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Domestic Violence Against Older Women: 
Developing networks to improve service provision 

With a median age of 40 years, South Australia is an ageing state with the second largest 
proportion of older people in Australia (ABS, 2016). In keeping with this trend, the 
number of older women in South Australia is expected to increase exponentially over 
the coming years.

While domestic violence (DV) is an issue for women of all ages, this project was concerned 
with improving responses to older women (55+ years). For older women, DV may involve 
the continuation of longstanding abuse, violence that starts only in old age, or violence 
that begins with a new relationship in later years (Seaver, 1997). The invisibility of older 
women affected by DV may be compounded by the fact that older women do not report 
or seek assistance for DV in the same ways as younger women (Zink & Fisher, 2007). 
Further adding to their difficulties, older women experiencing DV are more likely to be 
viewed by service providers as victims of elder abuse rather than as victims of DV (Zink 
& Fisher, 2007).

As a first step in addressing these compounding issues, this project aimed to develop 
networks between DV, older person support and homelessness services so that together 
they could develop an integrated and whole-of-community approach in responding to older 
women (55+ years) experiencing DV in Adelaide. Rather than services working individually 
on strategies, the project engaged service providers and stakeholders in a Participatory 
Action Research (PAR) process culminating in the development of a shared Action Plan. 

WHAT DID THE PROJECT DO? 
The project was guided by a Plan, Do, Study, Act model, underpinned by a PAR approach 
over three cycles. The project increased service providers’ awareness of issues specific 
to older women and sought to improve community support networks for older women 
experiencing DV. This work will continue and expand via an ongoing strategic Action 
Plan. To inform development of the plan, the project collected information from service 
providers and women. In addition, consultation workshops were held with stakeholders 
to develop networks, discuss project findings and consider how to improve responses to 
women. The governance group oversaw all stages of the project and refined the Action Plan.  

Figure 1: Action research approach
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The project fostered strong community engagement through a governance group and 
consultation workshops. At the planning stage of the project, a governance group was 
formed with representatives from DV, homelessness, and aged services. Joining this 
governance group were representatives from Aboriginal and culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) services. The governance group met regularly to oversee the project and 
provide strategic direction across all action research stages.

Two consultation workshops were held and most stakeholders invited to participate did 
so. Encouragingly, there was a great deal of enthusiasm and positivity demonstrated by 
stakeholders during these workshops and many new connections were made between the 
different sectors, which have endured beyond the workshops.

Project decision making was informed by the qualitative and quantitative data collected 
throughout the project. This included policy documents, key informant interviews and 
service recipient interviews. A service network analysis was also conducted to map existing 
connections between services.

Figure 2: Data and information collection informing the Action Plan

WHAT HAPPENED?
The long-term focus of this project was the development of a holistic Action Plan. Full 
implementation of this plan was beyond the project’s scope. 

This was the first time that these services had come together to consider issues specific to 
older women and what they could collectively do about them. New relationships between 
DV, homelessness and older person support services were formed, and awareness was 
raised about the role and function of these services in supporting older women.

The Service Network mapping exercise showed that there are already some links between 
DV, homelessness and older person support services that can be developed further, and 
that other services, such as police and medical services, play an important role in this 
service network.

Interviews with women showed that they received vital support from churches and banks, 
highlighting the need for a whole-of-community approach in responding to DV. Service 
providers’ awareness of issues specific to older women increased along with a greater 
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understanding of how their services can better connect with older women. Older women 
felt listened to for the first time and there was a sense of relief expressed by them that at 
last something was going to be done to address their issues.

LEARNINGS FROM THE PROJECT
For direct practice:

 • Currently many older women are going to non-specialised services for assistance, such 
as Centrelink, police and health services, rather than DV or homelessness services.

 • At present, the service system is largely geared towards crisis-oriented service provision 
and/or dealing with extreme cases. In addition, the focus is usually on younger women 
and those with children. Therefore, very little assistance is available for older women 
who remain in abusive relationships or who leave but are able to find some sort of 
temporary accommodation themselves, such as “couch surfing” or living in their car.

 • No services specifically target older women. Older women can be uncomfortable 
sharing their story with men (e.g. at Centrelink), so do not fully disclose. They are 
more comfortable having a “cup of tea and a chat” face to face with a female worker.

 • Older women leaving relationships face many systemic barriers. For example, they may 
fail to meet the criteria for means-tested services because on paper they have assets, 
such as a house or business, in their name, yet after leaving they are unable to easily 
access or sell these assets. As a result, they are often dependent on “random acts of 
kindness” to survive and move on.

 • Many older women would like to meet up with other older women who have been in 
similar circumstances, such as at a support group. They would like opportunities to 
use their experiences to help other women.

About changing attitudes:
 • There needs to be greater community awareness that DV affects women of all ages. For 

example, images of older women in promotional materials and campaigns to let all older 
women know that it is appropriate for them to contact 1800 RESPECT for assistance.

 • To overcome possible feelings of guilt, older women need to be assured that when they 
access services they are not taking assistance away from younger women and their 
children.

About building partnerships and services collaborating:
 • There is a willingness amongst DV, homelessness and aged care services to work 

collaboratively together. Space and time, such as at a workshop, enable key stakeholders 
to come together to discuss issues and to build constructive relationships.

WHAT WORKED WELL? 
Being led by a university, the project was seen as independent of any particular sector. 
The university staff also brought fresh insight into current practices and the latest global 
thinking into strategies for going forward.

The consultation workshops and service providers’ willingness to openly share with each 
other worked well: “Great consultation. Allows people to speak out and present issues and 
possible solutions” (Workshop 2 feedback).

The contribution of informants also worked well. Women who shared their stories were open 
and candid with the researchers in the hope of helping other women in similar situations: 
“I want my story to be told to people who can do something about it” (older woman).

WHAT DID NOT WORK WELL? 
I will continue to try to get some Aboriginal women who will speak about their 
experiences with DV. However as you will have worked out by now this is easier said 
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than done. Most are terrified that they will somehow be identified and that things 
will get worse for them. Others don’t want to bring shame on their families. I do tell 
them that these things won’t happen but because of history in Australia so many don’t 
trust anyone. (Extract of email from Aboriginal worker)

There were difficulties in recruiting older women, especially those from Aboriginal and 
CALD backgrounds, to share their stories. Attempts were made to recruit from these 
groups via members of the governance group but feedback was that many women were 
uncomfortable sharing their stories. Further, the women may have a fear of being judged, 
particularly if they view their own communities as already judged by the broader society. 
Abuse may have become entrenched and normalised in the lives of older women from 
Aboriginal and CALD backgrounds.

WHAT CAN OTHERS LEARN FROM THIS WORK?
About how and when to share information about family and domestic violence:

 • “That’s the issue that nobody does listen and maybe respond in the way that you hope 
that they would” (older woman). Encouraging older women to access support services 
needs to be done carefully. This is not only to protect her safety but also because with 
current service provision, the response may not be what she is expecting.

 • Older women may not view DV services as appropriate for them so may choose not to 
access these services. Current promotional campaigns rarely feature images of older 
women and refer to “women and children”, which can be misunderstood as not being 
inclusive of single older women.

Who to engage and how:
 • “We don’t often get a collective as diverse as this in one particular place so that in 

itself is really important” (Workshop 1 participant). In this project, we slowly sought 
to build a network of support by working with our partners and key stakeholders. We 
were mindful not to become too big too quickly by seeking to engage with everyone 
from the beginning. Stakeholders learned from each other as the project progressed.

How to build trust:
 • Providing sufficient time for informal networking and the sharing of information and 

resources at meetings and workshops increased cross-sector awareness and relationships 
beyond planned activities.

 • Taking time to build rapport and relationships with older women prior to interviewing 
them enabled them to feel more comfortable to candidly share their experiences.

Level of community readiness:
 • “Through the workshops and the opportunity to actually meet people I think that that 

would strengthen a commitment to work together and it would certainly, I think a lot 
of this whole thing is about transfer of knowledge and recognising shared interests in 
the whole subject of DV and older women and how they populate our various services” 
(service provider). There is a high level of willingness in the community to begin 
addressing issues for older women. This is not just among service providers; there are 
older women who also would like to be involved by sharing their experiences. 

SUGGESTIONS 
Older women want specialised services that understand their specific needs rather than 
risking a poor response from a generic service. An advocate would help them to navigate 
the service system to meet their needs.

More support and resources are needed to address issues specific to older women. For 
example, more age-appropriate housing options for single older women, changes to the law 
that preclude women from accessing public housing if they have their name on a title, and 
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more accommodation services that are responsive to health issues associated with ageing.
Policies and practices should be reviewed to consider if they unintentionally victimise 
older women. For example, reviewing policies such as means testing and waiting periods, 
which can further disadvantage women in or leaving relationships.

Consideration should be given to mandatory reporting of DV and other abuse of older 
people. Service providers’ duty of care provisions could also be reviewed with a commitment 
to further training in this area.

PROJECT SUSTAINABILITY: WHERE TO FROM HERE?
The project partners will continue to address the issues raised by the project findings. This 
will be supported by the Action Plan endorsed by the governance group.

This project was just the beginning. Much more needs to be done for older women. Given 
the strong community input into the Action Plan, it is hoped that funding will be secured 
to continue implementation of the plan in the near future. In the meantime, services are 
currently reviewing how they can implement some strategies with existing resources and 
funding.
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