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Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a major social and public health problem, affecting many 
women worldwide (Klein et al. 1997; WHO 2005). Past research reveals that about one  
in four women are at risk of IPV in most Western nations (Mirrlees-Black 1999; Mouzos & 
Makkai 2004; Tjaden & Thoennes 2000; WHO 2005) and a range of factors associated with 
the prevalence and consequences of IPV have been identified (Clark & Foy 2000; Johnson 
2004; LaViolette & Barnett 2000). Despite the accumulating knowledge, there is still a need 
to further understand the factors associated with victims’ responses to IPV (Coker et al. 
2000; Signal & Taylor 2008).

Past research illustrates the significance of interventions for IPV victims in enabling them  
to end the violence, prevent fatal outcomes and recover from the physical and emotional 
impact of victimisation (Hall Smith, Moracco & Butts 1998; Hoyle & Sanders 2000; Mouzos 
1999; Stanko 1997). There are good reasons to believe that the severity and extent of IPV 
are related to women’s help-seeking responses (Ellsberg et al. 2001; Gondolf & Fisher 
1988; Leone, Johnson & Cohan 2007; Sabina & Tindale 2008). While some researchers 
describe a negative (and isolating) relationship between the nature, extent and duration  
of abuse and victims’ general help-seeking behaviour (Walker 1991, 1979) others have 
identified a positive association, describing it as a survival instinct that encourages victims  
to reach out for support (Gondolf & Fisher 1988; Ruiz-Perez, Mata-Pariente & Plazaola-
Castano 2006; Sabina & Tindale 2008). The current paper examines formal and informal 
forms of help-seeking among victims of intimate partner violence and considers whether 
such responses are influenced by abuse severity.

The role of informal and formal support
Informal sources of support play a major role in the help-seeking process of women 
experiencing IPV, as they are the most prominent sources chosen for support. People  
within the victim’s social network, including family, friends, neighbours or colleagues play a 
crucial role in the overall help-seeking process of IPV victims (Davis 2002; Davis & Srinivasan 
1995; Leone, Johnson & Cohan 2007; Sabina & Tindale 2008). Seeking informal help  
is often the first step in the help-seeking process and the outcome can shape victims’ 
subsequent help-seeking decisions. Positive reactions of family and friends have been  
said to encourage more formal or professional help-seeking decisions, including the 
utilisation of law enforcement, counsellors, crisis accommodation and financial support 
(Davis & Srinivasan 1995; Goodkind et al. 2003; Moe 2007).

Foreword  |  Approximately one in four 

women in most Western nations are  

at risk of becoming a victim of intimate 

partner violence (IPV). Interventions for 

IPV victims have shown to be significant 

in preventing negative outcomes. Using 

data from the International Violence 

Against Women Survey, this paper 

examines predictors of help-seeking by 

IPV victims and considers whether such 

responses are influenced by the severity 

of abuse experienced. Many IPV victims 

seek assistance informally from family 

and friends in the first instance and that 

experience may affect subsequent 

attempts to seek help from more formal 

sources. This study found that victims  

of IPV are more likely to explore formal 

avenues of support when married to the 

abusive partner, have children who have 

witnessed incidents of abuse, have used 

drugs or alcohol to cope with abuse and 

where the abusive partner has previously 

received counselling for his behaviour.  

It was found that in cases where the 

victim had experienced more severe 

types of abuse, and/or if they felt their 

life had been threatened during the most 

recent incident, there was a significantly 

increased likelihood of formal help-

seeking. Collectively, these findings  

can inform the enhancement of current 

responses made by formal sources  

of support to better accommodate  

the needs of IPV victims and their 

children.

Adam Tomison 

Director 



Australian Institute of Criminology 2

The majority of formal sources are 
approached in addition to, rather than 
instead of, informal ones (Kaukinen 2004; 
Leone, Johnson & Cohan 2007; Liang et al. 
2005). Formal help-seeking is particularly 
important when attempting to stop the 
violence permanently as informal sources 
can be depleted quickly (Liang et al. 2005). 
While family and friends are often able to 
help by listening and providing tangible 
short-term support (eg a place to stay, 
financial assistance etc), the supporters 
ability to help and their understanding of  
the complex nature of the situation can be 
limited (Lempert 1997; Liang et al. 2005).  
To achieve a more lasting relief from violent 
experiences, many victims of IPV enter into 
a transitional process whereby they identify 
their situation as problematic, contemplate 
their options and seek informal feedback 
and advice (Brown 1997; Liang et al. 2005). 
This process often leads to a decision for 
action, involving safety-seeking, professional 
help-seeking or leave-taking. In this context, 
formal sources of support become crucial 
as a means for ending the violence, with  
or without ending the relationship (Brown 
1997; Cluss et al. 2006; Davis 2002; 
Lempert 1997).

Method
The current analysis is based on data drawn 
from the International Violence Against 
Women Survey (IVAWS), conducted by the 
Australian Institute of Criminology (AIC) in 
2002–03. The IVAWS was a national survey, 
based on a random community sample of 
over 6,600 women living in Australia at the 
time of data collection. Women between the 
ages of 18 and 69 years were interviewed 
by telephone, using a structured survey  
(for more detail regarding the original 
methodology and the key aims of the study, 
see Mouzos & Makkai 2004). Data regarding 
women’s responses to IPV were collected  
in relation to the most recent incident. While 
this information only provides a snapshot of 
victims’ help-seeking behaviour at one point 
in time, it offers a starting point to better 
understand factors associated with different 
help-seeking decisions.

A subsample of informal and/or formal 
help-seekers (n=1,692) was identified from 
survey respondents who reported having 
experienced abuse by a male intimate 
partner at some point in time (n=2,276).  

As highlighted previously, past research 
suggests that informal help-seeking often 
occurs independent of any other type of 
help-seeking, while formal help-seeking 
usually co-occurs with, or follows, informal 
help-seeking (Coker et al. 2000; Leone, 
Johnson & Cohan 2007). The current data 
confirm these past observations, with the 
majority of victims (n=984) having talked  
to informal sources without reporting the 
most recent incident to any formal source  
of support and another 578 women having 
approached both informal and formal 
sources for support. Victims who only 
reported the most recent incident to formal 
support sources, on the other hand, 
accounted for the minority of help-seekers 
(n=130) in the IVAWS data. This group has 
been excluded from the current analysis,  
as the small number would have limited the 
validity of multivariate analysis results used  
in this study. Furthermore, the current data 
does not allow for an examination of whether 
these victims had access to informal sources 
of support and whether these sources may 
have been exhausted during previous help-​
seeking approaches not captured by the 
IVAWS. The final subsample examined for 
this paper therefore includes 1,562 victims 
who have been divided into two discrete 
groups of help-seekers, namely victims who 
only talked to informal sources of support 
and victims who chose a combination of 
informal and formal help-seeking approaches 
in relation to the most recent incident.

Informal sources approached by survey 
respondents are defined as immediate  
and other family members, friends and 
co-workers. Formal sources include law 
enforcement and a range of specialised 
walk-in and residential victim services.

While the two discrete groups of help-
seekers examined for this paper have in 
common that they accessed one or more  
of the informal sources, the second group  
is expected to differ due to their additional 
utilisation of one or more formal sources  
of support. The second group is therefore 
referred to as ‘formal help-seekers’ hereafter, 
as this is what distinguishes them from  
the solely ‘informal help-seekers’ in the  
first group.

Sample description
Table 1 provides an overview of victims’ 
demographics by type of help-seeking. Both 
groups are similar regarding the proportions 
of women from non-English-speaking 
backgrounds, those who had children  
living with them and those who reported 
educational levels of Year 12 and below, or 
some tertiary education, respectively. Minor 
differences can be observed for the reported 
levels of education for victims’ partners. 
More formal help-seekers reported partners 
with educational levels of Year 12 or below 
than informal help-seekers. In addition, there 
are differences regarding marital status as 
well as socioeconomic and employment 

Table 1 Characteristics of informal and formal help-seekers
Informal HS sample Formal HS sample

% n % n

Non-English-speaking background 12.4 121 11.5 66

Married to most recent abusive partnera 58.0 571 77.5 448

Children living with victim during violent incident(s) 85.9 745 84.8 494

Education (victim)

Year 12 or less 64.3 619 66.2 378

Some tertiary education 35.7 344 33.8 193

Education (partner)a

Year 12 or less 79.7 571 84.8 373

Some tertiary education 20.3 145 15.2 67

Combined net household incomea

<$500 weekly 21.5 207 29.5 166

≥$500 weekly 78.5 757 70.5 396

Employment statusa

Work for pay 70.7 689 60.3 347

Unemployed but receiving other types of income (eg government benefits) 23.0 224 33.2 191

No income of their own 6.4 62 6.4 37

Total 100.0 984 100.0 578

a: Chi square analysis revealed statistically significant differences at p<.05
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status. As can be seen from Table 2, victims 
who sought formal, in addition to informal, 
support more commonly reported being 
married to their abusive partner. A greater 
percentage of formal help-seekers also 
reported being unemployed and sharing  
a lower combined net household income.

Factors associated  
with informal and formal  
help-seeking decisions
Further between-group comparisons were 
conducted to identify the relevance of the 
following factors: victim-related factors, 
partner-related factors and violence-related 
factors. Victim-related factors include 
victims’ age, family make-up, socioeconomic 
status, education and drug/alcohol use  
to cope with the most recent incident. 
Partner-related factors include his level  
of education, previous counselling for his 
violent behaviour and whether he has been 
under the influence of drugs or alcohol 
during the most recent incident. The last 
subgroup of variables includes factors and 
consequences associated with the violence 
experienced during the most recent 
incident, including types of experienced 
abuse, injuries suffered and the perceived 
level of seriousness.

As shown in Table 2, formal help-seekers 
more commonly reported being married to 
their abusive partners and having children 
who had witnessed one or more violent 
incidents in the past. These women 
furthermore reported a lower combined net 
household income than women who sought 
informal support only. In addition, formal 
help-seekers had more commonly used 
drugs or alcohol to cope with the most 
recent incident. The two groups showed  
no significant differences regarding victims’ 
levels of education.

The examination of partner-related variables 
revealed that a larger proportion of abusive 
partners of formal help-seekers had lower 
levels of education when compared with 
partners of informal help-seekers. Abusive 
partners of formal help-seekers had also 
more commonly received counselling for 
past violent behaviour than partners of 
informal help-seekers.

Comparisons regarding violence-related 
factors revealed a range of significant 
between group differences. While women  
in both groups had similar experiences of 

sexual victimisation during the most recent 
incident, women in the formal help-seeking 
group generally perceived the most recent 
incident as more serious than informal 

help-seekers. Formal help-seekers also 
more commonly reported having suffered 
injuries in general and injuries that required 
medical attention in particular. In addition  

Table 2 Chi square results from the comparison of informal and formal help-seekers
Informal HS Formal HS

χ2 (df)n % n %

Married to abusive partnera

No 413 42 130 22.5
60.072(1)

Yes 571 58 448 77.5

Children witnessed any IPVa

No 753 76.8 275 47.9
133.230(1)

Yes 228 23.2 299 52.1

Pregnant during MRI

No 945 96.1 547 94.8
1.248(1)

Yes 38 3.9 30 5.3

Combined weekly net household incomea

<$500 207 21.5 166 29.5
12.069(1)

≥$500 757 78.5 396 70.5

Victim’s highest level of education

Year 12 or less 619 64.3 378 66.2
0.500(1)

Undertaking/completed tertiary education 344 35.7 193 33.8

Partner’s highest level of educationb

Year 12 or less 571 79.7 373 84.8
4.264(1)

Undertaking/completed tertiary education 145 20.3 67 15.2

Victim used drugs/alcohol to cope with MRIa

No 837 85.6 347 60.1
127.932(1)

Yes 141 14.4 230 39.9

Partner under the influence of drugs/alcohol during MRI

No 458 49.4 258 48.0
0.232(1)

Yes 469 50.6 280 52.0

Partner previously received counselling for past violent behavioura

No 781 90.3 357 70.1
90.059(1)

Yes 84 9.7 152 29.9

MRI included sexual victimisation

No 892 90.7 529 91.5
0.239(1)

Yes 92 9.3 49 8.5

Perception of life in danger during MRIa

No 742 75.9 234 41.2
184.936(1)

Yes 235 24.1 334 58.8

Perception of MRI as a crimea

No 786 80.9 266 46.9
189.260(1)

Yes 186 19.1 301 53.1

Overall perceived seriousness of MRIa

Not very/somewhat serious 621 63.3 146 25.3
209.090(1)

Very serious 360 36.7 432 74.7

Physically injured during MRIa

No 601 61.2 242 42.4
50.775(1)

Yes 381 38.8 329 57.6

Injuries required medical attentionb

No 319 83.9 180 55.0
69.316(1)

Yes 61 16.1 147 45.0

Types of abuse experienced during MRIa

Minor (including threats, pushing, shoving etc) 823 83.6 394 68.2
49.757(1)

Major (including strangling, use of weapon etc) 161 16.4 184 31.8

a: groups are significantly different at p<.01

b: groups are significantly different at p<.05

MRI = most recent incident
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to the perceived seriousness of the most 
recent incident, formal help-seekers also 
more commonly reported violence that 
ranged in the more severe end of the 
employed Conflict Tactic Scale (CTS), 
including attempted suffocation, having 
being burned or scalded and/or having 
been threatened with a weapon during  
the most recent incident.

The findings presented in Table 2 reveal that 
victims who sought formal, in addition to 
informal, support more commonly reported 
longer relationship duration and greater 
levels of severity regarding experienced types 
of abuse and suffered injuries. Victims who 
talked to informal sources only, on the other 
hand, reported significantly lower levels of 
perceived seriousness of the most recent 
incident. Women who classified the most 
recent incident as very serious or even a 
crime and those who felt their life was in 
danger during that particular incident were 
more commonly represented in the formal 
help-seeking group. These findings are 
consistent with observations made by prior 
research (Ellsberg et al. 2001; Ruiz-Perez, 
Mata-Pariente & Plazaola-Castano 2006; 
Sabina & Tindale 2008) and lend strong 
support to Gondolf’s Survivor Hypothesis, 
which predicts increasing levels of help-
seeking with increasing magnitude, 
frequency and duration of abuse (Gondolf, 
Fisher & McFerron 1990).

To examine the relationship of victim,  
partner and violence-related factors further, 
a logistic regression model was estimated. 
The results are shown in Table 3.

Table 3 reveals that formal help-seekers  
can be distinguished from those who sought 

informal help only on a number of the 
thematically-informed factors. The results 
show that all three victim-related variables 
were able to predict a change in victims’ 
likelihood of seeking formal, in addition to 
informal, support. Victims who were married 
to their abusive partner, and had children 
who witnessed any of the violent incidents, 
were more than twice as likely to seek 
formal support. Additionally, victims who 
had used drugs or alcohol to cope with the 
most recent incident were significantly more 
likely to approach formal sources of support 
than victims who did not report substance 
use as means of coping with the abuse.

Of the two partner-related variables included 
in the model, only prior counselling remained 
statistically significant. Table 3 shows  
that victims whose partners had received 
counselling for their abusive behaviour in  
the past were over three times more likely  
to seek formal, as well as informal, help.  
This factor predicted the greatest change  
in victims’ likelihood of talking to formal 
sources of support out of all factors included 
in the comprehensive model.

Results relating to the violence-related 
factors highlight two significant predictors  
of formal help-seeking. Victims who reported 
more severe types of abuse, such as 
attempted suffocation or the use of weapons, 
and those who perceived the most recent 
incident as life-threatening, were significantly 
more likely to seek formal, in addition to 
informal, support.

Discussion of findings
The findings presented in this paper indicate 
that victims are more likely to explore formal 

avenues of support when married to their 
abusive partners. While this does not 
necessarily mean that unmarried victims  
of IPV respond by passively enduring the 
violence, it nevertheless indicates that 
experiencing violence within a marital 
relationship increases victims’ likelihood of 
actively seeking formal support to stop the 
violence. Although speculative, unmarried 
women, on the other hand, may be more 
likely to terminate the relationship instead  
of seeking support to deal with the violent 
experiences due to the lack of legal 
commitment in dating relationships.

The presence of children was also identified 
as a predictor of formal help-seeking. 
Children’s observation of violent incidents 
significantly increased victims’ likelihood of 
seeking formal support. This is an important 
observation because it indicates the salience 
of victim’s protective attitudes towards their 
children. While women may not always seek 
the (formal) support they need for their  
own physical and emotional wellbeing, the 
findings indicate that their likelihood to do  
so increases when their children’s wellbeing 
is at risk. This observation is consistent with 
findings from past research, which suggest 
that the presence of children encourages 
victims to reach out for formal support  
(Akers & Kaukinen 2009; Gondolf, Fisher & 
McFerron 1990). However, it is inconsistent 
with findings from other studies, which reveal 
that victims may remain silent when children 
are involved due to their fear of losing the 
children to their ex-partner or child-safety 
interventions as a result of having ‘exposed’ 
them to a violent home environment (Fugate 
et al. 2005; Logan & Walker 2004). These 
inconsistencies between past and current 
research findings suggest that the role  
of children in victims’ decision-making 
processes is complex. Future research 
needs to employ a more nuanced analysis 
with longitudinal data to examine whether 
victims consider a number of potential 
outcomes for themselves and their children 
at different points in time.

Another relevant victim-related variable  
that contributed to the distinction of the  
two help-seeking groups relates to victims’ 
coping mechanisms. Women who reported 
having used drugs or alcohol to cope  
with the most recent incident showed an 
increased likelihood of seeking formal help. 
This observation may partly be a result of 

Table 3 Predictors of formal in addition to informal help-seeking: logistic regression model

Independent variables B SE Wald df Sig. Exp (B)

Married to abusive partner 0.736 0.179 16.897 1 0.000 2.087

Children witnessed any IPV 0.806 0.168 23.056 1 0.000 2.239

Victim used drugs/alcohol to cope with MRI 0.992 0.171 33.469 1 0.000 2.695

Partner previously received counselling for past 
violent behaviour

1.247 0.205 37.178 1 0.000 3.481

Partner’s highest level of education at time of MRI - 0.122 0.206 0.349 1 0.555 0.885

MRI included sexual victimisation - 0.576 0.330 3.050 1 0.081 0.562

Experienced more severe types of abuse during MRI 
(incl. attempted suffocation, use of weapon etc)

0.492 0.232 4.487 1 0.034 1.636

Victim physically injured during MRI 0.287 0.156 3.355 1 0.067 1.332

Perception of life in danger during MRI 0.750 0.171 19.152 1 0.000 2.118

Constant - 2.290 0.185 153.884 1 0.000 0.101

Note: n=987; MRI= most recent incident; - 2 log likelihood 1030.498; Nagelkerke R 0.335; χ2 279.322; P 0.000; Model prediction rate 73.5
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victims’ abusive experiences. While there is 
a lack of findings on the correlation between 
substance use and victims’ help-seeking 
behaviours, past research has identified 
increasing severity of abuse as a strong 
correlate of substance abuse (Clark & Foy 
2000; Coker et al. 2000). Since the data 
revealed a significant association between 
abuse severity and victims’ choices of 
support, the observed changes in victims’ 
likelihood of talking to formal in addition to 
informal sources if using drugs or alcohol  
to cope with the most recent incident may 
therefore have been affected by victims’ 
initial abusive experiences rather than their 
coping responses.

Results from the logistic regression model 
also provide insight to the influence of one 
of the partner-related variables, namely prior 
treatment interventions for the partner’s 
abusive behaviour. While several studies 
have examined the usefulness of batterer 
intervention programs, little is known about 
the role of these interventions in relation to 
victims’ subsequent help-seeking decisions 
(Gondolf 2005; Heckert & Gondolf 2000; 
Labriola, Rempel & Davis 2008). Findings 
presented in this paper indicate an 
increased likelihood of seeking formal 
support if the abusive partner had previously 
received counselling for his violent 
behaviour. This observation may be a result 
of having sought and received help in the 
past. While the past support may not have 
achieved the desired result of ending the 
abusive incidents, it nevertheless left victims 
with the awareness of available support and 
the knowledge of where to find it. In 
addition, these victims may feel that options 
of batterer interventions have been 
exhausted and other formal alternatives 
need to be explored, including police 
interventions and specialised victim 
services. Similar associations between past 
and future formal help-seeking approaches 
have been revealed by research on victims 
help-seeking and leave-taking decisions 
(Davis 2002).

In addition to victim- and partner-related 
variables, the model examined violence-
related variables. As mentioned earlier in  
this paper, some research findings suggest 
that increasing levels of violence lead to 
increasing levels of isolation and decreasing 
levels of help-seeking (Walker 1991; 1979). 
More recent research, however, supports a 
positive relationship between abuse severity 

and help-seeking (Gondolf & Fisher 1988; 
Ruiz-Perez, Mata-Pariente & Plazaola-
Castona 2006; Sabina & Tindale 2008). 
Findings from the current analysis showed  
a significantly increased likelihood of formal 
help-seeking if victims had experienced 
more severe types of abuse and if they felt 
their life had been in danger during the most 
recent incident. These findings therefore 
lend strong support to the latter group of 
research findings and Gondolf’s Survivor 
Hypothesis (Gondolf & Fisher 1988).

Policy implications  
and conclusion
The current findings highlight the role  
of children, partners’ prior counselling 
experiences and the severity of abuse  
as key predictors of victims’ decisions to 
seek formal, in addition to informal, support. 
These findings illuminate opportunities for 
intervention. For example, victims’ increased 
likelihood of seeking formal support when 
children are involved indicates their protective 
attitude towards their children. It is therefore 
important to accommodate the needs of 
victims with children to further encourage 
their utilisation of formal services.

Formal sources of support should ensure:

•	 provision of onsite child care for victims 
seeking advice and information from 
walk-in services;

•	 provision of onsite or alternate child care 
for victims who initiate legal proceedings 
(eg for the duration of court hearings);

•	 access to counselling for children affected 
by IPV-related trauma;

•	 availability of child-friendly crisis 
accommodation for victims who  
seek refuge;

•	 suitable crisis accommodation for  
victims with male children over the  
age of 12 years; and

•	 information and transparency of child 
custody-related issues when seeking 
formal support to counteract the fear of 
losing custody, which is often instilled by 
the abusive partner (Fugate et al. 2005; 
Logan & Walker 2004).

Increased awareness and knowledge about 
the role of children in victims’ help-seeking 
decisions among law enforcement and 
social service practitioners is crucial for 
expanding capacity and facilitating the 
help-seeking decisions of abused mothers 
with dependent children.

The findings observed for partners’ prior 
counselling experiences also offer valuable 
knowledge for intervention. Victims whose 
partners have sought and received help  
in the past are more likely to seek formal 
support for future violent experiences. This 
is likely to be the result of their increased 
knowledge on how and where to find suitable 
support and/or a transition from one formal 
help-seeking approach to another due  
to the exhaustion of the initial approach.  
It is therefore important to increase the 
transparency and awareness of available 
and accessible services and to offer 
follow-up support for couples who received 
initial forms of batterer interventions.

Finally, the observed association between 
abuse severity and victims’ help-seeking 
behaviours illuminates the opportunity  
for further reducing harm. Victims who 
experienced more severe and often 
life-threatening types of abuse are 
significantly more likely to approach formal 
sources including, but not limited to, medical 
professionals. Responses by formal service 
providers therefore need to include:

•	 a thorough risk assessment of the 
incident circumstances to prevent further 
harm and fatal outcomes;

•	 detailed information on victims’ rights, 
availability of legal advice, counselling  
and alternate accommodation;

•	 the removal of the abusive partner from 
the premises by the police where risk 
assessment indicates a high risk of 
subsequent and retaliatory abuse to 
ensure victim safety; and

•	 inter-agency cooperation to facilitate 
help-seeking from a range of available 
formal services.

This paper identifies predictors of formal 
help-seeking for IPV victims and illuminates 
opportunities for improving formal 
intervention measures. A combination of 
intervention measures can facilitate 
increased formal help-seeking and begin to 
offer strategies for harm reduction for 
victims affected by IPV. Future research is 
needed to further explore the help-seeking 
decisions of minority and high-risk 
populations. Data limitations of the current 
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