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value in the delivery system.

As an example of  these issues, the greatest recent expansion of  applications in aged care is in the social 
domain, seeking to reduce social isolation. Robots such as Matilda are being used to engage people 
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4 What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? 
Where are the silences? Can the problem be thought about 
differently?

To raise reflection and consideration about issues and 
perspectives silenced

5 What effects are produced by this representation of  the 
‘problem’?

To identify the effects of  specific problem representations so that 
they can be critically assessed

6 How/where has this representation of  the ‘problem’ been 
produced, disseminated and defended? How could it be 
questioned, disrupted and replaced?

To pay attention both to the means through which some problem 
representations become dominant, and to the possibility of  
challenging problem representations that are judged to be 
harmful

An illustrative example of  the application of  Bacchi’s work that showcases some of  the strengths of  the 
approach is Carson and Edwards exploration of  prostitution/ sex work policy in relation to sex trafficking. 
The issue is arguably one of  the most vexed and contentious areas of  policy, particularly among feminists. 
The type of  terminology used is political and can automatically signal different sides of  the debate. The 
different problematisations of  the issue has implications for how governments and policy makers respond 
to the issue of  sex trafficking and vice versa. There is a significant amount of  scholarship on how to 
combat sex trafficking, but there are vastly different and often polarising perspectives on what the most 
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Talking about gender equality also means sharing stories about what works. We heard many positive 
stories – about male employees who used the carer’s room to work, while looking after sick children, SES 
officers who publicly shared personal highlights with their teams, and middle managers who left work 
early to spend time with their family in the afternoon, logging on later in the evening. We also heard about 
many initiatives and innovations to enable women to progress their careers. Reports of  formal and informal 
mentoring were widespread, and training opportunities and leadership courses were ample. Secondments 
to other agencies were also widely utilised and considered to be valuable to career progression.

In one notable example, one agency facilitated a job sharing arrangement between two employees of  
different classification levels, an EL2 and an EL1. This arrangement provided greater flexibility for the 
more senior employee, an EL2 who converted from full-time to part-time employment, whilst providing 
supervisory experience for the more junior employee, an EL1 who assumed the responsibilities of  the EL2 
two days per week.

Part-Time Bias Still Part Of  The Culture

We also found, however, that while great strides have been made, that some women have fewer 
opportunities than others. Many female part-time staff  we spoke with perceived a lower level of  opportunity, 
mobility, and career development. Some of  the barriers included a strong organisational attitude that full-
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Strong organisational leadership can change workplace culture by embracing the use of soft power: relying 
on persuasion and attraction to encourage behaviour change, rather than compliance. Soft power also sits 
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Fair Outcomes For Citizens

The widespread use of  markets has led to a significant shift in how social services are delivered. “Yet 
research shows that while some citizens benefit from these approaches, others are marginalised,” the 
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those who are seen to be successful, confident, charismatic and highly visible. Training these people in 
the preferred or new behaviors, and supporting them to explicitly portray these behaviors regularly and 
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and has better explanatory power in accounting for the gender dynamics at play. The success of  this 
strategy that combines contextualised evidence and normative arguments allows for the recognition that 
the people most vulnerable to domestic and family violence in Australia are women, especially Indigenous 
women, women with disability and women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.

The final Inquiry report did acknowledge the need to give support to male victims of  domestic and family 
violence, but it also accepted ANROWS’ analysis that women are most likely to experience violence in the 
home by a current or former partner, but men outside the home by strangers, acquaintances or neighbours. 
It also featured ANROWS’ argument that the contributors to violence are complex and include “attitudes to 
women and gender roles within relationships, family and peer support for these attitudes and social and 
economic gender inequality in the broader societal context.”

Whilst all violence is wrong, regardless of  the sex of  the perpetrator, there are distinct gendered patterns 
in the perpetration and impact of  violence. Work by critical feminists, practitioners, and some men and 
masculinities scholars has shown that there may be similarities between male- and female-perpetrated 
violence, but they are not the same, because the causes, dynamics and outcomes of  violence against 
women are different from those of  violence against men. For example, men may fear and suffer violence 
from predominantly other men and some individual women, whereas women tend to face more widespread 
violence, both individually and structurally.

Insights For Policymakers

This case illustrates that the combination of  normative arguments and the gendered politicisation of  
evidence can be used to convince policymakers that certain quantitative measures are not reliable, and 
that resources to care for victims and survivors of  domestic and family violence should be focussed on the 
women, and particularly the most vulnerable populations of  women in Australia.

The case of  feminist engagement with the CTS provides an example of  a gender politically- and 
contextually-informed approach to evidence-based policy. Evidence cannot ‘speak for itself’ in a vacuum of  
objectivity, rather it needs political actors to give it voice and meaning. By examining feminist approaches 
to this case study, we can learn from feminist advocate researchers about the importance of  context, 
normative arguments, and the politicisation of  evidence in policymaking and implementation. 

Our case study provides just one example that is informed by feminist theory and grass roots activism and 
advocacy. We argue that policymakers can greatly benefit from engaging with feminist approaches to policy 
and evidence, and especially committed feminist advocate researchers who refuse to accept that evidence 
can or should be decontextualised or depoliticised.

This post was part of  the Women’s Policy Action Tank initiative to analyse government policy using a 
gendered lens. 

‘domestic violence’ a social issue requiring legislative and policy responses. Research at this period came 
from a feminist perspective, aimed at agenda setting and consciousness raising. It was mainly qualitative 
and based on clinical and refuge samples - i.e., participants had by definition experienced significant 
partner abuse. Unsurprisingly, results supported the feminist viewpoint that domestic and family violence 
was mainly perpetrated by men in order to control women and their children.

When researchers began using quantitative tools to measure domestic and family violence in the general 
population (e.g., the US National Family Violence Surveys of  1975 and 1985), the figures appeared to tell a 
different story. In the late 1970s, a team of  researchers in the US developed and began using a tool known 
as the Conflict Tactics Scale (updated to CTS2 in 1996). The CTS is based on conflict theory, which sees 
conflict as an inevitable part of  human relationships, and violence as a tactic used to deal with conflict. 
The CTS has now been in use for four decades, and results derived from this measure are used to support 
claims that women and men are equally violent in intimate relationships, that a focus on gender inequality as 
a driver of  this violence is misplaced, and that policy and practice responses should focus on individualised 
interventions rather than those based on the way that gender and power shape our society.

For as long as the CTS has been in use, feminist activist researchers have been criticising its validity. The 
main criticism is that it misses—and in fact is not intended to measure—contextual factors that are crucial 
to establishing patterns of  coercive control. According to Dawn Currie, researchers from the family conflict 
tradition consistently “obscure the importance of  gender” and its implications for existing power dynamics 
in intimate relationships, assuming that violence stems from conflict and that parties in conflict are equally 
powerful. The CTS asks participants to report the use or experience of  39 verbally/ emotionally or physically 
violent behaviours in response to a conflict or anger situation during the previous 12 months. Critics note 
that it counts the number of  incidents but does not record the substantive issue that led to the violence, or 
any other pertinent context. The instruction to consider only conflict or argument-instigated violence reveals 
the assumption that all violence is used expressively, i.e. in anger, which potentially misses instrumental 
violence used to control individuals, and violence that doesn’t stem from an identifiable cause. Researchers 
who combine the CTS with other measures that collect information about context have found that the CTS 
encourages over-reporting of  violence, produces findings of  gender symmetry in perpetration that are 
thrown into doubt by other contextual information, and can even lead to miscategorisation of  victims as 
perpetrators.

The difference between feminist and mainstream domestic and family violence researchers is not that 
they advocate for one particular research method or that feminists dismiss the value of  quantitative 
measurement tools. Rather, it is that they strive to be sensitive to power and context, do not pretend that 
their research is (or could be) objective or value free, and produce work that is theory driven rather than the 
“abstracted empiricism” common to many studies on domestic and family violence.

Senate Inquiry Into Domestic Violence In Australia (2014-2015)








