottish Government)  49  Christine Nunn, 2009, Play Connect 
Program: Creative Arts Therapy for Mothers and Children Experiencing Homelessness and Domestic Violence, Project Evaluation for 
the Loddon Mallee Accommodation Network, (Bendigo: Loddon Mallee Accommodation Network).  50  Cynthia Rizo, Rebecca Macy, 
Dania Ermentrout and Natalie Johns, A review of family interventions for intimate partner violence with a child focus or child component’, 
Aggression and Violence Behaviour, 16 (2011)144- 166.
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• attachment theory and working with the mother-
child dyad to strengthen this connection and 
relationship – a relationship directly or indirectly 
damaged by the experience of family violence

• women’s empowerment and feminist theory 
to challenge power, control and gender issues 
(including increasing parental understanding)

• child led, play based, creative therapy techniques to 
create safety and guide the therapeutic process

One of the most effective individual interventions 
for responding to instances of family violence for 
children is access to appropriate and effective therapy 
or counselling. This is particularly true of infants 
or children under five, who need specialised age 
appropriate therapeutic responses alongside their 
mothers. This type of intervention can help children 
recover and rebuild from the disruption and damage 
that family violence causes. The intervention can be 
twofold; supporting and strengthening the mother-child 
attachment which has been damaged by violence, 
and providing direct support to the child. 

Strengthening the mother-child (or caregiver-child) 
relationship should be a key component in any 
service provision as family violence often undermines 
this crucial relationship. This work requires an 
understanding of attachment theory along with 
engagement with the child’s mother (or non-offending 
carer) to provide experiences through which a child 
can feel a more secure attachment to their parent.51 

Funding and programs that provide direct support to 
children are a significant gap in the specialist family 
violence system. Funding is primarily aimed at adults 
and indeed children are classified as ‘accompanying’ 
their parents rather than seen as clients in their own 
right. While there is a clear connection between the 
abuse of women and the abuse of their children, 
each needs services in their own right, as well as 
linked services which focus on strengthening the 
relationship between them.52 Supports and therapeutic 
programs for children have often been developed by 
organisations through philanthropic and temporary 
funding opportunities. 

Whilst there is a lack of documentation and evaluation 
of specialist programs or policies guiding best practice 
in Australia, there are some examples of programs 
which have achieved promising results. These include 
both individual and group interventions. 

A couple of programs which have proved to be 
successful in helping infants and young children 
recover and rebuild from the disruption and damage 
that family violence causes are The ‘Peek-a-Boo’ and 
‘Play Connect’ models. These models share some 
similarities, focussing on the mother-child/infant 
relationship. Both programs require highly qualified 
and skilled specialist group leaders (or facilitators). 
Distinct theories and therapeutic approaches form the 
foundation of each program.

Play Connect, developed locally by the Loddon 
Mallee Homelessness Network (LOMA Network), is 
a group Creative Arts Therapy program for women 
and their children (0-5yrs) who have experienced 
family violence and/or homelessness. Run by qualified 
Creative Arts Therapists this program uses arts and 
play in building the relationship between mother and 
child following trauma. It is a therapeutic program 
acknowledging the mental health and emotional needs 
of children. Group numbers are kept small to ensure 
a safe therapeutic environment and the program was 
developed to meet the needs of rural/regional families. 
Connections to the local specialist family violence 
services, in addition to child protection and maternal-
child health services, formed an important part of the 
program.

The Peek-a-Boo ClubTM, developed by the Royal 
Children’s Hospital Mental Health Service, is a 
specialist therapeutic group work intervention for 
mothers and infants (birth to 36 months) exposed to 
family violence. The program uses an experiential, 
activity based and interactive format that creates a 
therapeutic arena for the infant and mother to form 
and consolidate a healthy attachment. This group work 
intervention is based on the premise that exposure 
to intimate relational violence can prevent a mother’s 
ability to focus on her infant’s attachment needs. It is 
underpinned by a philosophy which  
allows the baby to lead interactions and sensitises 
women to the communication with their babies. The 
program also aims to address the consequences 
of family violence and provide early intervention to 
disrupt the intergenerational cycles of violence known 
to transmit itself from generation to generation. It also 
aims to create new futures by engaging women and 
children early in a pathway that challenges family 
violence and creates links into a comprehensive 
service support system.

51  Cathy Humphreys, Claire Houghton and Jane Ellis, 2008, Literature Review: Better Outcomes for Children and Young People 
Experiencing Domestic Abuse – Directions for Good Practice (Edinburgh: Scottish Government)  52  Ibid



26 Communities For Children Early Years Family Violence Action Plan for Bendigo - 2016

The ‘Peek-a-Boo’ and ‘Play Connect’ models have shown to have positive 
results and effectively address issues of safety, identify coping strategies, 
and encourage healing from the experience of violence for both mother 
and child/ren.  Specialist training and professional development have 
subsequently been developed by both the Peek-a-Boo ClubTM and  
Play Connect. 

Two further programs are highlighted below for their good practice, 
theoretical underpinnings and relevance to the C4C Early Years 
Family Violence Action Plan. The first, Solving the Jigsaw, is a violence 
prevention and early intervention group work program based in schools. 
The second, Baby Makes Three, is a primary prevention program that 
works with new parents. 

Solving the Jigsaw is a multi-award winning early intervention and 
violence prevention program that works to reduce the incidence and 
impact of violence and bullying in children’s lives. The program offers a 
range of programs and training initiatives to work towards changing the 
culture of violence and build a culture of wellbeing within schools and 
community. Developed by the CNV, the Solving the Jigsaw program has 
been running for 17 years helping children in primary and secondary 
schools learn to feel safe, deal with their problems, and talk about their 
lives, their feelings and what matters to them. The program is delivered 
by an expert and highly trained facilitator in the presence of the classroom 
teacher. Solving the Jigsaw also offers professional development and 
training for teachers and other professionals who work with children. The 
concepts, tools and resources within the program can be modified for 
early childhood and there is already a tailored program for grade prep  
to grade 2. 

The Solving the Jigsaw program is designed to act as an early 
intervention-and-recovery program for children who are experiencing 
these issues, or might be confronted by them. The program gives children 
not only a voice, but also a place in which they can feel comfortable 
talking, reflecting and considering their lives. The students are all in the 
age group in which early-intervention and prevention programs are likely 
to have significant short- and long term benefits.

Baby Makes Three is an evidence-based program that promotes healthy 
relationships among new parents. It is a primary prevention program that 
seeks to prevent violence against women before it occurs by promoting 
gender equality and reducing adherence to rigid gender roles among 
first time parents. It is a discussion-based program delivered as three, 
two-hour sessions on key topics relevant to lifestyle and relationship 
changes following the birth of a child, including additional father-only 
sessions. Its aim is to promote equal and respectful relationships between 
men and women during the transition to parenthood. The mother, father 
and baby attend a two hour evening session once a week, for three 
weeks; delivered by a Maternal and Child Health Service in collaboration 
with community partners. The sessions are facilitated by a male and 
female facilitator, using a group work approach. Currently, Carrington 
Health (formerly Whitehorse Community Health Service) is funded as 
lead agency for the Baby Makes 3 project. The Baby Makes 3 program 
has shown to improve parents’ awareness of how traditional attitudes 
to gender and parenting norms were shaping their new families and 
relationships. Past participants also reported greater understanding of 
partners’ roles and greater support for equality in their relationships.
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5.3 APPROACHES TO ADDRESSING FAMILY VIOLENCE 

The Vic Health Preventing Violence before it occurs – a framework and 
background paper to guide the prevention of violence against women in 
Victoria is a pivotal piece of research underpinning Victorian’s Action Plan 
(as cited above). The model presented in the Vic Health Framework uses 
an ecological approach to describe the underlying determinants and key 
contributing factors of violence against women. Simplified, these are: 1) 
unequal power relations between men and women, 2) rigid gender roles, 
and 3) broader cultures of violence (as outlined earlier). An ecological 
approach suggests working on both targeted and universal strategies 
at individual, societal and community levels to create ongoing and 
sustainable change (see diagram below). The C4C Early Years Family 
Violence Action Plan is informed and influenced by this approach. 

As has been articulated, family violence is a complex social and economic 
problem requiring a multi-faceted approach based on practical actions 
across the whole service sector as well as the broader community. To 
this end, the C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan draws on 
and adopts the well-considered streams and actions identified within 
Victoria’s Action Plan to Address Violence against Women and Children, 
and outlines a set of mutually reinforcing strategic actions for the Early 
Years sector in Bendigo specifically formulated across the spectrum of 
prevention, intervening earlier and response.

SOCIETAL
COMMUNITY/ 
ORGANISATIONAL

INDIVIDUAL/
RELATIONSHIP

Societal: The cultural values 
and beliefs that shape the 
other three levels of the 
societal ecology

Community/
Organisational: The 
formal and informal social 
structures that impact on 
a person

Ecological approach to understanding violence: adapted from Vic Health (2007).

Individual:  
The developmental 
experiences and 
personality factors 
that shape a person’s 
responses to stressors in 
ther environment

Relationship: The intimate 
interactions a person has 
with others
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5.4 PREVENTION

Primary prevention strategies seek to prevent 
violence before it occurs. Interventions can be 
targeted at the whole population or tailored to 
particular groups or communities. 

Primary prevention of family violence is about long 
term cultural change, and the efforts to change 
community attitudes through education. Family 
violence is seen as a public health issue that is 
preventable and addressing violence is considered 
to be everyone’s responsibility. Primary prevention 
focuses on gender equity and on changing the social 
attitudes that inform the behaviours that allow for and 
support violence against women and children. Primary 
prevention addresses the underlying causes of 
violence against women and children by educating the 
community (including organisations), about unequal 
power relations, embedded gender stereotypes, 
and a culture of violence.54 Primary prevention can 
also be defined as initiatives that address structural 
disadvantage and vulnerability. Strategies that do not 
have a particular focus on violence against women 
but address its underlying causes (such as gender 
inequality and poverty) are also primary prevention 
strategies. 

5.5 INTERVENING EARLIER 

Strategies are aimed at identifying vulnerability 
and developing the skills of individuals and groups 
where there are indications that violence might 
occur or be repeated.55  

In line with the Victorian Plan, the C4C Early 
Years Family Violence Action Plan adopts the term 
intervening earlier. This is different to the term, ‘early 
intervention’, used to describe programs for children 
during the early developmental stages of their life. 

Early intervention in that sense is an important part of 
this project but is talked about in relation to systems 
response, supports and programs. 

Intervening earlier is sometimes called secondary 
prevention as strategies focus on reducing the risk 
of violence and identifying women and children 
at greatest risk. Strategies for intervening earlier 
focus on the identification of vulnerable women and 
children and on minimising violence and its impacts. 
Intervening earlier includes giving voice to and 
responding to women and children who are at risk of 
family violence.56  

Strategies identified in the Victorian Plan are aimed 
at increasing the skills of individuals and groups, 
(including those who exhibit early signs of perpetrating 
violent behaviour). The specialist family violence 
system works to assess risk and safety of those 
experiencing violence, and support  
behaviour change in men who use violence towards 
their families.57  

For the purposes and focus of this report, however, 
intervening earlier refers to identifying and recognising 
signs of family violence, not formal risk assessment. 
Intervening earlier fits in with the broader family 
violence system, but it is important to note formal 
risk assessments are not part of the Early Years 
system response. Intervening earlier in this context 
includes increasing women and children’s safety, 
through improved access to systems of support, 
and community education and awareness. This can 
include identifying family violence at an earlier stage, 
i.e., intervening early when the child shows signs 
and symptoms (e.g. early emotional and behavioural 
problems), or intervening in the earlier stage of a 
child’s life (e.g. services for pregnant women, babies 
and infants).

53   Victoria State Government, Victoria’s Action Plan to Address Violence against Women and Children, 2012-2015 (Melbourne: Victorian 
Government, 2012).  54  Ibid  55  Ibid  56  Ibid  57  Victoria State Government, Victoria’s Action Plan to Address Violence against Women 
and Children, 2012-2015 (Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012).  58  Ibid

PREVENTION
INTERVENING 

EARLIER RESPONSE
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5.6 RESPONSE

Responding to violence after it has occurred 
through an integrated system which provides 
consistent, coordinated and timely responses to 
women and children and which holds perpetrators 
to account.58 

Response strategies are those that aim to deal 
with incidents of violence, its consequences, and 
reduce further risk to those experiencing violence. 
It describes those methods and services where 
intervening happens after violence has occurred 
(e.g. police response, the courts and health or 
community services). Response initiatives also focus 
on protecting and empowering women and children to 
reduce further vulnerability, and to support recovery. 
Identifying, intervening and responding can all fit 
under the broad title of response, in the specialist 
family violence service sector (i.e., initial point of 
contact, risk assessment, and in turn recovery by 
means of counselling and support). Response is 
also about systemic reforms to improve access to 
support for women and children experiencing violence. 
Interventions and programs include, counselling, case 
management, sexual assault counselling, assistance 
with emergency housing, legal support, advocacy, as 
well as support within the justice system. 

Increased understanding of family violence and 
what constitutes an effective response has resulted 
in important and welcome legislative and policy 
reforms.59 Fundamental changes such as the Police 
Protocol – Code of Practice to guide the way police 
respond to and report family violence in Victoria 
provides a good example, as does the (IFV) Reform 
Strategy (highlighted earlier).  

Overall these approaches to addressing family 
violence provide a context and framework for the C4C 
Early Years Family Violence Action Plan for Bendigo. 
As is evident, there is no single or obvious solution 
to this issue and organisations from across sectors 
need to work together to support children who have 
experienced family violence. 

59  Department of Human Services, Family Violence Risk Assessment and Risk Management Frameworks and Practice Guides 1-3 (2nd 
edn., Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012).
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6. Community Consultation Findings  
Key stakeholders and representatives across the Early Years, family services and the specialist 
family violence sector participated in a broad consultation process conducted by CNV, with 
support from C4C Bendigo. Workshops and follow up interviews were undertaken with a 
targeted range of organisations including, local government, health and community services, 
childcare, and a local Aboriginal community controlled organisation. The consultation process 
primarily sought to gather information about what services and organisations do now, what 
they felt was needed to help address family violence, and things that could be done to improve 
responses when working with children experiencing family violence.  

It is important to acknowledge that a lot of work is already being done in this area across 
various aspects of the service system. During consultations, it was evident that there are high 
levels of understanding and commitment across the specialist family violence services, as well 
as the Early Years sector, to address the impact of family violence on children and provide 
more support to protect children. 

Stakeholders highlighted significant gaps for children within current system responses to family 
violence. It was highlighted that services and programs specifically designed and delivered 
for children who have experienced family violence are extremely limited. As has been stated 
previously, there is a serious gap in funding for services that recognise the impact of family 
violence on children and support children to recover. By building the Early Years sector voice 
and by joining together with the specialist family violence services to advocate for the voices 
and experiences of children to be heard, we hope to generate momentum for change. 

Many suggestions were made during the consultation for ways we could work more effectively.  
For example, a number of organisations called for the development of collaborative practice 
models (including co-location) to deliver more holistic programs to children. Stakeholders also 
highlighted a desire to be informed by best practice and examples of programs and models 
that have succeeded in helping children recover and rebuild from the experience of family 
violence.

A number of stakeholders also raised concerns about the capacity of the current service 
support systems to protect and support women and children experiencing family violence. This 
included the broad justice system (family law, courts, intervention orders, and police) and child 
protection systems. These stakeholders were concerned that if they supported a woman and 
her children to access the system, there may not be adequate supports and services available, 
leaving the woman and children more vulnerable. 

A consistent theme expressed by Early Years sector workers was the fear of not knowing 
the ‘right thing to do’ when they identify that a mother and child they were working with may 
be experiencing family violence. They also noted a lack of support and accessible training 
in this area. It was identified referral pathways are not clear and accessible. The need for a 
‘warm referral’ process was highlighted. Stakeholders were also very concerned about ‘what 
happens to a family once I refer’ and they were keen to increase their knowledge in order to 
communicate with and support families more effectively.  

The Early Years sector clearly identified that they believed they had an important role to play in 
working towards violence prevention, both directly with children and in the community. It was 
also acknowledged that goals to influence long term cultural and attitudinal change were also 
very important and should be embedded in planning and program development. 
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7. Priority Areas for Action   
The information from the consultation process has been used to establish the foundations for 
the C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan. Broad strategic actions have been proposed 
under four priority areas for action, allowing for ongoing exploration of and commitment to 
specific actions. 

The plan recommends a range of actions across the spectrum of prevention, intervening earlier 
and response and aligns with relevant frameworks, including the ecological approach and the 
‘Vic Health framework’, as outlined above. 

The C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan seeks to address some of the broader 
issues identified in this report and will continue to advocate in relation to wider systemic 
change. 

As acknowledged, gender plays a key role in the experiences of family violence and gender 
inequality is recognised as an underlying cause of family violence. The recommended actions 
however, primarily focus on building the capacity of the Early Years sector to intervene earlier 
and effectively respond to children particularly those aged 0-5 years, with the inclusion of some 
longer term goals working towards violence prevention through reinforcing gender equality and 
respectful relationships.

The four priority areas for action are: 

1. Hearing children’s voices 

2. The Early Years sector is engaged in violence prevention initiatives 

3. The Early Years sector intervenes earlier to address family violence 

4. The Early Years sector responds to family violence 

The following pages provide further detail on each priority area, including the overarching 
goal/s, outcomes and, subsequently, the set of actions for each. These actions have been 
identified as important initial steps towards collectively providing a safety net for Bendigo 
children across the service system.
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Priority Area 1: Hearing Children’s Voices   
GOAL:  
CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES OF FAMILY VIOLENCE ARE HEARD AND 
REPRESENTED 

Children’s voices can influence the Early Years and specialist family violence sectors to 
improve responses and better meet their needs when they have experienced family violence. 
Children offer perspectives, knowledge and understanding that are different to adults. 

Hearing the voice of the child is important for children individually and within the context of their 
family, and also collectively capturing children’s voices and experiences in order to influence 
practice, program development, training and resources or activities. Examples could include 
children helping to inform the development of gender equality and respectful relationships 
resources and activities, and helping to develop key messages for violence prevention 
activities, e.g. community education campaigns. 

Most importantly, children’s voices should influence program and service design within 
the Early Years and family violence sectors. Best practice models should be utilised when 
undertaking research with children. Guidance is needed to undertake this type of research 
properly and not cause further harm. Currently, the C4C Families and Services Facilitator 
Project, (led by Noah’s Ark), is including the perspectives of families to influence service 
design. This in conjunction with other projects and research which have included children’s 
participation may provide guidance. 

There are many more children experiencing family violence than the statistics record and a 
genuine reflection of the scale of children affected will enable stronger advocacy for children’s 
needs to be fully addressed. One of the ways the Early Years sector can contribute to 
representing children’s needs is by effectively capturing data and advocating for service gaps 
to be addressed. 

OUTCOMES

• Children’s voices and experiences of family violence are captured and used to 
influence and inform good practice. 

• Research, program design and policy is strongly influenced by the voices and 
experiences of children.

ACTIONS

• Design and seek funding for a child specific research project that captures the 
different experiences of children who have experienced family violence.

• Work collaboratively to capture, collate and share more accurate data to reflect 
children’s experiences of family violence in order to address gaps in response. 

• Incorporate children’s voices and increase participation for children in the 
development of violence prevention activities, resources and projects within the Early 
Years sector. 

• Research most effective interventions for healing for children who have experienced 
family violence.



33Communities For Children Early Years Family Violence Action Plan for Bendigo - 2016

Priority Area 2: The Early Years sector is 
engaged in violence prevention initiatives   
GOAL:  
THE EARLY YEARS SECTOR WORKS TOWARDS VIOLENCE PREVENTION 
THROUGH:

• INCREASED COMMUNITY UNDERSTANDINGS OF THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN GENDER EQUALITY AND FAMILY VIOLENCE 

• INCREASED UNDERSTANDINGS OF RESPECTFUL RELATIONSHIPS FOR 
CHILDREN AND FAMILIES 

As stated, the Early Years sector will play a role in working towards violence prevention by 
influencing cultural and attitudinal change. Family violence prevention requires a ‘whole of 
community’ response as family violence is ‘everyone’s business’. As the ecological model of 
violence prevention (articulated in the Vic Health framework) describes, action at a variety of 
levels that address key themes is needed to affect cultural change. Increased community-wide 
knowledge of the relationship between gender inequality and family violence will better inform 
primary prevention initiatives. 
Stakeholders suggested a range of strategies to work towards violence prevention during 
the consultations. These include organisation and workforce based strategies, such as the 
development of a self-reflective gender equality tool, policies implemented throughout the 
organisation and training for workers. Strategies around children and families were also 
suggested, such as education/awareness raising for parents, resources or activities for children 
to explore and challenge rigid gender norms and community education campaigns. 

OUTCOMES

• The Early Years sector has increased understandings of the key drivers of family 
violence and the relationship between gender inequality and family violence. 

• The Early Years sector promotes and supports children and families to  
understand why gender equality and respectful relationships between men and 
women are important.

• The Early Years sector collectively acts (and advocates) to raise awareness of the 
impact of family violence on children and the drivers of family violence. 

ACTIONS

• Develop and deliver education and training about gender equality, and key drivers of 
family violence to the Early Years sector– through the C4C Family Violence project.

• Develop resources for the Early Years Sector about gender equality, and key drivers 
of family violence.

• Provide education to parents and families about respectful relationships and gender 
equality; this may include targeted respectful relationships education to couples 
transitioning to parenthood.  

• Develop education framework, activities and resources to support Early Years sector 
and children to safely explore attitudes and beliefs related to gender equality and 
roles, respectful relationships and non-violent communication.  

• Support organisations to model gender equity through leadership or ‘champions’ and 
the development of policies, resources and training.  

• Create ongoing and meaningful alignment between existing violence prevention plans 
and initiatives through shared messages, objectives and collaborative partnerships. 

• Encourage the Early Years sector to join campaigns or activities across a range of 
settings (such as International Women’s Day, International Day for the Elimination of 
Violence against Women, White Ribbon Day, Human Rights Day). 
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Priority Area 3: The Early Years  
sector intervenes earlier to address  
family violence   
GOAL:   
CHILDREN RECEIVE BETTER AND TIMELY ACCESS TO SUPPORT 

The Early Years sector has an important role to play in identifying and recognising when family 
violence is impacting on a child. The Early Years sector workforce needs support, training and 
resources to develop skills and confidence to do this. 

Given the prevalence of family violence in our community, Early Years sector workers can 
play a pivotal role in identifying family violence, speaking about it to women or children and 
ensuring they feel listened to and believed. An Early Years sector worker may be the first 
person a woman or child discloses to and, as such, they may be in a crucial position to support 
women and children to access appropriate additional support. Early Years workers should not 
be expected to undertake a comprehensive risk assessment or manage the safety of women 
and children directly. However, improving the capacity of the Early Years sector to identify 
vulnerable women and children, feel confident and equipped to have the conversation, and 
refer to appropriate services (where necessary) will lead to better outcomes.

Additionally, different parts of the service system that respond to vulnerable children, 
in particular the Early Years and specialist family violence sectors need to be able to 
communicate and collaborate closely. Stakeholders identified that referral pathways are not 
clear and accessible; they spoke of the need for ‘warm referrals’ and expressed the desire to 
have a better understanding of what happens once they refer a family. Fostering relationships 
and communication between sectors and services will improve worker confidence to refer. 
Increased collaboration (including through the delivery of training and practice forums) will 
reduce gaps and lead to women and children receiving more timely and effective support. 

OUTCOMES

• Workforce are well trained and have the knowledge, skills and confidence to identify 
(and support) children who have experienced family violence. 

• The impact of family violence on children and families is reduced via improved  
referral pathways and appropriate/relevant supports being provided to women and  
their children earlier.  

ACTIONS

• Workforce are well trained and have the knowledge, skills and confidence to identify 
(and support) children who have experienced family violence. 

• The impact of family violence on children and families is reduced via improved  
referral pathways and appropriate/relevant supports being provided to women and  
their children earlier.  

• Provide education to parents and families about respectful relationships and gender  
equality; this may include targeted respectful relationships education to couples  
transitioning to parenthood.  
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Priority Area 4: The Early Years sector 
responds to family violence   
GOAL:   
1. CHILDREN ARE LISTENED TO AND SUPPORTED BY THE EARLY YEARS SECTOR 

As has been stated, children’s needs are best met by a whole of system response and universal/
Early Years sector workers may be in a key position in a child and family’s life. Often Early Years 
workers have developed strong trusting relationships with families over an extended period of time, 
and, as such, women and children may be more inclined to disclose to these workers or seek support 
or advice, if they are experiencing family violence. However, whilst these workers articulated a 
willingness to support women and children experiencing family violence, many workers/stakeholders 
expressed fear about the fact that they didn’t feel adequately skilled or resourced to confidently 
respond. Building the capacity of the Early Years sector to feel confident and able to respond is a key 
way forward, therefore resourcing and training are a significant focus of the action plan. 

The Early Years sector is particularly well positioned to help support children who have experienced 
family violence and to provide individualised responses depending on the risk and circumstances. 
At times, safety concerns mean an active referral to a specialist service is required. In other 
circumstances, high levels of social support from adults outside the family will help children’s 
recovery and resilience. If these adults are also able to create an environment that includes 
predictability, routine, play and opportunities to talk about issues, this can potentially aid a child in the 
recovery process.  Resourcing workers to better understand family violence enhances their ability to 
support children in a variety of ways. 

The work of Early Years workers needs to be supported by strong, collaborative working relationships 
between the sector and specialist family violence services. Organisations and management within 
the Early Years sector need to develop processes, linkages and procedures for responding to and 
referring children. 

OUTCOMES

• The workforce is well trained and has the knowledge, skills and confidence to provide 
effective response, support and referrals for children who have experienced family violence.

• The Early Years sector is a strong voice in advocating for improved responses to children 
experiencing family violence.

ACTIONS

• Develop and deliver ongoing, targeted training to the Early Years sector that increases 
knowledge and skills, referrals and support for children experiencing family violence - 
through the C4C Family Violence Project. 

• Develop relevant resources and consistent information for organisations that supports best 
practice approaches to families who have experienced family violence. 

• Support and resource organisational champions to embed processes, policies and practices 
in their organisations that address family violence. 

• Establish structural partnerships or integration between services that value add, reduce 
gaps and enhance services for children 0-5.

• Early Years representatives participate in community education or lobbying that highlights 
the impact of family violence on children and the need for improved system responses.  

• Contribute to research, including the collection of consistent data on the prevalence and 
impact of family violence on children, particularly within universal services.
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GOAL: 
2. CHILDREN ARE SUPPORTED THROUGH A RANGE OF INTERVENTIONS AND 
THERAPEUTIC RESPONSES 

Developing and implementing targeted programs, informed by best practice models, for 
children who have experienced family violence is a key strategic action. Stakeholders 
highlighted that there is a serious lack of services and programs specifically designed for 
children who have experienced family violence. Some children need targeted, therapeutic 
programs to help them recover or rebuild from the impact of family violence. 

During consultations, stakeholders made suggestions for the development of collaborative 
practice and innovative service models (including co-location) to deliver more holistic programs 
to children. As discussed in the report, there are some excellent examples of child-focused 
models, approaches and programs with comprehensive theoretical underpinnings that have 
been successfully implemented and evaluated (including local models). 

Exciting possible therapeutic models to support children who have experienced family violence 
include mother-child relationship based, group work, individual work, counselling or ‘streams’ of 
different levels of support. Researching, comparing and seeking funding for these models may 
most effectively be done through targeted partnerships, within existing collaborative structures 
or a purposefully established group. It is important that partnerships are developed to support 
this work and enable projects and pilots to be developed. Building the Early Years sector role 
in advocating for funding and addressing gaps within system responses may be a powerful 
catalyst for change. 

OUTCOMES

• Programs, models and partnerships address service gaps and provide effective 
responses to children.  

• Targeted therapeutic programs for children who have experienced family violence are 
implemented.

ACTIONS

• Commit to seek funding for the development of therapeutic programs to children (0-5 
years) who have experienced family violence in Bendigo.

• Deliver therapeutic responses (based on evidence and research of effective models), 
including groups, to children 0-5 years who have experienced family violence. 

• Develop an advanced, specialist training package delivered by qualified therapists 
and experts that increases the skills and knowledge for working directly with children 
who have experienced family violence. 
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8. Next steps  
Following endorsement from the C4C Reference Committee, the C4C Early Years Family 
Violence Action Plan will provide the Early Years sector, and those working with young children, 
with strategic actions to further support and safeguard children. 

A C4C Early Years Family Violence Project Worker, based at the Centre for Non Violence, 
has been employed to support the implementation of this project. The role of this worker is to 
implement key aspects C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan, guide other elements, 
and also serve as a resource for the Early Years sector. The initial focus of this work involves 
consultations across the Early Years sector to further clarify their training, skill development 
and resource needs. The key priority actions within the C4C Early Years Family Violence Action 
being addressed by the project worker are the development and coordination of training for the 
Early Years sector. This targeted and tailored training will be developed in consultation with the 
Early Years sector.  

A working group made up of Early Years sector representatives will be established to further 
guide the implementation of the C4C Early Years Family Violence Action Plan. This is likely to 
be an extension of the current project advisory group. 

Family violence is a shared area of focus across all current C4C Bendigo projects as is outlined 
in the C4C Bendigo Action Plan 2015-2017. However, full implementation of the C4C Early 
Years Family Violence Action Plan requires collective involvement from all key agencies, if we 
are to achieve the outcomes and changes identified in the plan. Therefore broader commitment 
and contribution from organisations across Bendigo will be sought through the C4C Bendigo 
Reference Committee and via the First Quarter Leadership Group, Early Years Coordination 
Group and Loddon Mallee Area Partnership. 



38 Communities For Children Early Years Family Violence Action Plan for Bendigo - 2016

9. References
Aboriginal Affairs Victoria Department of Planning and Community Development Strong Culture, Strong 
Peoples, Strong Families, Towards a safer future for Indigenous families and communities (Melbourne: 
State Government, 2008)

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Personal safety survey (Canberra, Commonwealth of Australia, 2006)

Australian Childhood Foundation, Safe and Secure: A trauma informed practice guide for understanding 
and responding to children and young people affected by family violence (Ringwood: Eastern 
Metropolitan Region Family Violence Partnership, 2013)

Australian Domestic & Family Violence Clearing House, Mother and Infant Attachment Theory and 
Domestic Violence: Crossing the Divide, Issue Paper 13 (Sydney, Australian Domestic and Family 
Violence Clearing House, 2007)

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Government Funded specialist homelessness services: SAAP 
National Data Collection Annual Reports (Victoria, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2010)

Cathy Humphreys, Domestic Violence and Child Protection: Challenging directions for practice (Sydney: 
Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse, 2007)

Cathy Humphreys, Claire Houghton and Jane Ellis, 2008, Literature Review: Better Outcomes for 
Children and Young People Experiencing Domestic Abuse – Directions for Good Practice (Edinburgh: 
Scottish Government, 2008)

Christine Nunn, Play Connect Program: Creative Arts Therapy for Mothers and Children Experiencing 
Homelessness and Domestic Violence, Project Evaluation for the Loddon Mallee Accommodation 
Network, (Bendigo: Loddon Mallee Accommodation Network, 2009).

Cynthia Rizo, Rebecca Macy, Dania Ermentrout and Natalie Johns, A review of family interventions for 
intimate partner violence with a child focus or child component’, Aggression and Violence Behaviour, 16 
(2011)144- 166

David Flynn, Baby Makes 3: Project Report (Box Hill: Whitehorse Community Health Service Ltd. 2011)

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, Homelessness Taskforce, 
The Road Home: A National Approach to reducing Homelessness (Canberra: Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2008)

Department of Human Services, Assessing children and young people – experiencing family violence, A 
practice guide for family violence practitioners (Melbourne: Victorian Government Department of Human 
Services, 2013).

Department of Human Services, Best Interests Framework for Vulnerable Children and Youth: Best 
Interests Series (Department of Human Services, Victorian State Government, 2007)

Department of Human Services, Family Violence Risk Assessment and Risk Management Frameworks 
and Practice Guides 1-3 (2nd edn, Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012).

Department of Human Services, Indigenous Family Violence Primary Prevention Framework (State of 
Victoria, Melbourne, 2012)

Department of Human Services, Protecting Children Together- Every child, Every Chance reforms 
(Victorian State Government. http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/for-individuals/children,-families-and-young-
people/child-protection/protecting-children-together. [Accessed October 2015]

Department of Justice, Measuring Family Violence in Victoria, Victorian Family Violence Database, 
Volume 5,Eleven Year Trend Analysis 1999-2010. (Melbourne: Victorian Government, 2012).



39Communities For Children Early Years Family Violence Action Plan for Bendigo - 2016

Department of Social Services, National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children, 
2010-2022 (Canberra: Australian Government Department of Social Services, 2010).

Gillinder Bedi and Chris Goddard, Intimate partner violence, What are the impacts on children?, 
Australian Psychologist, 42 (2007).

Jenny Mouzoz and Catherine Rushforth, No. 255 Family Homicide in Australia (Canberra: Australian 
Institute of Criminology, 2003)

Jill Astbury, Judy Atkinson, Janet E Duke, Patricia L Easteal, Susan E Kurrle, Paul R Tait and Jane Turner 
The impact of domestic violence on individuals, The Medical Journal of Australia, 173 (2000), 427-431.

Office of the Attorney General First Impression: Exposure to Violence and the Child’s Developing 
Brain.mov (California Department of Justice, 9 January 2012) <https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=O4zP50tEad0 [Accessed 5 October, 2015]

Phillip Cummins, Dorothy Scott and Bill Scales, Report of the Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children 
Inquiry (Melbourne: Department of Premier and Cabinet, 2012). 

Rosalind Hurworth, Literature Synthesis for the Bright Futures Demonstration Project (Melbourne: Centre 
for Program Evaluation, University of Melbourne, 2007).  

St. Luke’s Anglicare, The State of Bendigo’s Children Report, (Bendigo: St Luke’s Anglicare, 2013)

T.G. Moore, and M. McDonald. Acting Early, Changing Lives: How prevention and early action saves 
money and improves wellbeing (Parkville: Centre for Community Child Health at The Murdoch Children’s 
Research Institute and The Royal Children’s Hospital, 2013). 

United Nations General Assembly, Conventions on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989).

United Nations 1993, Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, viewed on 04th 
November 2014, <http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/48/a48r104.htm [Accessed 4 Nov, 2014].

VicHealth, Preventing violence before it occurs: A framework and background paper to guide the primary 
prevention of violence against women in Victoria. (Melbourne: Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, 
2007).

Vic Health, The Health Costs of Violence: Measuring the burden of disease caused by intimate partner 
violence (Melbourne: Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, 2004).

VicHealth, Australians’ attitudes to violence against women. Findings from the 2013 National Community 
Attitudes towards Violence Against Women Survey (NCAS), (Melbourne: Victorian Health Promotion 
Foundation, 2014).

Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency, Aboriginal Cultural Competence Framework, (Melbourne: 
Victorian State Government, 2008).  

Victoria State Government, The State of Victoria’s Children Report (Melbourne: Victorian State 
Government, 2011).

Victoria State Government, Victoria’s Action Plan to Address Violence against Women and Children, 
2012-2015 (Melbourne: Victorian State Government, 2012).

Victoria State Government, Victoria’s Vulnerable Children: Directions Paper (Melbourne: Victorian State 
Government, 2012). 

Wendy Bunston and Alexandra Heynatz, Addressing Family Violence Programs - Groupwork 
Interventions for Infants, Children and Their Parents (The Royal Children’s Hospital Mental Health 
Service, 2006)



This Communities for 
Children initiative has been 
funded by the Australian 
Government Department of 
Social Services


