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Acknowledgement of Country 
The Centre for Women’s Safety and Wellbeing acknowledges all Aboriginal people as the

Traditional Owners of the land throughout Western Australia on which we live and work. We
support the Uluru Statement from the Heart. We recognise the spiritual relationship Aboriginal

people have with Country and pay deep respect to Elders past and present. 
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Dedication 
The Centre for Women’s Safety and Wellbeing recognises the strength and resilience of adults,

children, and young people who have experienced family and domestic violence and acknowledge
that it is essential that responses to family and domestic violence are informed by their expert

knowledge and advocacy. 

We pay respect to those who did not survive and acknowledge friends and family members who
have lost loved ones to the preventable and far-reaching issue of family and domestic violence. 
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and deskilling upon migration), racism,
immigration and welfare policies, funding
regimes and legal structures form a crucial
‘conducive context​’  that can facilitate or
sustain the violence that takes place in private
spheres​ ​. 

Refugee and migrant victim-survivors also face
a range of barriers to accessing services for
support, even after identifying or escaping
abuse.

The availability of family and domestic violence
services tailored to refugee and migrant
women are seriously limited in Western
Australia. Culturally appropriate prevention
and support interventions and increased local
communities’ awareness and capacity to
respond to violence against refugee and
migrant women is urgently needed. We need
long-term, sustainable and meaningful,
specialist programs developed by and for
refugee and migrant victim-survivors and
communities. 

‘By and for’ services are highly valued by
victim-survivors from refugee and migrant
communities. Such services have the relevant
cultural knowledge, language, and collective
experiences of intersectional forms of
marginalisation and gender-based violence to
support refugee and migrant women and
children safely and effectively. 

However, a lack of consistent and sustainable
funding for such services in Western Australia
has seriously impeded the family and domestic
violence system’s ability to meet the needs
refugee and migrant communities.

 Further research, insights and engagement
work is needed to identify the most effective
ways to address the barriers identified in this
‘Spotlight Report’. 
 

1. Introduction  
Across Australia, governments at every level 
have moved to put family and domestic violence
on the public agenda. Campaigns, policies and
funding are being directed towards supporting
victim-survivors and preventing future
generations from experiencing the high levels of
family and domestic violence that exist today.
Family and domestic violence does not
discriminate. However, it is known that for
various minoritised groups, both the experience
of family and domestic violence and the support
and response options do vary, in some cases
significantly.
  
While gender remains the most common
predictor of family and domestic violence, not all
women experience this violence in the same
way or are at similar levels of risk. There has
been an increased focus on the needs of
marginalised groups of society, and a more
intersectional approach that recognises how
social and structural inequalities impact on
women’s experiences of gender-based violence. 
 
Refugee and migrant women are at increased
risk of family and domestic violence, and this
cannot simply be explained through a focus on
individual circumstances (lack of awareness of
forms of family and domestic violence or
available services), personal factors (level of
education or language proficiency), or family
and community structures and socio-cultural
norms (for example, notions of shame).  

Broader structural factors such as socio-
economic disadvantages (for example, poverty,  
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visa holders. The emphasis of this report is on
women (including anyone who identifies as a
woman) and children. It is recognised that
men, and people with other gender identities
who do not identify as women, can be affected
by family and domestic violence but by far
most victim-survivors are women and children.

  

3. Diversity in our
community 
Western Australia has the highest proportion
of overseas born residents in Australia, with
32.2% of the population born overseas
compared to the national average of 27.6%.
This means that currently 248,170 Western
Australian women were born overseas, an
increase of 16.4% since the 2016 census.
Notably, a higher proportion of migrants to
Western Australia come from non-mainly
English-speaking countries rather than mainly
English-speaking countries.  

Increasing diversity within our community
necessitates increasing diversity in our
approach to community service support.
Refugee and migrant communities can face
unique challenges when navigating life in
Western Australia, from language barriers and
cultural differences to adjusting to differences
in the legal system, social and community
practices and obligations. Knowing where or
how to get support can be a challenge.

Communities from refugee backgrounds, while
a minority of migrants to Australia, represent a
particularly vulnerable cohort due to traumatic
pre-migration experiences, increased likelihood
of low proficiency in English, fewer support
networks, experiences of racism and
discrimination, cultural barriers, and low socio-
economic status.  

 2. Background 
The Advisory Group for Family and Domestic
Violence in Refugee and Migrant Communities
in Western Australia was established by the
Centre for Women’s Safety and Wellbeing on  
February 8, 2024. Membership includes
community leaders, professionals, academics
and experts concerned about the inadequacy of
responses from the family and domestic
violence service system to women and families
from refugee and migrant backgrounds.  

The main objectives of the Advisory Group are
to:  

Advise government and non-government
stakeholders on current and emerging
issues relevant to family and domestic
violence in refugee and migrant
communities in Western Australia  
Formulate and present recommendations on
preventing and responding to family and
domestic violence in refugee and migrant
communities in Western Australia.

  
This Spotlight Report represents a summary of
some of the unique challenges facing women
and children from refugee and migrant
backgrounds who are experiencing family and
domestic violence, and the services who aim to
support them.

This report is not a comprehensive analysis or
review of current challenges but seeks to shine
a light on the key themes to emerge from a
growing body of national and international
research and also from our local consultations
with family and domestic violence service
providers, refugee and migrant victim-survivors
and their communities.

For the purposes of this report, the terms
‘refugee and migrant’ refer to people living in
Western Australia who were not born in
Australia and have moved away from their
country of origin as temporary or permanent   
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Family and domestic violence as defined under
Australian law is not a universal concept. Some
women and children come from cultural
backgrounds that do not have a concept of
family and domestic violence or from countries
with no legal prohibitions or protections. They
may not have the language to describe what is
happening to them.   

Women may also not be aware that forms of
violence such as dowry abuse, forced
marriage, child marriage or female genital
cutting are criminal offences in Australia.
Knowledge of the law in relation to family and
domestic violence or services which can
support victim-survivors is often lacking ​​. 

Fear and/or mistrust of authorities and
services: Fear of police and government
agencies is prevalent in some refugee and
migrant communities. This can be due to
experiences in country of origin, direct or
indirect experiences of discrimination or racism
before or after entering Australia, fear that
involvement of government agencies may
negatively impact visa applications and a 
lack of understanding of the supportive
role those agencies can play in Australia. 

4. Issues facing refugee
and migrant women and
children experiencing
family and domestic
violence 
The following points summarise the most
common barriers to women and children of
refugee and migrant communities identifying
and seeking support when experiencing family
and domestic violence. 
 
Impact of trauma and pre-migration
experiences: The impact of trauma, which
affects a significant number of refugees, can
profoundly affect victim-survivors’ responses
to family and domestic violence and their
capacity to seek help . 

The widespread suffering of violence, torture
and trauma, displacement and dislocation,
family and social disintegration, and challenges
to traditional gender roles contribute to a
       unique set of cumulative risk factors that
         can lead to the heightened vulnerability of
refugee women to family and domestic
              violence. 

                  Knowledge and understanding of 

 “It is said that culture eats strategy for breakfast. From
experience, I know that many women from my
community do not access mainstream family and
domestic violence services as they feel these services
are not culturally responsive, and may, in fact further
compromise them within their family and
community. Domestic violence interventions for these
women must be respectful of cultural values and
traditions and incorporate them as far as possible
into service delivery”

Advisory Group Member

family and domestic violence: High rates
of under-reporting of family and domestic
violence among refugee and migrant
women in Australia are influenced by a
limited knowledge of rights, laws and
available services.

Decisions to report experiences of family
and domestic violence are shaped by
sociocultural factors (influenced by pre-
arrival experiences, including social mores
in their country of origin) that can lead
victim-survivors to choose not to disclose
their experiences or access support. 

 



 

While there are family violence provisions in
the migration regulations, these are only
available to a narrow cohort of temporary visa
holders, many of whom are unaware of the
existence of these provisions.

Accessing the family violence provisions can
be complicated and support from a migration
agent or lawyer is often necessary. There is
very limited access to free migration advice
and many victim-survivors will not be able to
afford to pay for this.  

Lack of secure, affordable housing:  The
inability to access secure affordable housing is
a common problem for many victim-survivors,
but can be compounded for refugee and
migrant women who may not have financial
independence or rental history. Women on
temporary visas are particularly disadvantaged
as they cannot apply for public housing, and
many have no access to an income.

Refuge staff across Western Australia report
that, once they have entered refuge,
women on temporary visas are highly
likely to become long-term residents, 
due to being unable to access
 housing support, welfare

 My husband and family-in-law threatened
me with deportation to control where I

went and what I did. They didn’t let me go
to English-language classes, or to speak to

my family back at home.  
Victim-survivor 
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                              Additionally, it may be     
                           perceived by police and other 
                       services that family and domestic
                  violence in refugee and migrant  
           communities is a predominantly ‘cultural’
or private issue which can result in family and
domestic violence being overlooked and lead
to a lack of action by police and other services. 
 
Language barriers: Access to information in
their own language, a lack of access to
interpreters, illiteracy and low levels of
education can be barriers to some refugee and
migrant women understanding that they are
experiencing family and domestic violence and
identifying available supports.   
 
Influence of community, culture and religion:
Victim-survivors may experience community,
religious or family pressure to not report abuse
or leave an abusive intimate partner. The
threat of resulting social isolation, fear of
repercussions for contravening religious or
cultural values, feelings of shame or being
blamed for their situation are strong
disincentives for victim-survivors to report
violence or access services.  
 
Visa abuse: Immigration policies can increase
the vulnerability of refugee and migrant and
refugee women to abuse, whilst at the same
time creating a system open to exploitation by
perpetrators. 

Victim-survivors on partner visas or temporary
visas are extremely vulnerable. Perpetrators
can use the threat of visa revocation or
deportation to exert control over victim-
survivors and make her fearful of reporting the
violence.  

Temporary visa holders are not eligible to
access emergency or long-term public housing  

support, welfare support, childcare subsidies and
other critical assistance at all (or without a
lengthy delay) because of their visa status. 



 barriers, and increases isolation, limiting
capacity to engage in activities crucial to their
connection to cultural and social supports and
overall safety and sense of wellbeing for victim
survivors and their children.” 

5.Challenges for refugee
and migrant women and
children accessing support 
Path to Safety: Western Australia’s Strategy to
Reduce Family and Domestic Violence 2020,
recognises that refugee and migrant women
and children experiencing family and domestic
violence are a priority group requiring culturally
safe and tailored responses. Yet, four years
into the strategy our family and domestic
violence system is still not adequately tailored
to support refugee and migrant communities.  

Lack of specialist ‘By and For’ family and
domestic violence prevention and responses:
Family and domestic violence prevention and
response work is more effective and highly
valued when they are provided by refugee and
migrant communities for refugee and migrant
communities. 

Such response and prevention work have the
relevant cultural knowledge, language, and
collective experiences of intersectional forms
of marginalisation and family and domestic
violence to support and work with refugee and
migrant women and communities.

 “Being (culturally, ethnically and
linguistically diverse), living in a

small regional location, social
isolation, limited understanding of

the warning signs of family and
domestic violence, circles of abuse,
coercive control and how to seek

support were some of the significant
barriers I have faced” 

Victim-Survivor  
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support, childcare subsidies and other critical
assistance at all (or without a lengthy delay)
because of their visa status.
 
Refugee and migrant victim–survivors living
in regional, rural, or remote areas: In addition
to the factors above, geographic isolation
further compounds the barriers facing refugee
and migrant victim-survivors.  

These were summarised by a service provider
in Northam: “In rural areas there is a lack of
support for overcoming language barriers,
which makes it hard for victims to
communicate their needs and understand the
services available to them... Social isolation is
intensified here due to the sparse population
and limited social networks, further
complicating the plight of refugee and migrant
communities.”
 
In addition, she noted “our rural towns lack
specific support structures, such as places of
worship or cultural centres for different
cultures, which can provide community and
support for victims.  

“Lack of transport options as there are no taxi
services in a lot of small rural communities to
enable travel to places of worship or cultural
supports or flee for safety, presents further 
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Cultural safety is important to the cultural
competency of service providers. On its own,
cultural competency does not sufficiently
address power imbalances and the
marginalisation of certain cultures. Cultural
safety in family and domestic violence services
provides a broader understanding of
empowerment, identity and the value of
cultural beliefs. 

 Culturally-safe services also provide trauma- 
 informed care that prioritises safety and 
 applies empowering, practices focused on 
 the strengths of the client . 

Trauma-informed care is underpinned by an
understanding of the effects of trauma on an
individual’s behaviour and the need for
programs to effectively respond to the
contexts and experiences of client groups .

Lack of resources: Family and domestic
violence support services are not currently
funded to adequately reflect the complexity
and resource intensity that providing effective
services to refugee and migrant women and
children may require. This can include costs
such as professional interpreting services legal
advice relating to visa status, and a higher level
of material aid.     

3

Lack of culturally safe mainstream family and
domestic violence services and supports: To
safely and effectively support women and
children of refugee and migrant communities,
family and domestic violence support providers
must have the appropriate level of cultural
awareness and education. 

Without this, providers are likely to, at best
reduce feelings of confidence and safety felt by
women and children accessing their service,
discouraging further engagement, and at
worst overlook or misidentify high risk factors. 

This includes awareness of forms of abuse
such as forced marriage or dowry abuse. In
addition, supports must have a detailed
understanding of how marriage is
conceptualised within a community, or the
potential existence of multiple perpetrators of
violence (e.g. extended family members of the
primary perpetrator), and of practices (such as
dowry) which may be vulnerable to abuse .

4
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6. Recommendations 
 
1. WA State Government to commit to adequately fund ‘By and For’ family and domestic
violence prevention and response services for refugee and migrant women and children.

2. WA State Government to enact reform enabling women on temporary visas escaping family
and domestic violence to access public housing and financial support.  

3. Funding agreements with service providers to ensure adequate provision for service
providers to access accredited interpreting services.   
 
4. Fund the Centre for Women’s Safety and Wellbeing in collaboration with the Advisory
Group for Family and Domestic Violence in Refugee and Migrant Communities in WA to
undertake research to improve knowledge of family and domestic violence victim-survivors
from refugee and migrant backgrounds. The research will:  

Identify the type and quality of data currently being collected by family and domestic
violence services and agencies which indicates the cultural, linguistic, and migration
characteristics of clients in Western Australia (government and non-government services
and agencies). 
Analyse what this data reveals, or fails to reveal, in relation to the situation of women and
children in WA from refugee and migrant backgrounds impacted by family and domestic
violence.  
Provide an overview of the key learnings which can be taken from existing Australian
research on women and children from refugee and migrant backgrounds impacted by
family and domestic violence that can inform service provision.  
Make recommendations on a standardised data set for WA relating to the cultural,
linguistic and migration status of clients to be implemented by all family and domestic
violence services and agencies.  

5. Fund the Centre for Women’s Safety and Wellbeing and the Ethnic Communities Council of
WA to: 

Support the specialist family and domestic violence sector to implement and deliver
culturally safe and trauma-informed prevention and response services to refugee and
migrant women and children experiencing family and domestic violence. 
Support refugee and migrant communities and services to respond to and prevent violence
against refugee and migrant women and children. 
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