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CONTEXT TO THIS REPORT 
 
Introduction 
 
The Victorian WorkCover Authority estimates that workplace violence costs $57 million per annum. 
Comparative international studies indicate the actual costs are likely to be much higher. Other 
impacts identified in international research include staff turnover, absenteeism, reduced efficiency, 
decline in work quality, counselling, mediation or grievance proceedings, increased error margins 
and unsafe workplaces. 
 
A review of relevant research indicates that: 
 
a) we have a very serious problem in our workplaces which affects the safety of many women. 

It costs millions of dollars, but we do not know how many millions, nor do we understand its 
scale or how it happens; 

b) while there are serious consequences from workplace violence for both men and women, 
we know much less about the expression of workplace violence on women  and its effects. 
The research to date has neglected to explore the distinctive issues, questions and 
experiences of women, nor has it been inclusive of the many different groups of women that 
contribute to the work of this state;  

c) the seriousness of workplace violence is further exacerbated as the problem does not stay 
in the workplace after the worker has left for the day but spills from workplaces to homes 
and the community and undermines family and community life; and 

d)  research and analysis is needed that understands and allows for the difference in 
experiences and perspectives of men and women. 

 
This Situational Analysis of Research review has been prepared for the Statewide Steering 
Committee on Violence Against Women in the Workplace. While it refers to a ‘gendered’ analysis, 
and employs a ‘feminist’ critique of current research, the purpose of this initiative is not simply to 
advance the interests of women. Rather, the emphasis on a ‘gendered’ approach signifies a 
concern for more inclusive research which acknowledges the complexity of social relationships in 
workplaces, and the hidden dimensions of how they are structured and reinforced over time. 
Ultimately, this is an approach that will help everybody because it will help us to understand 
workplace violence better.  
 
The report draws together thinking about gendered understandings of workplace violence, 
including the impact of working with different frameworks and methodologies. It identifies current 
research findings and makes recommendations about research to assist in future prevention and 
elimination strategies in responding to violence against women. 
 
In brief, the analysis presented here will demonstrate that women centred and focused research is 
required to: 
 

I. identify real areas of need and impacts of violence for women in the workplace; 
II. enable us to understand how women become victims of workplace violence and why they 

respond in the ways they do 
III. enhance our understandings of the options that women have legally, what happens if/when 

they exercise these options and the consequences of doing so; 
IV. consider the hidden consequences of workplace violence on women, and its broader 

ramifications beyond those addressed by the legal frameworks; 
V.  expand our knowledge about the context and the experience of violence, and the 

subsequent supports and resources required. This will involve an investigative approach 
that is quite different from much other workplace violence research; and 

VI. examine women’s choices and decisions regarding reporting of workplace violence. This 
will assist in understanding under-reporting. 

 



 

In addition the analysis identifies a clear need for an integrated approach to ascertain the social 
and economic costs of workplace violence to the Victorian Government. Costs need to made 
explicit to enable the development of appropriate policy. 

 
Background  to the Women’s Safety Strategy  
  
The Women’s Safety Strategy sets out the Government’s vision of a safer future for Victorian 
Women. The Strategy represents a 5 year commitment by the Government to reduce the level and 
fear of violence against women in Victoria. 
 
The Women’s Safety Strategy is coordinated through the Office of Women’s Policy in partnership 
with key stakeholders across government and non-government agencies. The Women’s Safety 
Strategy advocates an integrated response to all forms of violence against women, as well as the 
importance of involving community stakeholders in the implementation of the Strategy. 
 
Key mechanisms for implementing the Women’s Safety Strategy are three Statewide Steering 
Committees: 

·  The Statewide Steering Committee to Reduce Family Violence 

·  The Statewide Steering Committee to Reduce Sexual Assault  and 

·  The Statewide Steering Committee to Reduce Violence Against Women in the 
Workplace. 

 
The establishment of these three separate Statewide Committees acknowledges that violence 
occurs in a diversity of settings and that the relationship of the perpetrator to the victim/ survivor 
may range from partner, ex-partner, family member, to work colleague, acquaintance or stranger. 
 
 
 
Background to the Statewide Steering Committee to R educe Violence Against Women in the 
Workplace. 
 
The aim of the Statewide Steering Committee to Reduce Violence Against Women in the 
Workplace is to improve the prevention of, and responses to, violence against women occurring in 
a workplace setting, including workplace violence, bullying and sexual harassment.  
 
The membership of the Committee includes representatives from the following agencies: Victorian 
Trades Hall Council, WorkSafe Victoria, Equal Opportunity Commission, Women Against Sexual 
Harassment (WASH), Centres Against Sexual Assault (CASA) Forum, Victorian Employers’ and 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (VECCI), Working Women’s Health, Victorian Aboriginal 
Legal Service, URCOT, Job Watch, Community and Public Sector Union (CPSU), Victoria Police, 
Women’s Health Victoria, and the Office of Women’s Policy. 
  

The working definition adopted by the Committee is: 
 

Workplace violence against women may include physical assault, threatening behaviour, bullying, 
verbal abuse, and various forms of harassment. Workplace violence is violence that usually occurs 
in a workplace setting, however may also occur outside of the work setting. Violence may be 
perpetrated by a colleague or supervisor, a client or customer, family member or a member of the 
public.  

 
The priorities of the Committee are: 
 
1. To build knowledge & understanding of violence against women in the workplace  
2. To develop a proactive compliance system model including proposed legislative reform 
3. To develop a systemic framework for addressing violence against women in the workplace 
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4. To increase overall community awareness and education re: Violence against women in the 
workplace 

 
To achieve these priorities, the following have been achieved: 
 

·  A centralised research and data base to pool resources and knowledge into an accessible 
and structured base has been established. This is an evolving process which will be 
continued as new research emerges.  

·  A Research Sub-Committee has been formed to categorise research and conduct a 
preliminary gap analysis of the material.  

·  A series of information sessions conducted by URCOT, Jobwatch, Equal Opportunity 
Commission, WorkSafe, Victorian Trades Hall Council and the Occupational Health and 
Safety Act Review has informed Committee members of the roles and responsibilities of 
the range of agencies addressing violence against women in the workplace. 

·  Limitations and strengths of current practice and systems to respond to violence in the 
workplace have also been identified. This information will inform the development of a 
system redesign model 

 
As indicated above, the limitations on the available research hinders the capacity of the Committee 
to consolidate an early response to the priority issues. This Analysis Report provides insights into 
the reasons for this conclusion. 
 
Aim of Situational Analysis of Research Report  
 
The purpose of this report is to:  

 
1.  provide a context and framework for future research to be undertaken into violence against 

women in the workplace as part of the Women’s Safety Strategy, 
2. identify the current understandings we have about violence against women in the 

workplace utilising both Australian and international research (taking into account the 
limitations described above). The strengths and weaknesses of the existing systems 
response in Victoria, other States and internationally will also be identified, and  

3. provide recommendations to the Committee regarding: 
(i)   an appropriate framework and methodology(ies) for future research into violence 

against women in the workplace; and 
(ii) appropriate research areas which will: 

·  fill gaps in current understanding of women’s experiences of workplace 
violence, 

·  enhance or expand upon current research findings, and /or 
·  evaluate current prevention and/or intervention strategies. 

 
Analysis of workplace violence research frameworks  
 
Research on workplace violence is conducted in a number of disciplinary frameworks which have 
their own distinguishing beliefs about the nature of reality (ontology) and about how knowledge is 
gained (epistemology). These concepts are important, because they alert us to different ways of 
thinking which can shape the way in which policy is conceived and driven. The way researchers 
see the world, build knowledge and understand the phenomenon of workplace violence influences 
the way research is undertaken and what is understood to be significant and insignificant factors, 
measures and methods. For example, some people believe that only that which is made up of 
discrete and observable events can be trusted as ‘hard’ data, whereas it is now recognised that in 
all research circles, that social ‘reality’ is a product of processes in which people negotiate the 
meanings of actions and situations (see Blaikie 1993). 
 
There are some simple ways in which the differences can be illustrated in relation to research on 
women’s safety: 
 



 

·  gender analysis is important for a few researchers and not even considered by many 
others; 

 
·  scientific methods which include hypotheses, measures, experiments and findings are 

important to some researchers and irrelevant to others; 
 
·  some researchers prefer to use people's stories as the basis for research and knowledge 

building, whereas others use data and statistics; 
 
·  there are differences in the types of violence that researchers focus on including bullying, 

sexual harassment and mobbing; 
 
·  critical analysis of existing research in terms of the frameworks, methods, assumptions and 

consequently the findings is usually missing.  
 
Many researchers discuss the limitations of research in this area by highlighting the deficiencies in 
definitions and data collecting methods and the lack of compatibility across different data sources. 
For example: 
 
·  Perrone (1999) provides a good summary of some of the limitations of statistical collections 

in Australia such as the National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, the National 
Coroner’s Information System, the National Crime Statistics and Crime and safety surveys. 
For instance she argues that the NOHSC data does not code for violence, and Victoria and 
ACT do not forward data in accordance with national standards. They cover occupational 
morbidity poorly and there are problems in reportage.  

·  Leonard and Sloboda (1996) argue that there is a need for greater caution in interpreting 
workplace homicide data. The authors identified approximately ninety articles that were 
published between 1987 and 1995 addressing workplace violence. Twenty-six percent of 
these reports focused on workplace violence involving co-workers or former co-workers but, 
in discussing such incidents, reported general homicide figures - data that included 
robberies or other crimes. As Leonard and Sloboda rightfully conclude, this "could lead to 
drawing erroneous conclusions" (1996, p. 7, as quoted in Neuman and Baron, 1998). 

·  Barron (as quoted in Gill, Fisher and Bowie 2000, p. 156) also highlights the limitations in 
crime report statistics. She offers anecdotal evidence from Job Watch clients that police do 
not regard violent incidents within the workplace as criminal acts but civil matters. Barron 
says that as a result intra-organisational violence may be under-reported and under-
represented. 

·  Mayhew and Chappell (1998, p.23) discuss the limitation of the International Crime (Victim) 
Survey which they argued provides “one of the most important and significant new sources 
of international information about violence at work”. They highlight that “the cultural 
messages in different contexts or in the wording of a question might elicit different answers 
in different languages. The interpretation of the survey results on sexual incidents may thus 
be problematic and should be treated with caution” (p.24).  They argue also that because 
the survey was conducted in households, the data might be less accurate, especially in 
some developing countries where the survey was undertaken face to face, often in the 
presence of other family members (p.25). 

 
Chappell and Di Martino (1998, p. 21) argue, more generally, that, 
 

... at present few accurate, reliable and uniform statistics (are) available regarding violence 
at work… [A]nother significant challenge to any analysis of statistical data on this issue 
arises from a lack of agreement regarding the definitions of violence, and work or the 
workplace.  

 
Such points are valid, but the research is only discussed in relation to obtaining accurate statistics 
and definitions. As Brubaker and Laitin comment in regard to definitions about violence generally 
and the subsequent issues in research:  
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The problem is not that there is no agreement on how things are to be explained; it is that 
there is no agreement on what is to be explained, or whether there is a single set of 
phenomena to be explained. (1998, as quoted in Stanko, 2003, p. 3). 

 
To further this point, the capacity for explanation of workplace violence against women needs 
much more than just improved data collection and definitions; there is a need for theoretical debate 
and critique of research frameworks. We need to move beyond reporting statistics to questioning 
the statistics. The value of statistics depends heavily on the validity of the categories in which 
instances of violence are counted, and on the reliability with which the data gathering occurs. 
Given the complexity of gender, race and class relations, and of sexuality, it requires particular 
care to identify and adopt categories which fully recognise the variations in the experiences of 
different groups within the workforce, and to provide an integrated analysis when that is 
appropriate.  
 
A narrow emphasis on statistics in workplace violence research also neglects the debates and 
theory on violence, gender and power which characterise the broader fields of organisational 
studies and social analysis generally. These limitations illustrate the almost apolitical nature and 
lack of social context in the existing research. As Burman et al (as quoted in Stanko, 2003, p.73) 
argue, “arriving at a precise, yet inclusive, denotation of violence is much more than a simple 
definitional issue; it is also an important political and policy issue”. As in any social research, the 
constant challenge for researchers is to recognise their assumptions and the ways in which they 
can limit the depth and accuracy of their analyses,  and conclusions and by implication, the value 
of their policy recommendations. 
 
The important implication of this discussion is that different kinds of research provide 
complementary, perhaps competing, insights into the phenomena under investigation. In other 
words, while statistical analyses might alert policy-makers or researchers to prevailing or emerging 
patterns, they do little to explain or enhance understanding of why such patterns exist. In this 
respect, the distinction between objective and subjective forms of research is not very clear or 
helpful. The emphasis needs to be on establishing clarity about the key research questions, clarity 
about the assumptions being made about reality and knowledge, and ensuring that careful 
attention is given to the evidence on which an analysis is based. 
  

Women in workplace violence research 
 
More often than not, the focus in research on women’s experience of workplace violence has been 
on sexual harassment at work. However, most literature tends to deal with workplace violence in a 
non-gendered way, avoiding critical analysis which considers the implications of class, race and 
sexuality. Issues of power and identity are rarely included in the discussion on workplace violence. 
Rather, it encompasses generic information about definitions (see sources as discussed above), 
likely perpetrators (see, for example, Camardella 2002, Neuman and Baron 1998; Lord 1998; 
Elliott &Jarrett 1994), high risk occupations and workplaces and prevention strategies (Mayhew 
2000; Grainger 1996; Kinney 1995).  
 
Gender analysis means much more than token comments and statistics about the numbers of men 
and women experiencing or perpetrating workplace violence. It refers to: 
 

the variety of methods used to understand the relationships between men and women, their 
access to resources, their activities, and the constraints they face relative to each other. 
Gender analysis provides information that recognizes that gender, and its relationship with 
race, ethnicity, culture, class, age, disability, and/or other status, is important in 
understanding the different patterns of involvement, behaviour and activities that women 
and men have in economic, social and legal structures. (Canadian International 
Development Agency, 2004).  

 
More importantly, the way in which the workplace violence literature is constructed is gendered, 
insofar as it excludes women’s experiences of violence. Firstly, there is evidence that women have 



 

difficulty in labelling their experiences as violence and harassment (see Howie, 2001; Hughes et al, 
1998, Giufree et al, 1994; Thomas and Kitzinger, 1994). For instance Giufree (1994, as quoted in 
Howie, 2001) argues that women tend not to name their experiences as sexual harassment 
because they do not recognise that it is an actionable offence and because of fears of 
victimisation. Berrymen-Fink says that most women deal with harassment through avoidance of the 
problem:  
 

Women may discount the harassment by claiming “that’s just the way it is,” or that “boys will 
be boys.” Avoidance is often a conscious coping mechanism that women use. (2001). 

 
There is also an issue with language and the types of language that women use to describe their 
experiences. When gathering data, the use of some terms might mean that some women would 
not associate what they were experiencing as ‘violence’. It might need to be explained that it can 
encompass tripping, grabbing, swearing, insults, condescending language, bullying, mobbing, 
intimidation, threats, leaving offensive messages, verbal abuse, rape, robbery, wounding, 
squeezing, pinching, stalking, pushing, shoving, aggressive posturing, rude gestures, throwing 
objects, physical attacks, kicking, biting, punching, spitting, scratching, interfering with work tools 
and equipment, hostile behaviour, shouting, name-calling, innuendo and deliberate silence.  
 
Secondly, most research makes no analysis of the broader social, economic and political 
structures, and the way in which they shape our work and workplaces. In other words, the 
environment within which workplace life is formed is neglected, even though people bring with 
them into the workplace the values, practices and material assumptions derived from that 
environment. Thus most research implicitly assumes that an equal social structure exists in the 
workplace and ignores the implications of power relations which are shaped by ownership and 
managerial prerogative, and by external context.   
 
Some researchers do acknowledge women’s position in the employment market (see Chappell and 
DiMartino, 1998; Hoel, Sparks and Cooper, 2001, Mayhew, 2000, Perrone, 1999). For instance 
Chappell and Di Martino (1998, p.44) highlight that women “are concentrated in many of the high 
risk occupations, particularly as teachers, social workers, nurses and other health-care workers, as 
well as bank and shop workers. The continued segregation of women in low-paid and low-status 
jobs, while men predominate in better-paid, higher status jobs and supervisory positions also 
contribute to this problem.” Perrone (1999, p. 67) theorises that women’s entry into at-risk 
occupational sectors such as security and law enforcement means that they have increased 
exposure to greater levels of violence. Mayhew believes that the variation in risk of violence 
between women and men could be explained by the fact that women are concentrated in “lower-
status and ‘caring’ jobs with greater face-to-face contact” (in Gill, Fisher and Bowie 2000, p. 24).  
 
Some studies have attracted more research than others, particularly nursing and health services. 
However, these studies tend to focus on external violence such as patient-health worker, 
customer-service provider violence, rather than the growing incidence of manager-worker and 
worker-worker violence. 
 
Many researchers fail to recognise, however, that improving women’s work lives will depend, not 
only on better workplace violence policies and prevention strategies, but also on campaigns for 
better conditions, opportunities and wages for women workers. Chappell and Di Martino (1998, 
p.128) and Cho (2000) make the connection that violence at work is a women’s human rights 
issue, as well as an occupational health and safety concern.  
 
Thirdly there is no analysis of the personal politics involved in violence. It takes courage and 
confidence for somebody to name violence as violence and to follow through with official 
procedures. A feminist analysis would recognise the personal, not just procedural, issues involved 
in workplace violence. Thus, while the policies and guidelines for prevention of workplace violence 
might exist, they will not be effective until women feel empowered to take these issues up. For 
instance Berryman-Fink (2001) says “studies show that assertively confronting a harasser and 
formally reporting harassment are not the strategies that women most commonly use or say they 
would use in dealing with sexual harassment at work”. Chappel and Di Martino suggest that, 
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… many employees, and in particular women, may feel constrained to remain silent about 
their victimisation because of fear of reprisals being taken against them, including the 
possibility of losing their jobs. Unequal power relationships between employers and 
employees can undoubtedly influence reporting behaviours, and increase the risks of 
exploitation. (1998, p. 32). 

 
There are very few studies that examine the various strategies which women do adopt in trying to 
deal with such an experience. None do so over a period of time. 
 
There is confusion amongst theorists about whether to include sexual harassment into analyses of 
workplace violence. For instance Mayhew’s (2000, p.1) handbook entitled ‘Preventing violence 
within organisations’ excludes the issue of sexual harassment from analysis as an internal violence 
issue because it is “extensively dealt with elsewhere”. By ignoring sexual harassment as a 
workplace violence issue she limits the development of a more holistic perspective. She also 
assumes that workplace violence incidents have clear delineations between the ‘sexual’ and ‘not 
sexual’, thus excluding reference to this dimension of power. Thus, when Mayhew defines and 
characterises occupational violence, she includes “verbal abuse, threats, physical violence, 
‘behaviours that create a climate of fear’, stalking, bullying amongst workers or between managers 
and workers, and behaviours that lead to stress or avoidance behaviour in the recipient”.  
 
Chappell and Di Martino also exclude sexual harrasment from their analysis as well as issues of 
occupational stress, alcohol and drug abuse because it is covered in other ILO documentation. 
Despite making this exclusion they concede that “in real situations these behaviours [harassment, 
bullying, mobbing, abuse, assault] often overlap, making any attempt to categorise different forms 
of violence very difficult” (1998, p. 13). They also argue that the difficulties women face in obtaining 
access to the labour market are not limited to reduced opportunities, discrimination and disparity in 
wages, but extend to sexual abuse in the workplace itself (1998, p. 27).   
 
The treatment of sexual harassment reflects the broader tensions which exist between those who 
emphasise rights rather than occupational health and safety, and those who recognise violence 
amongst managers and workers, as well as violence to workers by external people. Yet, there has 
rarely been any robust debate over these differences, partly because the occupational health and 
safety researchers and the rights researchers work with quite different philosophical and legislative 
frameworks. 
 
Analysis of professional frameworks in workplace violence research 
 
Professional approaches to workplace violence research may have occupational health and safety, 
legislative, or human rights frameworks, each of which has advantages and disadvantages.  
 

Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) framework 
 
The OHS approach to research in workplace violence and bullying can be found in the work of 
Boyd (2002), Saarela and Isotalus (1999), Berger (1999), Rafferty (2001), Mayhew (2001) and 
Barron (2002). The advantage of the OHS approach to workplace violence and bullying is that it 
tries to stop the problem from happening in the first place and that it ‘eliminates hazards to the 
health and safety of employees caused by work’. The OHS literature and research is characterised 
by its focus on:  
 
·  prevention strategies which aim to limit risk; 
·  employee health and safety;  
·  responsibilities of employers; and 
·  factors that increase workplace violence. 
 
However, it assumes that once people are informed about proper practice and policies are 
developed in a workplace to deal with workplace violence, the problems will be contained. The 



 

Occupational Health and Safety focus often assumes a gender neutrality, and can struggle to 
address the underlying systemic issues including politics, economics, workplace structures and 
culture. 
 
One critique of the Occupational Health and Safety research, based on a Canadian perspective, is 
provided by Henneberry: 
 

The evaluation of risks and hazards in the workplace has focused on the more obvious and 
traumatic accidents and diseases associated with traditional male employment in the goods 
producing sector, even through women represent at least half of the labour force in 
Canada. Adding to this discussion, Margorie Griffin Cohen cites that while women's work is 
less likely to produce fatal accidents compared with the jobs that men do, women's working 
conditions cause serious health problems and even death. Due to a narrow conception of 
dangerous work centred around a masculinist language, women's work is propagandized 
as safe and clean. As Yola Grant points out, "offices have been presumed to be safe 
working environments because they generally appear clean, unlike factories and mines, 
and hazardous machines and chemicals are noticeably absent. (1997, p. 6). 

 
 
Kemp also points out some of the difficulties of obtaining occupational health and safety research 
that takes into account women's occupational situation:  
 

1) Women's work is often 'casualised'. Under most national regulations on accident 
reporting, casual workers (including home-based or informal sector where women 
predominate) are exempted. Thus their injuries or illnesses go unrecorded;  

2) While men tend to be injured or killed in dramatic events in dangerous sectors like 
forestry and fishing, women working in sectors like electronics or textiles suffer long-
term insidious injuries such as muscle or skeletal strains, low-level intoxications or 
cancers. To detect these needs detailed, systematic and costly monitoring over many 
years, beyond the resources of most developing nations;  

3) Women tend not to report pain or discomfort for fear of dismissal, preferring to work on 
until their performance suffers. Once dismissed, their injuries are rarely reported. 
Stress-related ailments, to which women are more susceptible as they have less 
control, are under-reported;  

4) Women are less likely than men to be unionized and protected by union influence. In 
countries where awards for safety performance are prevalent, women are likely to be 
intimidated into not reporting accidents or injuries;  

5) Some countries do not have sex-disaggregated OHS data sets; and  
6) Women workers tend to be unaware of their rights under existing laws and regulations. 

(2001). 
 
 

Legislative and human rights framework 
 
Legislative research on workplace violence provides summaries of actual legal cases or use legal 
judgements to provide accounts of people's experiences of workplace violence. Such research 
generally uses one or two cases to describe workplace violence and explain legal recourses 
available or not available. Work by Bytheway (2000, unpublished), Lennane (1996), Fitzsimons 
(2000) and Hunter (2002) fall into this category.  
 
The advantage of legislative research is that it provides case studies on workplace violence 
incidents based on legal documents, which is less intrusive than other methods. It also means that 
the legal system's responses to workplace violence incidents are also discussed, unlike in other 
frameworks. The disadvantage of legal research is that a lot of cases would not make it to court 
hearings because of survivors' unwillingness to take action or the settlement of cases prior to a 
court hearing. This means that the legal research only reflects the cases that are put through the 
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system. It would be useful to have research investigating how many workplace violence cases 
actually go through a legal recourse and what the end results are of such cases. 
 
Associated with this are other initiatives based on specific legislative efforts to encapsulate rights, 
such as Equal Opportunity and Sexual Harassment.  
 
Research in this field has focussed on particular cases. Much of the focus of the research has 
been to support and inform individual complainants as well as the educative focus for the broader 
community. This has meant that research has tended to be descriptive rather than analytical and 
as such, it tends to individualise rather than systematise the issues. 
 
A significant amount of research investment  has occurred in the area of sexual harassment with 
more than two decades of research and writing on the topic. Authors who have written specifically 
about women workers’ experiences of sexual harassment at work include Berryman-Fink (2001), 
Collinson and Collinson (1996), Fritz (1989), to name but a few. There is also research that is 
occupation specific, for instance Arnetz, Arnetz and Petterson (1994) paper on sexual harrasment 
against nurses, Brown and Flatow (1997) article on sexual harrasment in newsrooms; Giuffrea and 
Williams (1994) research on sexual harrasment against restaurant personnel as well as Gruber 
and Bjorn (1982) research on sexual harassment of women auto workers. There are also countless 
general articles which deal with sexual harrasment at work, whether it’s about legal cases and 
responses, prevention methods, organisational costs, profile and demography research and 
opinion and theoretical based articles. As is evident, work has ranged from studies directly related 
to individuals to sector specific work.  Much of the literature relating to sexual harassment treats it 
as a ‘stand alone’ issue in organisations and does not examine or include other related workplace 
violence issues.   
 
Lengnick-Hall (1995) provides an interesting methodological critique of sexual harassment 
research. Based on his critical analysis of existing research he finds that there are seven major 
methodological problems: (a) disturbing lack of attention to construct validity issues, (b) a weak 
theoretical development, (c) an overuse of cross-sectional or static approaches for studying a 
dynamic phenomenon, (d) an almost complete reliance on convenience samples for survey 
research and college student samples for experimental research, (e) an almost complete reliance 
on "paper people" or descriptive stimuli, (f) little or no attention paid to the potential reactivity of 
measures and methods used, and (g) mono-method bias (using the same instruments for 
measuring both independent and dependent variables).  
 
 
Research methods  
 
Research methods can include surveys, case studies, action research, applied research, 
interviews, observation, focus groups, secondary data analysis and ethnography. Some research 
is quite unique in its methods, including an epiphany approach (Underwood, 2001) and narrative 
peer mediation (Dunn and Donovan, 2002). However, most workplace violence research has used 
similar methods including questionnaires, secondary data analysis and interviews.  
 

Questionnaires  
 
Survey research can be conducted in a variety of ways including postal questionnaires, face-to-
face interviews, telephone interviews, literature surveys and observational surveys. It aims to 
gather data which can be aggregated to develop statistical representations of the data under 
investigation, and thus provide an overview, more or less complex, or patterns in defined variables.  
 
The benefit of a survey method include its ability to gain access to a larger sample size which can 
also mean that the results are more representative. The low cost of paper and pencil 
questionnaires can also be an important benefit for researchers with limited amount of resources. 
Another advantage of questionnaire survey method is that it can leave scope for participants to be 



 

honest and frank in their willingness to share information and experiences because of the 
confidential nature. It also has the advantage of being filled out at a time convenient for participants 
and allows them to reflect upon the questions rather than feeling pressured to immediately answer 
as in interviews or focus groups. Questionnaire surveys can also be an easier method for ensuring 
structured set of data results, which do not require hours of coding and grouping. Thus it has the 
advantage of enabling systematic analysis of results using statistical methods. Surveys can also 
allow researchers to test hypothesis through both open ended and closed ended questions, as well 
as allow multiple item scales and/or multiple questions. Questionnaire surveys also mean that 
interviewer bias is not an issue, for instance, the way a researcher asks questions or the 
researcher’s appearance. 
 
There are also disadvantages with a survey method. One of the concerns regarding the use of 
questionnaires is the assumption that the answers provided by respondents can be taken at face 
value as accurately representing their views, (except insofar as reliability can be tested through 
statistical tests of consistency). Language, it is assumed, is unambiguous and benign, without 
reference to the implications of gender, class, race and ethnicity 
 
In addition, questions are limited to variables which the researcher considers important, which 
often means that things that are not known are ignored. Connections might be made between 
variables that may not be related or significant. In his study of 'top-down' bullying by managers, 
McCarthy explained that he used a questionnaire in his research not as a systematic, scientific 
research instrument but to provide a preliminary profile. He stressed that he encountered several 
problems in attempting to study the phenomenon of bullying managerial behaviours within a 
scientific framework. He argued that the problem with an ‘objective, scientifically correct 
methodology’ is that it would ‘over-control the data to the point of screening out bullying managerial 
behaviours - in effect blaming the victims’ (1996, 54). Thus he felt that there were ethical issues 
that might arise through attributing significance to the findings of such a study. McCarthy (2001, p. 
55) argued that “the danger is that narrowly applied scientific objectivity may covertly normalise 
and legitimate socio-economic violence that has effects at the margins which are not envisaged”.  
 
De Vaus (1995, p.7) argues that the most common criticism of surveys cover three categories: 
philosophy, technique and politics. The philosophically-based criticism includes the assertion that 
surveys:  
 
·  can't adequately establish casual connections between variables;  
·  are incapable of getting at the meaningful aspects of social action;  
·  look at particular aspects of people's beliefs and actions without looking at the context in which 

they occur;  
·  assume that human action is determined by external forces and neglect the role of human 

consciousness, goals, intentions and values as important sources of action;  
·  do not involve imagination or creative thinking;  
·  is empiricist and does not provide theoretical value;  
·  can't be used to measure some things (ibid).  
 
Criticisms of surveys based on technique, assert that they are:  
 
·  too restricted because they rely on highly structured questionnaires;  
·  too statistical and reduce interesting questions to totally incomprehensible numbers (DeVaus 

1995, p. 8-9).  
 
One significant issue, overlooked by many research studies in this field is the sample size. Very 
often, for survey methodology the sample size is simply too small. Apart from the issue of reliability 
and validity it raises issues of ethics.  
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Interviews 
 
Interviews involve interaction between a researcher and a subject (perhaps more than one), in 
which the interviewer poses questions and gathers answers. Depending on the way in which the 
research is conceived and structured, the questions might be structured (ie, asked of each 
interviewee in a consistent manner); semi-structured (ie, key questions are asked of each 
interviewee, but other questions are posed also, to explore particular nuances and issues which 
arise); and unstructured, in which the research might pursue key themes, responding differently to 
each interviewee, depending on their responses. Interviews can be conducted face to face as well 
as via telephone and internet. 
 
Interviews can allow for the collection of detailed verbal and observation data, possibly on tape, 
permitting careful exploration of how people make sense of issues as they arise in the course of 
conversation. When conducted skilfully, they enable the researcher to engage with respondents 
and to build trust, thus offering the possibility that the interviewee will share perceptions and stories 
which add insights which are new to the interviewer. While differences in the meanings associated 
with language can threaten the reliability of the data, the interview method allows the researcher to 
test differences in meaning with the interviewee. 
A disadvantage of an interview method is the issue of researcher bias, the way a researcher asks 
a question can influence a participant’s response and create a situation where participants provide 
answers that they believe an interviewer will be pleased with. Researchers need to be capable, 
skilled and aware of their own and participants’ dynamics in the interview process. Often the 
sophisticated levels of skill required to interview with sensitivity and ensure the respondent is ‘ok’ 
after the interview is underestimated.  
 
 

Focus Groups   
 
Focus groups enable small groups of people to discuss a number of key questions about a topic 
under review. The interaction in views, drawing out consistencies and variations, can provide 
specific insights into the complexities in perspectives, and into the perceived relationships amongst 
aspects of the topic.  
 
There is one major piece of work which has used focus group sessions amongst other research 
methods to provide rich data about employee experiences of violence at work. The International 
Labor Organisation, the World Health Organisation, the International Council of Nurses and Public 
Services International worked in partnership on a research project which used focus group 
sessions, as one of three different research methods, in nine different countries to assess 
workplace violence issues in the health sector (DiMartino,2002). The focus group sessions 
involved representative organisations (unions, associations, employers organisations); private 
owners of health services; health sector personnel; health authorities (at central and decentralized 
levels of the health care system); management (senior and middle management); patients/clients; 
occupational health and safety specialists and labour lawyers. Findings from the focus groups 
sessions were used in conjunction with surveys and document analysis. DiMartino was able to 
deduce from focus groups sessions the differences in cultural attitudes amongst participants of the 
focus groups in different countries. He cites for instance the issue of sexual harassment in South 
Africa:  
 
In a number of cultures the very inclusion of sexual harassment at work within the definition of 
workplace violence is questioned. In South Africa, men indicated in focus group discussions that 
there is no such thing as sexual harassment as it is ‘nature’ while the women were amused. 
However, according to the researcher, South Africa has the highest incidence of rape in the world.  
(DiMartino 2002). 
 
Thus focus groups can provide useful comparative data, which can enable researchers to identify 
differences in attitudes, beliefs and understandings around workplace violence. 



 

 
Limitations of focus groups include their lack of generalisability and representativeness. As 
Wilkinson (as quoted in Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004) raises focus groups are not suited for 
research which involves the “estimation of frequencies, the testing of causal relationships, 
generalisations to larger populations, comparison between population groups and most types of 
inferential analysis”. They also require skilled moderators who can control the flow of discussion 
and who are “flexible, objective, emphatic, persuasive, [and] a good listener” (Fontana and Frey as 
quoted in Denzin and Lincoln, 2000, p. 652). The moderator must also manage the group dynamic 
situation of the focus group to ensure that one or two speakers do not dominate the discussion and 
that all participants have input.  
  
Case Studies 
 
A case study is often a large body of research, drawing on data which has been gathered via 
multiple research methods, including interviews, content analysis, and focus groups. Stake (1995) 
defines a case study as “the study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to 
understand its activity within important circumstances”. According to Yin (1994, p.9) case study 
research is useful when “a how or why question is being asked”. While Woodside and Wilson 
(2003) say that the defining feature of case study research “lies in the paramount importance 
placed by the researcher in acquiring data resulting in describing, understanding, predicting, and/or 
controlling the individual case”. Case study research, however, is not, typically, statistically 
significant or representative. However Wadsworth (1997, p. 103) argues that a case study can be 
“either an essential early step to grasp the significant variables that can then later be surveyed with 
a better sample, or else it can stand alone in its own right as a detailed representation of a complex 
system in itself”. 
 
Case study research on workplace violence is provided by McClure and Werther (1997), Poyner 
and Warne (1988), Younger (1994), Mayhew (1999), Dale, Tobin, and Wilson (1998), Williams 
(1998), Braverman (1999), Dennberg and Braverman (1999), Reynolds (1994), Sheehan (1996, as 
quoted in McCarthy, Sheehan and Wilkie) and US Office of Personnel Management (1997). 
Publications using a case study approach tend to either focus on particular occupations (such as 
taxi drivers, nurses), prevention strategies or are based on one or two individuals’ experiences. 
 
Similar to focus groups, the limitations of case study research include its lack of representativeness 
and generalisability. The case study also relies on specific methods such as interview, survey and 
document analysis with their particular strengths and weaknesses. 
 
Current findings 
 
What do we currently know about violence against wo men in the workplace, including 
differences in experiences by women with different demographic/psychographic 
perspectives? 
 
Whilst we know workplace violence has very serious consequences for the women and for their 
organisations we really do not know the full extent and impact of violence against women in the 
workplace.  
 
The type and likelihood of violence experienced by women appears to be influenced by the type of 
work and the workplaces in which they are engaged. Chappell and Di Martino’s (2000) “at risk” 
situations include several in which women represent a significant proportion, such as working 
alone (i.e. outside working hours, in small businesses, from home), in contact with the public, and 
in the “helping professions”, particularly health care.    
 
In a study conducted by community legal centre Job Watch, Barron (2000) found that men are 
around four-to-five times more likely (n=142) to be the perpetrator of violence in the workplace, 
especially over those over the age of 31. Managers/business owners have a combined 
representation of 47.8% as the perpetrators in all incidents (n=91), with the exception of instances 
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involving multiple perpetrators, whereby 55% of cases involved co-workers. Simply, the older male 
in a position of power was found to be the most likely source of the violence.   
 
The experience of migrant women is important here, as not only do they have to contend with the 
problems and vulnerabilities presented to all women in the workforce, they often also have a 
language barrier that impedes them from accessing vital services, such as unions, information 
pertaining to legislation and OHS and adequate communication with their employers. Added to this 
is the increase of home-workers in the past 20 years, which has seen women working longer and 
under worse conditions, exacerbated by bonus “incentives” aimed at further increasing production. 
This has been found (Chang, 2000) to have had a direct relationship to the incidence of 
Occupational Overuse Syndrome.  
 
Another issue which has become apparent from research in the mid-90s has been the intrusion of 
domestic violence into the victim’s workplace. Women are overwhelmingly the victim (Johnson and 
Indvik, 1996). It seems to occur because the workplace offers the perpetrator knowledge of where 
and when their victim is, as well as when might be an appropriate time to strike. Gardner and 
Johnson (1999) point out that 13,000 acts of domestic violence against women occur in the 
American workplace every year.  
 
What are the gaps in our knowledge about violence a gainst women in the workplace? 
 
We do not have sufficient research evidence to understand: 
 
a) the extent, the scale or the costs of workplace violence against women in Australia; 
b) how it comes to occur, or whether various processes designed to protect women are 

effective or not; 
c) its implications for family and community life, or about the connections between domestic 

and workplace violence; 
d) the experience of Australian women, or about the distinct experiences of specific groups of 

women- by class, age, ethnicity, industry or occupation (for the most part). Even less is 
known about the experience of those from marginal groups, including indigenous women, 
lesbians; 

e) how men and women seek redress for workplace violence, and the short, medium and 
longer term implications of reporting (or not reporting) for women through different 
mechanisms. What initiatives, including legislation, will help women in the reporting 
process;  

f) comparative trends across different social characteristics and circumstances;  
g) the most effective research strategies to address women’s experience of workplace 

violence. 
This is not to say that the information related to men, by implication is extensive and 
comprehensive as men form part of the gender dynamic themselves. It is simply that 
comprehensive analyses, separating the experiences of the two in order to examine sameness and 
difference are few and women are often invisible in the larger bodies of work available. 
 When the split does occur, it is often aggregated and descriptive rather than analysed and situated 
within the broader social and political context. This reflects the way in which a particular body of 
theory, liberal feminism, has shaped much of the thinking about research and policy up until now. 
Another significant gap is the geographic understanding of workplace violence, for instance 
recognising that the issues for women in rural communities and cities may be different.  
 
What, if any, interventions and preventative strate gies have been found to be effective in 
addressing violence against women in the workplace?  
 
There is a wealth of different handbooks and policy guidelines produced by departments and 
organisations in response to increased interest in workplace violence since the mid-90s, though 
few of these address women as a specific demographic group in any sort of real detail, nor do they 
have a gendered analysis. Information has also been published by employee support services 
such as Queensland Working Women’s Service (2000), Worksafe (2003) and the Anti-
Discrimination Board of New South Wales (1999, 2002). They often appear to be markedly 



 

different from one another, with some appealing to the employer’s “hip pocket” (QWWS, 2000), 
with others taking a more theoretical line, distinguishing (or, as the case may be, intentionally not 
distinguishing) concepts like bullying, assault, harassment, mobbing, and petty tyranny. However, 
their findings tend to be similar, with the bulk of the focus falling upon policy and procedural 
development, preventative strategies and risk management, clearly related to an OHS perspective. 
Response planning and training and awareness programs feature prominently within these 
strategies, but are actually discussed in very little detail.  
 
In considering whether any of these strategies are effective, the absence of any sort of evaluative 
study of a previously implemented policy makes this very difficult. One exception, albeit not 
relevant specifically to women, is the review of the Assaulted Staff Action Program (ASAP): a ten 
year analysis of empirical findings (Flannery Jr in Gill, Fisher and Bowie, 2002). The ASAP is a 
program designed to support victims of patient-assault in the health care sector, providing services 
such as individual crisis counselling, group crisis intervention, staff victims’ support group, staff 
family outreach and professional referrals. The findings enabled a greater understanding of factors 
such as characteristics present in assailants, pre-incident issues and relationships between past 
violence, substance abuse and personal victimisation. Further findings demonstrated that 
“younger, less experienced, less formally trained employees in both inpatient and community 
settings were at highest risk for victimisation [sic]” (ibid). One of the most striking findings, 
however, was a reduction in the assault rate following the implementation of the program which is, 
essentially, a post-incident instrument. Flannery (ibid) attributes this to the possibility that “as staff 
feel supported, they become less anxious. As they become less anxious, the patients may become 
less anxious and the assaults decline” (ibid). 
 
Are there any research findings (national or intern ational) that have influenced policy or 
legislation to improve responses to violence in the  workplace? 
 
The short answer is yes. The Canadian Initiative on Workplace Violence (CIWV) is a research 
network, which distributes research on the topic of workplace violence, and also offers corporate 
training programs. The Initiative is made up of professionals from academic and business 
backgrounds in the fields of Human Resources, Labour Relations, Psychology, Law, Training & 
Education, Executive Development and Occupational Health and Safety. The CIWC also keep 
abreast of legal development in relation to workplace violence and offers information on topics 
such as reviewing sources of information and existing controls, facilitating greater communication 
with staff and improving conflict resolution mechanisms alongside new measures such as policy 
development and the implementation of training and awareness procedures. 
 
The Irish approach is interesting, as it makes a clear differentiation between bullying, harassment 
and violence. Additionally, whilst both workplace bullying and harassment are viewed as 
“Employment Rights” matters and fall under the Employment Equality Act 1998, Violence (and 
bullying) are regarded as a health and safety matter, covered by the Safety, Health and Welfare at 
Work Act 1989. Whilst the fields overlap, the main difference between the two categorisations is 
that the Employment Rights section caters for employees, whilst health and safety material is 
targeted at employers’ responsibilities. The Employment Equality Act 1998 is also significant in that 
it places an obligation on the employer to prevent harassment, rather than to rely on post-incident 
responses. 
 
Are there any examples of policy or legislation (na tional or international) that could be 
identified as “best practice” in responding to viole nce in the workplace? 
 
With the occupational health and safety framework being intrinsically gendered itself, and due to 
the nature of women’s work, the injuries they are likely to suffer, their under-representation in 
unions and their comparative lack of information regarding their employee rights, there are not 
specific examples of best practice relating to women (Kemp, 2001). Examples provided, though 
considered as “best practice” by definition, make gendered assumptions endemic to most of the 
literature on workplace violence. Neither of them deals with workplace violence and women, 
particularly striking given that one of them reflects the concerns of a Nursing Union. 
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There is however, a comprehensive set of examples of legislation and best practice templates 
provided by Chappell and Di Martino (2000) for broad application. These are provided as examples 
for examination or application. 
 
The adoption of the Zero Tolerance approach seems to be becoming more prevalent in policies 
designed to curb workplace violence. Chappell and Di Martino (2000) offer the case study of an 
entire Californian city covered by a single workplace violence zero tolerance policy, encompassing 
“all threats of physical violence, including intimidation, harassment, and/or coercion” and applicable 
to all involved in the city’s operations, as well as anyone on city property. The Australian Nursing 
Federation (Vic Branch) in 2002, prompted by an International Council of Nurses platform, 
launched its “Stop the silence, say no to violence” Zero Tolerance (Occupational Violence & 
Aggression) campaign. The policy comes from an OHS risk management approach, targeted at 
“external” violence, whether from patient, visitor or other. It comes from a perspective whereby it is 
the nurse’s responsibility to ensure that they can do all they can to protect themselves from 
potentially violent situations, as stipulated under the Duty of Care of Employers and Employees 
section of the Occupational Health and Safety Act 1985.   
 
The London Underground Limited (LUL), in an attempt to minimise the occurrence of violent 
incidents on its network, initiated research aimed at quantifying the probability of assault (see 
Chappell 1998). It led to a re-prioritisation of resources, “including assault awareness training and 
the issue of personal protective equipment to those most in need” (1998). Since then, the LUL has 
reported a decreased number of staff assaults.  
 
Canada has amended the Canada Labour Code to include provisions to protect workers and 
prevent workplace violence and set up a tripartite working group, involving employees, employers 
and government representatives, to develop new regulations on violence in the workplace (see 
Canadian Office of the Labour Minister, 2001). As a result of such initiatives in Canada, specific 
jurisdictions have passed legislation on workplace violence. For instance British Columbia and 
Saskatchewan have specific workplace violence prevention regulations (Canadian Centre for 
Occupational Health and Safety, 2004). Nova Scotia has draft workplace violence regulations. 
Manitoba has the "Workers Working Alone Regulation" which applies to victimization through 
criminal violence (ibid). Other provinces also have working alone regulations that may have some 
implications for workplace violence (ibid).  
 
Where to Next 
 
Research needs to allow for more sensitive, yet rigorous, exploration of the complexity of the 
experience of violence/power in different work contexts.  It needs to give priority to women's 
perspectives on workplace violence, as victim/survivors, witnesses, colleagues, managers and as 
perpetrators, and needs to come to terms with the significance of class, race/ethnicity and 
sexuality.  
 
The research needs to consider also the broader dynamics of the context in which workplace 
violence occurs. This refers to the implications of women’s position in the labour market, increasing 
casualisation, and hierarchical organisational structures and processes. In the absence of a deeper 
understanding of the systemic dimensions of workplace violence, initiatives for change are likely to 
have only superficial impact. 
 
It is important that new research honours the culture of the women, is in the language of women 
and recognises that the meaning(s) of violence is mediated through culture, class, education and 
as such is inextricably bound up with lived experiences. It also needs to understand that violence 
experienced by women exists within a broader, political, social and economic context and is both 
systemic and endemic. While violence is perpetrated by women and men to women, it is much 
more likely to be perpetrated by men. 
 
The research needs to improve our understanding of violence against women in the workplace by: 

�  Focusing on women and their experiences and understanding of violence 



 

�  Providing a systemic analysis 
�  Encouraging conversations for women 
�  Ensuring that there is rigorous analysis and effort to explain. 

 
Research which draws from feminist methodologies would add to our understanding because they 
would offer case studies, interviews and other forms of stories which would give a richer and more 
accurate picture from the perspective of women. On the assumption that the research is rigorous 
and provides a critical analysis, it offers a closer match between the actual experience of women in 
relation to violence and the insights which can be gathered through research activities. As such, 
we would recommend multiple methodologies which together enable the committee to satisfy its 
stakeholders. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS TO ADDRESS COMMITTEE PRIORITIES 1 AND 2 
 
The Statewide Steering Committee to Reduce Violence Against Women in the Workplace has 
indicated that its first two priorities are  
 
1. To build knowledge & understanding of violence against women in the workplace  
2. To develop a proactive compliance system model including proposed legislative reform 
 
To this end and based on this review of existing research the following recommendations were 
presented to the Statewide Steering Committee for discussion:  
 

1. more specific and focused research is required for the Women’s Safety Strategy to be able 
to focus on real areas of need/impact; 

 
·  Further refine the Trades Hall questionnaire for women for use in other Victorian 

workplaces which are not union protected or have low union density. This could be 
very useful in extending the validity of the results, to encompass non-unionised 
workers.  

·  Following analysis of the questionnaire data, pursue statistically significant groups 
and follow up with other data collection methods for example; focus groups could be 
conducted in workplaces to explore the issues arising. 

 
2. the research needs to enable us to understand how women become victims of workplace 

violence and why they respond in the ways they do; 
 

·  Design a project to provide case studies which encompass the experiences of 
various groups of women, including those which are likely to be particularly ‘at risk’ 
(by social characteristics, industry or occupation); 

·  Undertake a series of interviews and focus groups to hear their stories and to 
provide analysis; 

·  This methodology would enable women from the various communities to facilitate 
the focus groups, with the help of an experienced researcher. (These may or may 
not be conducted at the workplace. Depending on the cultural group, it could be 
better in a local community centre); 

·  Geographically isolated/rural/regional women should be included; 
·  Some individual interviews would also take place; 
·  A layered approach could be used with intersection points being geographic region, 

sector, specific grouping; 
·  The sample size should be sufficient to provide for generalisation and a comparative 

analysis. 
 

3. an understanding of the options that they have legally, what happens if/when they exercise 
these options and the consequences of doing so;  

·  Conduct a secondary analysis of available research to identify the legal frameworks 
available for women to take action.  
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·  Provide an analysis of the outcomes for women in using the legal systems in terms 
of action, dollars received/compensation and employment.  

·  Ensure that the analysis encompasses international literature and considers 
different cultural contexts. 

 
4. the research needs to consider the hidden consequences of workplace violence on women, 

and its broader ramifications beyond those addressed by the legal frameworks;   
·  Re-analyse the overall statistical data to see how much can be gleaned with the 

application of a gender-based perspective.  
·  Assemble the statistical data relating to workplace violence, taking care to examine 

the instruments used and to analyse the instrument as well as the results.  
·  Assess whether these instruments assist women in understanding their experiences 

of violence and if so, provide details.  
·  This would include analysis of data held in government departments and would link 

in the related data on stress and its relationship to violence. 
 

5. there are a number of aspects of the context and the experience of violence, and the 
subsequent supports and resources, which require investigation by an approach that is 
quite different from much other workplace violence research;  
·  Research into the effects of downsizing, structural change and management 

practice, work design and other systems factors that put a workplace under stress  
·  Link the theoretical knowledge available about violence against women to 

knowledge about workplace violence, ensuring the sex/power related forms of 
violence are integrated with the violence/bullying expression of violence. 

 
6. a more integrated approach is essential in order to ascertain the costs of workplace 

violence to the Victorian Government, both social and economic, to make the costs explicit, 
and to enable the development of appropriate policy. 
·  Analyse the methods of collecting various crime statistics with a view to providing 

recommendations to ensure consistency across agencies and OH&S bodies, and 
police. 

·  Sponsor research into post-incident management both in relation to the perpetrator 
and the victim/survivor 

·  Link in the available data  relating to stress and other health conditions and the 
effects of violence 

 
7. an examination is undertaken to provide information regarding under-reporting  

 
·  Undertake a comparative analysis between key data sets examining what is 

reported and to whom  and what is not  
·  Analyse which mechanisms for reporting were accessed under what circumstances 
·  Interview women in key industries (given the above information) as to the impacts of 

reporting and not reporting for their productivity at work, capacity for continued 
employment, opportunities for advancement, effects on relationships, their role in 
their communities etc  

 
In considering the above recommendations and possible methodologies, members of the Statewide 
Steering Committee to Reduce Violence Against Women in the Workplace have advised that all the 
issues are important and need to be addressed. The issues highlighted in Options 1, 2 and 6 
however, are regarded as the highest priority and should be the focus of Stage One of research. It 
was also identified that many of the issues  raised in the other recommended options could be also 
considered in this research- in particular women’s reporting of workplace violence and the impact of 
systems, structures and management practice on workplaces.  
 
The aim of Stage One of the research will be to identify the extent, impact  and costs of all forms of 
workplace violence against women in general, and also particular groups of women- being careful 
not the blame those experiencing the violence. The research will also explore the characteristics of 



 

sectors and workplaces where there are varying levels of reported violence to understand how 
women become victims of violence and why they respond in the ways they do. This research will 
assist in identifying the structures, policies and work practices that support or hinder: 

(i) the occurrence of violence in the workplace; 
(ii) women’s willingness to report violence; and 
(iii) appropriate responses to workplace violence. 

 
This research will address some of the issues identified in Options 3, 4, 5 and 7. 
 
We will also pursue research into the costs of workplace violence as outlined in Option 6 exploring 
costs to the individual, workplace and the community.   
 
Stage One Research  will respond to the following questions: 
1. What is the type and frequency of violence and how does the experience of workplace 

violence impact on:  
(i) women 
(ii) specific groups of women (lesbians, women of indigenous and CALD 

backgrounds) 
(iii) women in a range of workplaces 
(iv) the lives of women outside of the workplace. 

 
2. What are the cultural and structural characteristics of sectors and workplaces  where 
there are high, mid and low levels of reported violence against women?  At a legislative, policy, 
management and practice level, what has supported or  hindered women from reporting the 
violence, and receiving responses  appropriate to their needs.  
 
3. What are the economic and social costs of workplace violence to: 

(i) the individual experiencing violence;  
(ii) the  workplace;  
(iii) the Victorian Government; and  
(iv) the community? 
 

Researching these questions will build knowledge and understanding of violence against women in 
the workplace and should also provide some preliminary learnings around the limitations of current 
responses and ways in which these responses may be improved to better respond to women’s 
experiences. 
 
Stage Two Research will build on the findings of Stage One and will focus on identifying the 
systems, legislative, policy and or practice changes that are required to address the limitations of 
the current responses.  

   
Conclusion: 
 
This report has provided a critical analysis of workplace violence research frameworks and has 
raised a number of important questions and areas which need development. Research 
methodology used by researchers needs to honour the type of information that is being sought and 
from whom the information is being sought. We need to be much more critical in the way that we 
develop our research to ensure that we do look at difference including that between men and 
women, women and women, middle class and working class, heterosexual and homosexual and 
black and white. We cannot assume that our research methods will be inclusive of everybody’s 
needs, we need to understand that different methods need to be used for different purposes. 
Importantly we need to situate our research in the political and social context of our working lives. 
Work is socially and politically constructed as is the violence which occurs within it. Most 
importantly we must question the ‘neutral’, ‘objective’ and ‘gender, race and sexuality blind’ 
research which dominates this field. There is no such thing as objectivity in research; however, 
researchers do need to be explicit about their underlying assumptions and beliefs, and their beliefs 
about what is knowledge and information. 
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