
Trends & issues in crime and criminal justice

No. 674

Abstract | This study examines how 
accurately the refined Family Violence 
Risk Assessment Tool (FVRAT) predicts 
repeat domestic violence. Developed on 
the basis of a previous validation study 
of an earlier, much longer version of the 
tool, the refined FVRAT consists of 
10 checkbox items, along with sections 
recording victim and officer judgements. 
These are used to inform police 
responses in the Australian Capital 
Territory. 

A sample of over 450 unique reports of 
violence involving current and former 
intimate partners between March and 
December 2020 in which police used the 
refined FVRAT were examined. Repeat 
domestic violence was measured based 
on whether a subsequent report of 
domestic violence was made to police 
within six months. 

Consistent with the previous study, the 
refined FVRAT predicts repeat domestic 
violence at least moderately well. Victim 
judgements were also shown to enhance 
the tool’s ability to correctly identify 
repeat domestic violence, although the 
findings also suggest some caution is 
warranted in using these judgements.

Improving police risk 
assessment of domestic 
violence: A follow-up 
validation study
Christopher Dowling, Heather Wolbers, Anthony 
Morgan and Cameron Long

Police are one of a number of first points of contact for victims 
of domestic violence who are seeking help or protection 
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2019; Boxall & Morgan 
2021; Boxall, Morgan & Brown 2020). Police first responders to 
domestic violence must decide how best to ensure the safety of 
victims and keep perpetrators from committing further abuse 
(Dowling et al. 2018; Mazerolle et al. 2018). Getting these 
decisions right is critical, and police devote significant time and 
resources to actioning domestic violence reports (Queensland 
Government Statistician’s Office 2021; State of Victoria 2016).

Police are increasingly relying on domestic violence risk 
assessment tools to standardise, document and improve their 
decision-making (Kebbell 2019). These tools estimate the 
probability of further domestic violence so that responses 
can be tailored, and resources allocated, accordingly. They 
typically consist of checklists of items which are associated with 
an increased probability of further domestic violence, along 
with a formula for scoring them and classifying reports into 
risk categories. 
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When it comes to the prediction of a variety of clinical and deviant behaviours, structured approaches 
to risk assessment that incorporate these actuarial techniques are a significant improvement over 
clinical and expert judgements alone (eg Ægisdóttir et al. 2006; Singh & Fazel 2010), including 
in relation to domestic violence (van der Put, Gubbels & Assink 2019). However, many domestic 
violence risk assessment tools now in use do incorporate the judgements of victims and police 
alongside actuarial risk estimates, to caveat and contextualise these estimates. Research has shown 
that, while not sufficient on their own to accurately estimate risk, these judgements can be critical 
to informing police and other responses, particularly to coercive controlling behaviour and other less 
obvious forms of abuse (Backhouse & Toivonen 2018; Myhill & Hohl 2019).

Domestic violence risk assessment tools have been subjected to varying levels of research examining 
their predictive validity or the accuracy with which they predict repeat domestic violence. The key 
metric in these studies has been the area under the receiver operating characteristic (AUROC) curve 
score, which represents the probability that a randomly selected case in which there was an outcome 
of interest (ie repeat domestic violence) received a higher risk rating on a tool than a randomly 
selected case in which there was no outcome of interest (ie no repeat domestic violence; Green 
& Swets 1966). Scores typically range from 0.50, indicating that a tool is no better than chance at 
predicting repeat domestic violence, to 1, indicating that a tool is a perfect predictor. This research is 
critical to building confidence in domestic violence risk assessment tools, which cannot be assumed 
to be accurate simply because they were developed with empirically supported risk factors.

Systematic reviews have found that domestic violence risk assessment tools are moderately better 
than chance at predicting various measures of repeat domestic violence, with AUROC scores between 
0.60 and 0.80 (Graham et al. 2021; Messing & Thaller 2013; van der Put, Gubbels & Assink 2019). 
Most of the tools used by police in Australia that have been subjected to some degree of validation 
have also returned AUROC scores of between 0.60 and 0.75 (Lauria et al. 2017; McEwan, Bateson & 
Strand 2017; McEwan, Shea & Ogloff 2018; Spivak et al. 2021; but see Ringland 2018). Importantly, 
the development of these tools has historically been human-driven, with developers selecting risk 
factors on the basis of their own experience and knowledge of empirical research. However, data-
driven approaches, where the design and refinement of risk assessment tools are determined 
through statistical modelling and machine learning algorithms, are increasingly being used with 
promising results (eg Berk, Sorenson & Barnes 2016; Leung & Trimboli 2022).

In 2019 the Australian Institute of Criminology (AIC) undertook a validation study of the Family 
Violence Risk Assessment Tool (FVRAT), which was being used by frontline police in the Australian 
Capital Territory (Dowling & Morgan 2019). After controlling for police responses in the period 
following each domestic violence report for which an FVRAT was completed—which is overlooked in 
many validation studies of this kind—the results of this study indicated that the tool was moderately 
better than chance at predicting repeat domestic violence within a six-month follow-up period 
(AUROC=0.60). Additionally, as with most domestic violence tools (Graham et al. 2021), it was found 
to be better at predicting when repeat domestic violence would not occur (ie true negatives) than 
when it would occur (ie true positives).
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Further analysis identified a subset of 10 items within the 37-item FVRAT that were individually 
important to the prediction of repeat domestic violence. Scores derived from these 10 items only, 
and classified into one of three empirically optimised risk categories, were more accurate than the 
original tool (AUROC=0.73) and exhibited improvements in the identification of true positives without 
a corresponding sacrifice in the accurate identification of true negatives. On the basis of this study, 
and in consultation with stakeholders across government, the criminal justice system and the services 
sector, ACT Policing developed a refined FVRAT, which was rolled out in March 2020.

Aim and method
This study examines the predictive validity of ACT Policing’s refined FVRAT, which exhibited a good 
overall level of accuracy in predicting repeat domestic violence within the sample that was used to 
develop it. This study validates the tool using a new sample of over 400 reports of domestic violence 
to ACT Policing across a separate study period.

The refined Family Violence Risk Assessment Tool
Police in the Australian Capital Territory are required to complete the FVRAT when responding to 
a report of violence by a current or former intimate partner. The actuarial component consists of 
10 checkbox items (see Dowling & Morgan 2019), which are summed for a score out of 10 and used 
to classify reports into low (0–2), medium (3–5) or high (6+) risk categories. Based on actuarial risk 
ratings, officers are instructed to undertake graduated sets of responses to ensure the safety of 
victims and their children, including support service referral, safety planning and applications for 
family violence orders.

The refined FVRAT also includes sections for recording victim and officer judgements, along with a 
series of ‘red flag’ items, such as perpetrator mental health concerns, alcohol or drug abuse, and 
signs of escalating violence (eg sexual violence, strangulation, coercive controlling behaviour and 
threats to kill). Additionally, victims provide their own assessments of risk, classified into low, medium 
and high ratings. Officers are only required to complete red flag items where an arrest is made, or 
where the actuarial or victim risk rating is high, but may complete them for other reports if they 
choose. These sections of the tool are primarily focused on capturing the severity of an incident and 
its impact on victims, and are used to determine where modified or additional responses on top of 
those attached to actuarial risk ratings may be required.

Sample and data
The initial sample consisted of 469 reports of violence involving current or former intimate partners 
in the Australian Capital Territory between 1 March and 31 December (inclusive) 2020. Thirteen 
cases were excluded from the sample because of missing information on risk scores, or on criminal 
justice and service responses following the domestic violence report, leaving 456 reports. Reports are 
unique in that no perpetrator or victim is represented more than once in the sample. Data collection 
followed the same two-stage process, and drew on the same information sources, as the AIC’s 
original study (see Dowling & Morgan 2019 for further information).
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Two-thirds of perpetrators (65%) and victims (68%) were between the ages of 25 and 44 at the time 
of their domestic violence report, and perpetrators were, on average, around a year and a half older 
(M=36.6, SD=10.7) than victims (M=35.0, SD=10.6; age unknown for 5 perpetrators and 2 victims). 
Most perpetrators were male (85%) and victims female (85%; gender unknown for 1 victim and 1 
perpetrator). Three percent of reports concerned same-sex current or former intimate partners 
(orientation of relationship unknown for 1 case). Small proportions of perpetrators (15%) and 
victims (17%) were recorded as being members of culturally and linguistically diverse communities 
(unknown for 4 perpetrators and 4 victims). One percent of perpetrators and victims were recorded 
as Indigenous (unknown for 4 perpetrators and 4 victims).

Consistent with the AIC’s first study, repeat domestic violence was measured as at least one 
additional report of domestic violence to police involving the same victim within six months of the 
initial report or perpetrator release from custody (see Dowling & Morgan 2019 for more information). 
Order breaches were not included in this measure. The focus on short-term repeat domestic violence 
reflects the intended purpose of the tool and the broader operational needs of frontline police.

Measuring predictive validity
The AUROC score was the principal measure of predictive validity, with scores of 0.80 or above 
taken as indicative of excellent accuracy, scores of 0.70–0.79 taken as indicative of good accuracy, 
and scores of 0.60–0.69 taken as indicative of moderate accuracy (Hosmer & Lemeshow 2004). The 
following additional measures of accuracy were also examined (see also Table 2);

	• classification accuracy—the total proportion of correct risk ratings;

	• sensitivity—the proportion of repeat domestic violence reports correctly predicted;

	• specificity—the proportion of non-repeat domestic violence reports correctly predicted;

	• positive predictive value (PPV)—the proportion of correct higher risk ratings; and

	• negative predictive value (NPV)—the proportion of correct lower risk ratings.

Table 1: Measures of predictive validity
Actual repeat domestic violence?

Yes No

Predicted repeat 
domestic violence?

Yes
True positive

(tp)

False positive

(fp)

Positive predictive 
value

tp/(tp+fp)

No
False negative

(fn)

True negative

(tn)

Negative predictive 
value

tn/(fn+tn)

Sensitivity

tp/(tp+fn)

Specificity

tn/(fp+tn)

Classification 
accuracy

(tp+tn)/n
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Logistic regression models were used to examine the association of actuarial risk ratings and repeat 
domestic violence, with police responses to initial domestic violence reports included as covariates. 
Models used in the original FVRAT examination incorporated a covariate indicating whether police 
arrested and/or charged the perpetrator at any point during the follow-up period. The first model was 
run with this covariate only to ensure comparability with results of the previous study. The second 
model included other criminal justice and service responses during the follow-up period, including:

	• whether police undertook further investigation subsequent to initial attendance during the 
follow‑up period; and

	• whether victims accepted a referral to one or more services during the follow-up period.

Given their use in the assessment of risk as part of the current FVRAT, this study also examined 
the extent to which victims’ own assessments of risk improve the tool’s predictive validity. An 
open‑ended approach was taken to this stage of the analysis, first examining whether victim risk 
ratings were significantly associated with repeat domestic violence independent of actuarial risk 
ratings (Model 3) before exploring how, if at all, the actuarial component of the tool could be 
enhanced with consideration of these victim ratings (Model 4).

Importantly, the study period spans the outbreak of the novel coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
in Australia. On 16 March 2020 the ACT Government declared a public health emergency and 
instituted a series of containment measures to limit transmission of the virus, which limited people’s 
ability to travel, gather, and undertake public activities (Barr & Stephen-Smith 2020). From early May 
the ACT Government implemented a staged easing of these restrictions (ACT Government 2020a, 
2020b, 2021). Overall, the international evidence is mixed as to how, if at all, COVID-19 restrictions 
influenced the reporting of domestic violence to the police (Kourti et al. 2023), and several 
Australian studies report small or no impacts (Burgess et al. 2021; Freeman & Leung 2021; Payne, 
Morgan & Piquero 2022). Findings that do show post-restriction increases in reported domestic 
violence have been linked to increases in the actual amount of domestic violence (Boxall, Morgan 
& Brown 2020) and the exacerbation of risk factors for it (eg increased isolation, financial stress; 
Morgan & Boxall 2020), both of which there is stronger evidence for (see also Kourti et al. 2023), 
as well as to changes in the likelihood of such violence being reported to police (Morgan, Boxall & 
Payne 2022; Pfitzner, Fitz-Gibbon & True 2020). To account for any influence of COVID-19 restrictions 
in the Australian Capital Territory on rates of repeat domestic violence, all logistic regression models 
incorporate a covariate that ordinally captures their intensity, with the pre-restriction period— 
1 March to 15 March 2020—taken as the baseline.

Classification accuracy, sensitivity, specificity, PPVs and NPVs were calculated from predicted 
probabilities of repeat domestic violence across each actuarial risk rating, with covariates adjusted for 
using marginal standardisation (Muller & MacLehose 2014). The upper bounds of confidence intervals 
around these metrics were calculated using the upper bounds of confidence intervals around 
predicted probabilities for medium or high risk ratings and the lower bounds of confidence intervals 
around predicted probabilities for low risk ratings. The lower bounds were calculated inversely. 
Covariate-adjusted AUROC scores, representing the weighted average of AUROC scores across cases 
with distinct configurations of covariate ratings (Janes & Pepe 2009), were also calculated.
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Limitations
The data for this study are restricted to domestic violence that is reported to the police. The effect 
of under-reporting to police (Morgan, Boxall & Payne 2022) on the validity of risk assessment tools is 
unknown. It is worth noting that validation studies using these data assess the predictive validity of 
risk assessment for repeat domestic violence that is reported to police. Relatedly, the incident-based 
approach underpinning police data, which treats domestic violence as one or more discrete incidents 
of verbal or physical aggression, may make these findings less applicable to coercive control and 
other ongoing forms of abuse.

While this study accounts for the intervening influence of additional criminal justice and service 
responses compared with the AIC’s original study, consistent data on other responses, including 
protection orders and charge outcomes, were not available. While information was available on the 
remand and custody time perpetrators served in relation to the initial domestic violence report, 
custodial information was not available in relation to other criminal activities. Relatedly, information 
was not available on whether perpetrators or victims ‘dropped out’ of the sample by leaving the 
Australian Capital Territory, although this was probably rare, given that the study period coincides 
with restrictions on interstate travel.

Finally, while this study draws on a larger sample of domestic violence reports than the AIC’s original 
study (Dowling & Morgan 2019), its size is still insufficient for a rigorous examination of the FVRAT’s 
predictive validity with different ethnic and cultural communities or sexual orientations. Many 
of the FVRAT’s items have been identified as risk factors for domestic violence across a variety of 
demographic groups (Backhouse & Toivonen 2018; Capaldi et al. 2012), but there are also differences 
between these groups (eg Lauria et al. 2017; Ringland 2018).

Results
Descriptive statistics
Equal proportions of domestic violence reports were rated as low (46%) and medium (44%) risk 
by the actuarial component of the FVRAT, with 10 percent rated as high risk. Fourteen percent of 
victims made at least one further report of domestic violence to police within the six-month follow-
up period. Two-thirds of these reports (65%), or nine percent of the total sample, involved physical 
violence, as indicated by the presence of at least one offence classified under either Division 2 (acts 
intended to cause injury) or Division 3 (sexual assault and related offences) of the Australian and New 
Zealand Standard Offence Classification (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011). Eighty-five percent of 
repeat domestic violence reports involved the perpetrator of the initial domestic violence report.
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Actuarial risk ratings
Figure 1 displays the application of different police and service responses to domestic violence 
reports by risk rating. Initial analyses revealed that, unsurprisingly, all reports for which charges were 
laid involved some degree of further police investigation subsequent to initial police attendance. 
Police investigation and charges were therefore combined into a single variable (0=not investigated, 
1=investigated but not charged, 2=investigated and charged). In line with the AIC’s original study 
(Dowling & Morgan 2019), a variable was also created combining arrest and/or the laying of charges. 
All responses were more common in domestic violence reports that received higher risk ratings, 
meaning the intensity of the response by police was proportionate to the assessed level of risk.

Figure 1: Responses to domestic violence reports, by Family Violence Risk Assessment Tool 
risk rating
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Figure 2 displays the likelihood of repeat domestic violence by response and risk rating. Overall, rates 
of repeat domestic violence were similar for reports that did and did not receive different responses. 
When broken down by risk rating, repeat domestic violence was notably more common among 
high risk reports that did not receive a police response of some kind, although the differences only 
approached statistical significance for arrest (likely due to the small proportion of cases that received 
a high risk rating). These results nevertheless highlight the importance of taking police responses into 
account when assessing the FVRAT’s predictive validity.

Figure 2: Repeat domestic violence, by Family Violence Risk Assessment Tool risk rating and 
police response
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After controlling for any police response, the odds of repeat domestic violence within the six-month 
follow-up period were significantly higher in cases rated as medium (odds ratio (OR)=3.26, 95% 
confidence interval (CI)=[1.64, 6.50]) and high risk (OR=9.15, 95% CI=[3.72, 22.48]) than in cases rated 
as low risk (Table 2, Model 1; see also Table A1 in Appendix for covariate results).
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Figure 3 plots predictive validity metrics calculated from Model 1 against those from the AIC’s original 
examination of the FVRAT. The AUROC score (0.67, 95% CI=[0.60, 0.75]) indicates that there is a 67 
percent likelihood of a randomly selected report where repeat domestic violence occurred receiving 
a higher actuarial risk rating on the FVRAT than a randomly selected report where there was no 
repeat domestic violence. This is lower than the AUROC reported in the original study—0.73, or a 73 
percent likelihood—and falls below the threshold many researchers use to indicate good accuracy. 
However, there is a strong overlap between the confidence intervals for these two scores, meaning 
the difference is not statistically significant, and Model 1’s AUROC stills falls well within the range 
many researchers use to indicate moderate accuracy (Hosmer & Lemeshow 2004). Other metrics are 
largely similar to those reported in the original study, and confidence intervals suggest a high degree 
of precision in their estimation once police responses and COVID-19 restrictions are adjusted for. The 
exception is the sensitivity of high risk ratings against low risk ratings (57%), which is notably, but not 
significantly, lower than in the original study (73%), and which exhibits less precision (95% CI=[35%, 
79%]) than the other metrics.

Table 2: Logistic regression models predicting repeat domestic violence from Family Violence Risk 
Assessment Tool risk ratings (n=456)

Model 1 OR  
(95% CI)

Model 2 OR  
(95% CI)

Model 3 OR  
(95% CI)

Model 4 OR  
(95% CI)a,b

Replication of 
Dowling and 

Morgan (2019)

Includes 
additional 
response 

covariates

Includes controls 
for victim-

assessed risk 
ratings

Revised actuarial 
risk ratings based 

on victim-
assessed risk 

ratings

Actuarial risk ratings

Medium risk (vs low risk) 3.26  
(1.64, 6.50)**

3.47 
(1.77, 6.78)***

3.64  
(1.62, 8.18)**

3.92  
(1.78, 8.67)**

High risk (vs low risk) 9.15 
(3.72, 22.48)***

10.54 
(4.42, 25.11)***

8.31 
(2.86, 24.10)***

7.98 
(3.40, 18.74)***

Victim risk ratings

Medium risk (vs low risk) – – 1.86 (0.85, 4.04) –

High risk (vs low risk) – – 2.86 (1.23, 6.65)* –
***statistically significant at p<0.001, **statistically significant at p<0.01, *statistically significant at p<0.05

a: Actuarial risk ratings adjusted upward if domestic violence reports received a high victim risk rating

b: Excludes 53 reports with missing victim self-assessed risk rating

Note: OR=odds ratio. CI=confidence interval. Model statistics as follows: (1) Model 1 – model χ2(df, n)=29.10 (8, 456), p<0.001, Nagelkerke R2=0.09; (2) Model 2 
– model χ2(df, n)=35.10 (11, 456), p<0.001, Nagelkerke R2=0.10; (3) Model 3 – model χ2(df, n)=40.01 (13, 403), p<0.001, Nagelkerke R2=0.14; (3) Model 4 – model 
χ2(df, n)=31.70 (11, 403), p<0.001, Nagelkerke R2=0.11

Source: ACT Policing 2021 [computer file]
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Figure 3: Comparison of predictive validity metrics
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Controlling for a wider range of police responses (Model 2), the odds of repeat domestic violence 
within the six-month follow-up period were significantly higher in cases rated as medium (OR=3.47, 
95% CI=[1.77, 6.78]) and high risk (OR=10.54, 95% CI=[4.42, 25.11]) than in cases rated as low risk. 
The AUROC score improved slightly to 0.69 (95% CI=[0.61, 0.76]). The sensitivity of high risk ratings 
against low risk ratings also improved (63%) but still exhibited less precision than estimates of the 
other validity metrics (95% CI=37% to 85%). Other metrics remained consistent or exhibited small 
improvements.

Victim risk ratings
There was a moderate positive correlation between actuarial and victim risk ratings (χ2(6)=84.36, 
Cramér’s V=0.30). Victims in two-thirds of reports that received low actuarial ratings also rated their 
reports as low risk, and only four percent of these victims rated their reports as high risk. However, 
only one-third of reports that received medium or high actuarial ratings had concordant victim ratings 
recorded. Victims in reports that received medium actuarial ratings tended more often to downgrade 
(33%) than upgrade (18%) these ratings, while few victims in reports that received high actuarial 
ratings estimated their level of risk as being low (17%).

Fifty-three reports, or 12 percent of the sample, had no victim risk ratings reported. These reports 
were spread proportionally across low (12%, n=25), medium (11%, n=23) and high (11%, n=5) 
actuarial risk ratings. Victim ratings were significantly more likely to be missing from reports involving 
male victims (20%) than those involving female victims (10%), but no other significant demographic 
differences between these reports were evident. Further, these reports did not differ in relation to 
any police, criminal justice or service responses, or repeat domestic violence. Therefore, they were 
excluded from all analyses that follow.

Model 3 shows that, independent of actuarial risk ratings, the odds of repeat domestic violence 
were significantly higher for reports where victims estimated their level of risk as high (OR=2.86, 95% 
CI=[1.23, 6.65]). On the basis of this finding, it was decided to examine whether the adjustment of 
actuarial risk ratings upward in cases of discordant high victim risk ratings improved their predictive 
validity. This adjustment led to the reclassification of 45 reports—nine with an originally low actuarial 
risk rating and 36 with an originally medium actuarial risk rating—as high risk.

Model 4 shows that the odds of repeat domestic violence within the six-month follow-up period 
were significantly higher in cases rated as medium (OR)=3.92, 95% CI=[1.78, 8.67]) and high risk 
(OR=7.89, 95% CI=[3.40, 18.74]) than in cases rated as low risk. There was only a small improvement 
in the AUROC score to 0.70 (95% CI=[0.62, 0.78]). However, there was a notable improvement in the 
sensitivity of high risk ratings against low risk ratings (74%, 95% CI=54% to 90%), although this came 
at the expense of specificity (73%, 95% CI=70% to 77%) and the PPV of high risk ratings (29%, 95% 
CI=19% to 39%), as well as the overall classification accuracy of high and low risk ratings (73%, 95% 
CI=68% to 78%). Predictive validity metrics remained relatively consistent for medium risk ratings 
against low risk ratings.



Trends & issues in crime and criminal justice
Australian Institute of Criminology

12No. 674

Conclusion
The findings of this study are largely consistent with those of the original study (Dowling & Morgan 
2019). The AUROC score, while marginally lower, still indicates that the actuarial component of this 
tool predicts repeat domestic violence at least moderately well and compares favourably with other 
tools in use across Australia (Lauria et al. 2017; McEwan, Bateson & Strand 2017; McEwan, Shea & 
Ogloff 2018; Ringland 2018; Spivak et al. 2021) and internationally (Graham et al. 2021; Messing & 
Thaller 2013; van der Put, Gubbels & Assink 2019).

Results regarding the tool’s ability to correctly predict when domestic violence will and will not occur 
are also largely consistent with those in the original study. At least by current standards in domestic 
violence risk assessment, the refined FVRAT strikes a good balance between being able to identify 
reports in need of more intensive and immediate responses and separating out reports that are 
less in need of such responses. The former is critical to ensuring that fewer victims ‘slip through the 
cracks’ and experience further abuse, while the latter ensures the efficient targeting of limited time 
and resources where they are most needed.

This said, and in line with other Australian and international tools, the FVRAT does appear to be 
better overall at identifying true negatives (ie no repeat domestic violence) than true positives (ie 
repeat domestic violence), as indicated by NPV and specificity scores. This is most evident in the 
examination of high risk reports against low risk reports. The PPV suggests that a little over one-
third of high risk reports involved repeat domestic violence and, while the specificity score was 
relatively high, and consistent with that in the previous study, the sensitivity score was notably lower 
than in the original study—although, at around 60 percent, it still compares favourably with other 
Australian and international risk assessment tools. Meanwhile, when comparing reports classified 
as medium and low risk, of which there were a similar number, there was more of a trend towards 
the overestimation of risk. This resulted in a relatively high sensitivity score, indicating that most 
reports involving repeat domestic violence were classified as medium as opposed to low risk, but a 
low specificity score and PPV, indicating that many reports classified as medium risk did not involve 
repeat domestic violence.

Further examination of victim risk ratings on the refined FVRAT highlights their utility in improving 
the prediction of when repeat domestic violence will occur in some cases. This is consistent with 
research illustrating the validity of victims’ own feelings and views on the threats they face from 
their current or former partners when assessing the risk of further violence (Backhouse & Toivonen 
2018). However, results also suggest that invariably prioritising high victim risk ratings may lead to 
some overestimation of risk. Police need to balance the risk of repeat offending, which might be 
overestimated by victim self-assessments, with the need to maintain perceived legitimacy and ensure 
procedural justice for victims who are seeking their assistance.

To the authors’ knowledge, there are no other validation studies that consider the intensity of the 
policing response when assessing the predictive validity of police risk assessment tools for domestic 
violence. Results from this study show that the police response is proportionate and responsive to 
the level of assessed risk. This is important both in demonstrating the importance of taking this into 
account when validating risk assessment tools and in demonstrating the value of risk assessment in 
guiding police decision-making.
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The importance of empirically examining the predictive validity of domestic violence risk assessment 
tools has been highlighted, although it should be noted that this study does not examine other 
elements of the FVRAT’s performance or implementation. This includes its consistency as a measure 
of risk (ie test–retest and inter-rater reliability), how it is applied in the field, and its strengths and 
limitations from the perspective of police. Relatedly, it does not examine the tool’s effectiveness at 
channelling limited police resources—beyond the conclusions drawn regarding predictive validity—
or its value to investigations and criminal justice outcomes. While these concerns are arguably 
redundant if a risk assessment tool is found to lack predictive validity, tools with acceptable validity 
may nonetheless fail in practice due to implementation issues. Robust evaluations of domestic 
violence risk assessment tools must build on successful validations with further examinations of their 
reliability, feasibility, economic outcomes and benefits for victims (Ariza, Robinson & Myhill 2016; 
Backhouse & Toivonen 2018; Graham et al. 2021; Spivak et al. 2021).
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Appendix
Table A1: Additional covariates for logistic regression models predicting repeat domestic violence 
from Family Violence Risk Assessment Tool risk ratings (n=456)

Model 1 OR  
(95% CI)

Model 2 OR  
(95% CI)

Model 3 OR  
(95% CI)

Model 4 OR  
(95% CI)a

Responses

Arrest (vs no arrest) – 1.21 (0.24, 6.07) 0.49 (0.09, 2.79) 0.50 (0.08, 3.01)

Investigation—not 
charged (vs no 
investigation)

– 0.53 (0.20, 1.38) 0.84 (0.36, 1.98) 0.94 (0.41, 2.20)

Investigation—charged 
(vs no investigation) – 0.49 (0.08, 2.88) 1.05 (0.16, 6.71) 1.33 (0.19, 9.17)

Any police response 0.72 (0.37, 1.40) – – –

Service referral accepted – 0.96 (0.51, 1.83) 0.87 (0.41, 1.83) 0.92 (0.45, 1.88)

COVID-19 restrictionsb

Full COVID-19 restrictions 
(vs no COVID-19 
restrictions)

1.23 (0.39, 3.81) 1.28 (0.41, 3.98) 1.85 (0.54, 6.30) 1.90 (0.54, 6.57)

Stage 1 easing (vs no 
COVID-19 restrictions) 0.69 (0.15, 3.08) 0.66 (0.15, 2.91) 0.94 (0.20, 4.43) 0.81 (0.17, 3.85)

Stage 2 easing (vs no 
COVID-19 restrictions) 1.42 (0.46, 4.41) 1.39 (0.45, 4.30) 1.73 (0.50, 60.2) 1.79 (0.51, 6.30)

Stage 3 easing (vs no 
COVID-19 restrictions) 0.67 (0.23, 2.00) 0.70 (0.29, 1.96) 0.77 (0.24, 2.46) 0.78 (0.24, 2.55)

Stage 4 easing (vs no 
COVID-19 restrictions) 0.36 (0.06, 2.07) 0.34 (0.06, 1.98) 0.54 (0.09, 3.39) 0.61 (0.10, 3.80)

a: Excludes 53 reports with missing victim self-assessed risk rating

b: Full COVID-19 restrictions in the ACT commenced shortly after the beginning of the observation period for this study (1 March 2020) on 16 March 2020. 
Stage 1 easing of these restrictions commenced on 8 May 2020. Stage 2 easing commenced on 29 May 2020. Stage 3 easing commenced on 10 August 2020. 
Stage 4 easing commenced on 2 December 2020, persisting beyond the end of the observation period (31 December 2020)

Source: ACT Policing 2021 [computer file]
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