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People who use violence or abuse others often 
try to justify their behaviour and put forward a 
number of ‘causes’ for their actions. 

These include alcohol, drugs, stress, anger, 
unemployment, poverty. 

Whilst these causes may play a part in incidents 
of family violence, the analysis that they caused 
the family violence does not hold true, as: 

•  many people drink alcohol or use drugs and 	
  do not become violent

•  there are people who do not drink at all but 	
  who are violent toward their families

•  a job does not stop someone behaving 	
  violently

•  most people who are unemployed are not 	
  violent toward their families

•  well-off families experience family violence 	
  in the same ways as poor people

•  most people feel under stress or angry with 	
  others at times but do not use violence to 	
  deal with it

•  most people are provoked by the behaviour 	
  of others at some time but do not respond 	
  violently

•  sickness does not justify violence directed 	
  towards family members.

(Some violent behaviour may be the result of a 
brain disorder or damage and lead to random 
acts of violence towards any other people, 
not exclusively family members. There is a 
distinction between this and family violence in 
the context of controlling family members by 
the use of force.)

Problems to do with unemployment, poverty, 
stress, alcohol, drugs, or anger will not be 
solved by violence. In fact they are likely to 
add to the difficulties.

Ask

	
Ask

Many people attempt to excuse violence 
towards members of their families. Family 

violence is never acceptable. 

There are ways to address problems and 
difficulties that do not involve violence.

[

she needed it – she 	
deserved it

she asked for it

I can’t do anything 
about it

this is the way i am 
– like it or lump it

i have a problem 	
with anger

I can’t change what 	
i was taught

it’s not really me

are there any 
excuses for family 
violence?

can it ever 	
be justified?



She asked for it
“She wouldn’t listen to me/ 
I had no option/she drove me to 
it/ provoked me.” 

NO EXCUSE – Violence has 
no place in family relationships 
whatever the provocation or 
supposed reasons. People can 
learn and use other ways to deal 
with conflicts, frustrations or 
disagreements.

It was her own 
fault

“She neglected the children/
spent all the money/crashed the 
car/slept with someone else/got 
drunk/acted stupidly.” 

NO EXCUSE – Violence will only 
add to the problems of a difficult 
family situation or relationship. 
Problems need proper attention and 
a resolution which does not involve 
violence.

She needed it/
deserved it
“It’s my right and duty to 
discipline my family.”

NO JUSTIFICATION – 	
Genuine discipline does not involve 
violence. Families can learn to 
interact in ways which respect the 
rights of each person. Protection 
from family violence is a right 
recognised by the law.

It’s normal/
necessary/THERE’S 
nothing wrong	
with it 

“Everyone does it.”

NOT TRUE – Everyone does not 
do it. It is not normal or necessary. It 
is against the law and is harmful to 
everyone involved and to society.

I can’t change 
what I was taught
“I was brought up in a violent 
home.”

NO EXCUSE – Not everyone 
brought up in a violent home repeats 
the cycle. Many men choose not to 
be violent because they know from 
experience the suffering caused 
by violence in the home. People 
can reject what they were taught. 

some commonly repeated excuses are:
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Old patterns and attitudes can be 
replaced and new ideas can be 
learned.

I can’t do anything 	
about it

“We’ve got a whole lot of problems 
and they make me react like that/
we’re poor/unskilled/hopeless 
people.”

NO EXCUSE – Violence adds 
to the problems of poverty, lack of 
skills and despair. Those problems 
themselves do not cause people to 
be violent.

I have to keep 
control/I’m the 
boss/I make the 
rules

“I pay the bills, I’m in charge.”

NO JUSTIFICATION – 	
No-one is permitted to be violent 
towards those they are responsible 
for. Attitudes about keeping control 
and being in charge are not suited 
to an adult relationship.

It’s not really me

“I had too much to drink/was 
stoned/out of it/can’t even 
remember.” 

NO EXCUSE – If someone 
chooses to drink or abuse drugs and 
becomes violent he is choosing to 
be violent. Alcohol or drugs alone do 
not cause the violence. The attitude 
allows it.

“It was a bad time for me/I was 
exhausted/ stressed/worried/at 
the end of my tether.” 

NO EXCUSE – Bad times 
happen to everyone. There are many 
ways of dealing with difficulties that 
don’t involve violence.

“I have a problem with anger.” 

NO EXCUSE – Anger can be 
openly expressed and managed 
without violence. Violence is a 
behaviour which may or may not 
have anything to do with anger. It 
is not acceptable or lawful to use 
violence to express anger.

“I lost control. I can’t help myself.”

NO EXCUSE – The offender 
makes the decision to be violent and 
acts on it. He also decides when to 
stop behaving violently. He chooses 
when, where and who will be at the 
receiving end of his violent outburst. 

“I’m sick. I can’t help myself.” 

NO EXCUSE – Sick people who 
are violent can only be cured if they 
admit the real problem is about an 
attitude towards violence and take 
responsibility for changing that.

“It’s society’s fault (the system/
colonisation/oppression/someone 
else is to blame).” 

NO EXCUSE – People who 
use violence must take personal 
responsibility for their actions. 
Society does not condone family 
violence any longer. There are laws 
which prohibit violent behaviour.

That’s the way it 
has to be

“We (particular religious/ethnic/
cultural groups/bikies/gang 
members/military men, etc) do 
things this way.” 

NO EXCUSE – The law does 
not permit violence. It is generally 
unacceptable in modern society. 
Stereotypes and myths have built 
up around different groups of 
people and attitudes to violence. 
Cultural habits change over 
generations in the light of new 
knowledge and experiences.

It’s a private 
matter

“It is no-one else’s business/leave 
us alone/we’ll work it out in the 
family.” 

WRONG – It’s everyone’s 
business when people are harmed 
and the law is broken. Family 
violence has far-reaching harmful 
effects for communities and society. 
It’s the business of responsible 
community members to change the 
attitudes and behaviours that allow 
family violence to continue.



Alcohol abuse is often used 
to explain and minimise family 
violence. It is a popular belief that 
alcohol causes violence and if 
drinking stops, the violence will 
stop.

Alcohol is a factor in many instances of violent 
crime and there appears to be a connection 
between people abusing alcohol and committing 
acts of violence.

However, it is clear from many studies that 
alcohol abuse and family violence need to be 
viewed as two separate issues.

Many people experiencing family violence are 
hopeful that treatment for alcohol abuse will 
end the violence. Abusers who promise to stop 
abusing alcohol may sincerely believe that this 
will stop them from behaving violently.

In a number of situations, people who abuse their 
family are affected by alcohol. They may claim 
that they lost control as a result of drinking and 
claim that they had no control over the situation. 

They may show remorse and blame their state of 
drunkenness.

Addressing alcohol abuse is important and needs 
to be taken seriously, but this alone is unlikely to 
stop violence.

Abusers may argue that they only feel violent 
when they have been drinking. Deeper analysis 
may reveal that they choose to be violent and 
deny responsibility for their actions.

Stopping violence is a matter of facing up to 
the attitudes and behaviours that go with family 
violence, without resorting to excuses or being 
defensive.  It means taking responsibility for, and 
being serious about, addressing and changing 
violent behaviour.

There is a distinction between abuse of alcohol 
– heavy drinking leading to intoxication – and 
addiction – clinical dependency on alcohol 
or other drugs. Addiction is a specialist area 
requiring long-term treatment and needs to be 
addressed as a health issue. 
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  You can’t blame the 

car for a road accident. 	

It’s the driver or the 

person who maintains 

the vehicle who is 

responsible.
Barry – ex-drinker/abuser

alcohol and violence 2[



When family violence occurs in connection with alcohol abuse, the abuser may 
claim that he/she had no control over the situation. Alcohol is likely to be used 
as an excuse for the violence. Like other excuses, the analysis does not hold 
true.

•	 The victim of violence is usually a partner or family member: this shows 	
	 that the abuser is able to choose who to assault.

•	 Assaults take place on some occasions of drinking and not on others: this 	
	 indicates that much of the time the abusive behaviour can be controlled.

•	 The person drinks heavily knowing they are at risk of assaulting their 	
	 partner: this suggests an approach to violence which includes building in 	
	 an excuse.

•	 The drinking can take place with other people away from home but the 	
	 assault happens later when the person is alone with his/her partner or 	
	 family: this suggests a measure of control over the place, timing, and 	
	 target of the assault.

•	 Assaults on partners or family members usually take place in private: 	
	 this suggests that a rational decision is made about keeping the 	
	 assault hidden.

•	 Men are more likely than women to commit assaults while under the 	
	 influence of alcohol: this suggests that attitudes rather than chemicals 	
	 cause the assaults.

•	 Some people abuse alcohol but are never involved in violent behaviour: 	
	 this indicates that alcohol cannot be blamed for causing violence.

Alcohol is a factor in	
many instances of violent	

crime and violence

 . . . but it’s not an excuse
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Attitudes allow people to 
make choices about behaving 
violently
  You can choose not to abuse

Peter – anti-violence advocate



Children learn about personal 
relationships from their 
very earliest days. From the 
moment they are born they 
are learning from what they 
see, hear and experience 
around them.  
Recent research has 
established that the experience 
of children in their very 
earliest years, well before they 
have language, impacts on 
the growth of the brain and 
particularly on the section of 
the brain that controls social 
and emotional behaviour.

Cuddling, singing, talking and 
reading can trigger the baby 
brain to start working.

Trauma and terror may leave no 
visible marks or scars but leave 
a lasting imprint by changing the 
physical structure and chemical 
balance of the baby brain.

Violence and neglect 
are extremely damaging 
experiences for babies’ and 
young children’s development 
at any point. 

Further information

www.brainwave.org.nz 

Children living in homes where 
there is partner violence are 
more likely to be victims of 
child abuse and neglect than 
children from homes where 
there is no violence.  They are 
also more likely to be anxious, 
depressed, have problems with 

learning and act aggressively 
with others.

Most children live in family 
units. Children learn from 
observing and reacting to 
what they see happen in their 
families. 

By six years old children will 
have learned a great deal 
about the roles expected of 
them and the kind of behaviour 
associated with those roles. 
They may have learned how 
to control aggressive feelings 
and about the rights of others 
or they may have learned that 
aggressive behaviour will get 
them their own way or get them 
some attention. 

The most effective way of 
preventing inter-generational 
violence is through good role 
modelling within families. 

Children are 
confused when:
•	they are told that it is wrong 

to hit or hurt other people or 
animals yet they see adults 
hitting and hurting others 

•	they are told that they are not 
to fight with their brothers, 
sisters or other children, yet 
they see adults fighting and 
hurting one another

•	they are told to speak nicely 
and not to yell at others but 
they see it happening with the 
adults in their own homes.  
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Children emulate the 
relationships and behaviour 
of the adults around them. 
Attitudes, beliefs and 
behaviours about violence 
are shaped by what children 
see, hear and experience in 
their home. Many children 
and young people who have 
experienced violence early 
in their lives go on to be the 
children, young people and 
adults who act aggressively 
towards others.

But children from homes 
where there is violence are 
not inevitably condemned to 
repeat the cycle. Awareness 
that things can be different can 
help these children respond 
to new messages about their 
right to be safe, respecting 
other people’s rights and using 
alternatives to violence.  

Relatives and friends, childcare, 
health and community workers 
can all influence a child’s 
understanding of a better family 
life. Taking the concerns of 
children seriously, identifying 
non-violent role models, 
offering information about 
alternatives to violence to help 
families accept and practice 
non-violent living is a long-term 
undertaking for responsible 
community members.

Ahakoa he iti he pounamu – although it is small, it is treasured

[childhood sets 	
the scene for life

3

“We now have scientific evidence that proves it is the day to 

day experience of babies, infants and toddlers that orchestrates 

the development of their brains – particularly from conception to 

the age of six.”  Brainy Babies: Dr Robin Fancourt M.R.C.P.  F.R.A.C.P



Even if children or young people are not the direct target of 
violence in the family, they will suffer serious emotional abuse and 
possible neglect through being part of a family where violence and 
abuse take place. It may be difficult for an abused parent to give 
proper attention to the physical and emotional needs of children 
in the family. Living with the demands of a violent partner takes an 
excessive amount of energy. Conversely, the parent may be over-
protective or over-controlling with children in an effort to appease 
the violent partner.

A fundamental lack of trust in relationships with other people is 
a common feature of children or young people who have been 
abused or who have witnessed abuse. Living with constant anxiety 
and fear makes many children and young people hide their feelings 
and use manipulative tactics in order to protect themselves. It is 
difficult for them to communicate openly with other adults and 
children. It is not easy to discuss their home life and their anxieties, 
even with supportive adults.

They may believe that they are responsible for the situation. Shame 
and guilt about what’s happening in their family will restrict healthy 
emotional development and transition to adult life is likely to be 
even more stressful and confusing than usual.

Children and young people whose health, emotional or social 
wellbeing or educational achievement has been adversely affected 
by family violence need well-informed help. Children and young 
people affected by family violence need to be assured:

•	they are not responsible for the behaviour of the adults in their 
family

•	they are right to talk to someone they trust about what is 
happening

•	confused feelings about family relationships are normal – they 
can love the people in their families at the same time as disliking 
and rejecting their violent behaviour.

 

Young people speak

“I hate my step-father – he blames 
Mum for everything. He hits her 
and then yells at me as if it’s my 
fault. Sometimes I think I want to 
kill him.”	 Jeremy (14) 

“We always have to be quiet when 
Dad’s at home. He doesn’t like us 
making any noise and tells Mum 
off if we do.”

Toni and Terry (12-year-old twins)

“Dad makes Mum and me and 
my big sister stay up late until he 
says that all the work’s done and 
we can go to bed.”            Perry (11)

“I’m leaving as soon as I’m old 
enough. I can’t stand the way he 
treats my Mum and us kids.”

Denyse (14)

“We had to go out of the room 
and then we heard Mummy 
crying. We went and hid in the 
cupboard.”                           Lizzie (6)

“I had to miss my school trip. 
Mum didn’t want me to go away 
because she was scared he was 
going to come around and bash 
her again.”                           Pearl (14)

“When I’m big I’m going to look 
after Mum and not let him hurt her 
any more.”	                    Sam (8)

“Dad got angry because I broke 
the computer. He growled at Mum 
and then he chased her to get 
out of the house and take me and 
my brother. We went to my Aunty 
and then he came to get us but he 
was drunk and we wouldn’t go. 
Aunty got the police.”          Tama (7)

“Our Minister told Dad that he 
shouldn’t hit Mum and that we 
had to pray.”                        Sina (11)

“Mum’s too hopeless to do 
anything about it.”          George (16)

“I hate it when Mummy and Daddy 
shout all the time.”            Jessie (4)

“We get scared when he hurts 
Mummy. We hide until he stops.” 

Awhina (5)

“He had a gun and I thought he 
might shoot us all.”          Robert (11)
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man-to-man

Over the last three decades many men and women have adopted 
more progressive views of male and female roles. 

It is not so unusual now for family relationships to be more equally 
based in terms of power and gender roles.

Role models of men who are primary carers in the family and 
women who are breadwinners are more common. Many couples 
share caring and family support and decision-making roles. 
Children have examples of more equal relationships in terms of 
family roles and power sharing.

These changes can be liberating and enriching for men. There are 
more choices about lifestyle, support for matters of livelihood and 
decision-making and narrowly defined sex roles can be rejected 
in favour of more active roles in matters to do with family and 
domestic life. Rewards are closer and happier relationships with 
partners and children.

No one claims that moving from the traditional male or machismo 
culture to gender equality is easy. There are many assumptions 
to unlearn and new concepts and skills to take on. It is long-term 
learning and a continuous process of reflection and developing 
awareness.

“At first the other men’s stories shocked me – but then when I 
looked at my own behaviour it was a shock to me to see that I 
wasn’t so different from them and the excuses and attitudes I 
had were the same.” 	 Morry (33)

“We had to do this exercise about what we thought our kids 
would say about us or be thinking at our funeral. That really 
got me thinking. My daughter had told me the week before that 
I bullied them all.” Chris (41)

“I’ve got mokos now and I want them to see the good man in 
me – not be scared of me like I was of my father and our kids 
were of me.” 	 Jock (50)

“I’m a lot more relaxed now that I’ve let go some of the 
controlling tactics. Our family life is far better than I ever 
thought was possible.”  Peter (44)

“I never thought that the group would have so much to offer. I 
went because she was going to leave. I’ve learned heaps from 
the other men and I’m not so scared of trying new ways. I only 
hope it’s not too late.” Mac (27)

www.areyouok.org.nz
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women’s words

What women say about family violence tells 
a great deal about the attitudes that keep 
the problem alive.  Family pressure, religious 
beliefs, hope for change, isolation, lack of 
support/resources/information/confidence, fear, 
self-blame, attachment, manipulation, illness, 
guilt, economic considerations – all play a part 
in keeping the lid on a lot of what goes on in 
families. 

“Everyone seemed to think that I should stay 
with him and support him because he was 
trying hard to change. But it was my head 
that was getting bashed and my life that was 
at risk. No one seemed too worried about 
that.” 

Penny (32)

“I had nothing. No family, no friends, no 
skills, and no money. Just him and three 
dependent kids. He was really clever and 
fooled everyone in town about what a good 
man he was. It was 8 years of hell until I left.”                

 Janine ( 28) 

“I showed his mother and father what he’d 
done. His mother said that every marriage 
had its bad moments and she would talk to 
him about his temper. It did no good at all. 
He still does it.” Denise (23)

“I always believed him when he said he 
would change. I might have been battered 
and bruised but that’s what I wanted to 
believe. It took me 20 or so years to wake up 
and think – it ain’t gonna happen gal!” 

 Molly (40)

“I was convinced it was my fault – I made 
him behave like that because he was fine 
with everyone else. His mother told me that 
he was never violent as a young man, and his 
workmates all respected him. So I naturally 
thought it was about me.”                Alicia (41)

“He never left me alone – phoned me all the 
time, quizzed me about where I had been 
and who I talked to. I couldn’t move without 
him knowing about it. It was like being with a 
stalker. And he said it was because he loved 
me so much.” 

Chanelle (24)

“It’s gone on for years. I can’t leave the 
farm or the animals. I have nothing else and 
nowhere to go.”                                  Meryl (57)

“She just goes crazy. I love her and she loves 
me but there are times I am scared to death  
of her.” Chloe (29)

“He tells me what to do and when to do it. He 
stands over me when I’m cooking, he tells 
me where to shop and what to buy. He treats 
me like I know nothing and I’m hopeless at 
everything. If I say anything I get ‘the look’ 
and that’s enough to shut my mouth.” 

(Shayla 26)

“We have a successful family business. He 
knows that I can’t get out of it and he plays 
on that. He laughs when I say I’m leaving 
– he knows that I’m trapped.” 

“He died in an accident and I felt really guilty 
because I was glad I was free of him.”

Maureen (35)

“He’s said many times he’ll kill me if I go and 
I know he means it.”

 Alison (39)

“He said he’ll kill us all – I can’t take the risk. 
I know he could do it.” 

Treena (34)
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The abuse of women by their partners is a significant, 
persistent and costly social problem in New Zealand.
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Check if any of these statements apply to 
your current partner, companion,  
boyfriend or girlfriend.

1  Warning signs:
	 Jealous and doesn’t like 	
	 you talking to other people.

	 Criticises your friends and wants 	
	 you to stop seeing them.

	 Wants to know where you are and who 	
	 you are with all the time.

	 Tries to control your contacts with 	
	 members of your family.

	 Criticises what you wear or how  
	 you look.

	 Criticises what you say and do.

	 Questions what you’ve spent money on.

	 Expects sex on demand.

If these apply, your partner is attempting 
to diminish your self-esteem, control your 
activities and who you see and talk to.  
This will make you much more dependent.

2  Hazard lights:
	 Tells people about things you did or said 	
	 that are embarrassing and makes you 	
	 feel stupid.

	 Blames you for things that go wrong for 	
	 him.

	 Makes jokes which put you and other  
	 women down.

	 Calls you fat, lazy, stupid, ugly, a slut, or 	
	 other things that make you feel bad.

	 Ignores your opinions or objections and 	
	 does only what he/she wants.

If any of these statements apply to your 
partner, this talk is putting you down and 
making you feel less confident and less in 
control of yourself.

3  Danger zone
	 Drives too fast or does other dangerous  
	 things which scare you.

	G oes too far when you are playing  
	 around and hurts you or holds you  
	 down. 

	G ets angry or violent when drinking or  
	 using drugs.

	 Threatens to break your belongings or  
	 destroy your property.

	 Threatens to hit you, hurt you or your  
	 friends, your pets or family.

	 Threatens to leave you or to commit  
	 suicide if you don’t do what he/she  
	 wants.

	 Forces you into sexual acts you don’t  
	 want – by threats, coercion or physical  
	 force. 

	G ets very angry about small,  
	 unimportant things

	 Won’t express thoughts or feelings  
	 and then blows up.

	 Hits or physically assaults you in some  
	 way – may be sorry afterwards but   
	 does it repeatedly.

	 Threatens to kill you, your children or  
	 members of your family.

You are in danger of your partner’s violence. 
GET HELP.
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elder abuse
“Mum doesn’t need her hair done anymore, 	

      she’s had her day!” 

     “She won’t miss the money, we need	

       it more.”
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Statistics from services in New Zealand show 
that the majority of abusers are members of the 
older person’s family (partners, sons, daughters, 
in-laws, siblings, grandchildren). Other abusers 
include people employed in positions of trust 
– residential facility staff or paid carers.

Women continue to be the 
main victims of elder abuse 
and/or neglect 

Between 2002 and 2004, women made up 
70% of the 884 individual clients referred to 
Age Concern New Zealand for cases of abuse 
and/or neglect.

12% of all cases of abuse and/or neglect 
involved physical abuse and 2% involved 
sexual abuse.

Not all cases of abuse are reported. It is 
estimated that 3–10% of the older population 
(65+) are victims of elder abuse. 

From special report from Age Concern	
New Zealand

Age Concern New Zealand uses the following 
definitions:

Elder Abuse
•	Elder Abuse occurs when a person aged 

65 or more experiences harmful physical, 
psychological, sexual, material/financial 
or social effects caused by the behaviour 
of another person with whom they have a 
relationship implying trust. 

Elder Neglect
•	Elder Neglect occurs when a person aged 

65 or more experiences harmful physical, 
psychological, sexual, material/financial 
or social effects caused by the behaviour 
of another person with whom they have a 
relationship implying trust. It occurs as a result 
of another person failing to meet the physical 
and emotional needs of an older person. 

•	ACTIVE NEGLECT is conscious and 
intentional deprivation.

•	PASSIVE NEGLECT is the result of the 
carer’s inadequate knowledge, infirmity or lack 
of trust in prescribed services.

Types of Abuse

•	PHYSICAL – Infliction of physical pain, 
injury or force – eg: being hit, slapped, tied in a 
chair, etc

•	PSYCHOLOGICAL/EMOTIONAL 
– Behaviour including verbal abuse which 
causes mental anguish, stress and fear – 	
eg: name calling, blackmailing, “mind games”

•	SEXUAL – Sexually abusive and exploitative 
behaviours involving threats, force or lack of 
consent

•	MATERIAL/FINANCIAL – Illegal or 
improper exploitation and/or use of funds 
or other resources eg: having money or 
possessions taken from them.



It’s about whanau
Dr Pita Sharples Co-leader, Maori Party Member of Parliament for 
Tamaki Makaurau, made these comments in a press release on  
27 February 2006 

“It is time now to get brave and to face up to the huge 
challenge before us. My challenge is to every family to 
remember their role as the primary guardians of our 
children.

“The last thing our whanau want is for the state 
to intervene, and to take actions which can 
ultimately destroy the nature of whanau 
relationships.

“We need to address the whole family to 
find a way to restore their balance, to heal 
their hurts, and to find new ways of moving 
forward. 

“And I’m not talking only about Maori families and Maori youth. 
I am talking about all groups. There are Pakeha, Chinese, Indian 
youth racing their souped-up cars amongst pedestrians. Pacific 
Islands youth gather in groups and fight with neighbouring groups. 
It has to stop. Parents, uncles, elder brothers, mothers have to 
clamp down. 

“Building strong communities is not the responsibility of the 
police, the courts, CYF, Work and Income etc. It is families who 
have to get real about the behaviour of their own. The prisons 
are jam-packed – we have a culture of arresting, convicting and 
imprisonment. 

“Putting energy into getting more beds into secure youth 
residences, or managing for increasing numbers of young people 
in police cells is all about face. 

“We need to look at the vital role that whanau play in supporting 
our young people,” said Dr Sharples. “Indeed, if any interventions 
are to be successful their starting point must be about inspiring 
whanau to take on their responsibilities to their children. 

“It all comes back to the whanau,” concluded Dr Sharples. 
“Our enduring solutions must be to reunite our young people with 
their families. This approach may indeed be challenging, but it 
is critically important if we are ever to make a difference to the 
depressing statistics that make headline stories.” 

“Let’s get real about violence . . .
	 . . . everyone knows when 	
	     there is violence 	
     occurring in the family.” 
							       Dr Pita Sharples 
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and more
from Tariana Turia, co-leader 
of the Maori Party on 9 March 
2006 (referring to United 
States Department Report on 
Human Rights Practices in 
New Zealand, by the Bureau of 
Democracy, Human Rights and 
Labour).

“. . . of huge concern to the 
Maori Party were – continuing 
violence against women; high 
numbers of Maori recorded as 
victims of violent abuse (32% 
compared to 17% of European 
persons); other societal abuse 
and discrimination including 
abuse directed at Somali 
and Muslim communities, 
discrimination against Pasifika 
peoples and vandalism of 
mosques,” said Mrs Turia. 

“We are also shattered at the 
high number of convictions 
of Maori for assault by male 
on a female; and assaults on 
children. Such violence 
is intolerable and 
we must all take 
responsibility for 
making it stop.” 



An old man of Polynesia was approached by a man of the world and after talking 
for some time he said to the old man, “so you come from one of the smallest 
nations in the Pacific.” His reply was humble but strong and he said “No! We 
come from the biggest ocean in the world.”

Key Principles from this narrative:
1	 Our approach is not deficit but strength based: The old man refused to be 	
	 confined to others’ perceptions. We draw from our own stories and journeys of 	
	 hope and success even amidst failure and the struggle with family violence.

2	 Our responsibility is collective: Like the old man we need to respond as a 	
	 community even when addressed as individuals. This does not mean removing 	
	 individual accountability, but it requires many hands to remove the burden and	
	 curse of guilt and shame, which comes from family violence.

Our Pacific people immigrating to Aotearoa/New Zealand have had to adapt, and 
have survived the challenges of maintaining family solidarity in a new land amongst a 
dominant culture. Our struggle to survive has, at times, come at a terrible cost and 	
the reality is that violence has often been the pay-out to our children and our families.  

New generations of New Zealand-born Pacific people have been affected by Western 
European influences and values such as individualism and materialism and this has 
often disconnected them from the traditional structures which sustained family and 
community cohesion in their parents’ homeland. 

Our Definition of Violence: Violence is about a dominating force of power and control

Our Goal:  
To stop family violence within 
our Pacific communities

Our Approach:  
To stop family violence we need 
to affirm three key elements:

		  our cultural values 

		  our spiritual beliefs 

		  our physical wellbeing   

Our Pacific communities have 
begun the journey of reducing 
family violence through:

•	providing information and 
education in a variety of 
settings appropriate for our 
Pacific communities

•	establishing support services 
to help families affected by 
violence

•	establishing services for 
youth to access information 
and support 

•	entering into community/
church/school/family 
partnerships to develop 
programmes and support 
services and plans for 
prevention

•	strengthening community and 
cultural solidarity.

The core prevention 
messages apply across 
all cultures and all Pacific 
groups. Strategies to deliver 
the messages will depend on 
the cultural context and the 
ability to effectively facilitate 
forums for discussion and 
planning for action. 

This is not a one-off event but 
a clear, long-term strategy to 
embed into the consciousness 
of Pacific people emotionally, 
spiritually and physically, 
as we take a strong stand 
against violence within our 
communities. 
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We need to take account of:

•	The influence of the church and its leaders. Changes in attitudes can be 
inspired and motivated by leadership from the church and through using a 
theological construct within the church/community context.

•	Recent arrivals from Pacific Islands may tolerate higher levels of violence. 
They are a key target group to educate and inform about the New Zealand legal 
and social framework around family violence.

•	Current myths about the use of violence can be replaced with alternative ideas, 
provided they are supported and promoted by leaders with influence in Pacific 
people’s communities.

•	Acceptance of the urgent nature of the problem is a key issue for education 
at all levels.

•	Written material and courses will only reach a certain sector of Pacific 
people’s communities.  Personal connection to the information by familiar family 
service workers or trusted professionals will reach many other people.

•	Positive messages that are more readily acceptable and encourage change 
– eg, promote the vision of families free of violence.

•	Language – attention to appropriate taste, tone and terminology as well as 
dialect is critical in making messages acceptable and encouraging participation.

•	Use narrative and traditional forms to reinforce key messages so that the 
approach is indigenous.

•	Work within a community development framework to ensure that the 
strategy is not imposed from the top down but grown and owned in the 
community. 

to stop family violence we need to affirm 
      three key elements – our cultural 	
     values, our spiritual beliefs, and 	
              our physical wellbeing

The Pacific Island family is the 
lifeline of its members. The 
Pacific Island concept of aiga, 
anau, magafoa, kaiga, kainga 
and yavusa are fundamental 
to the ways of life and being 
of Pacific Island peoples. 
Preservation of Pacific Island 
family and its values is the 
responsibility of every Pacific 
Island person.

As Pacific peoples, we are 
not acknowledged enough as 
nations of people each with 
our own unique language and 
culture.  We, from the Cook 
Islands, Fiji, Niue, Tonga, 
Samoa, Tuvalu, Kiribati and 
Tokelau have our own histories 
in ways of living and doing 
things.

As immigrants to Aotearoa we 
have brought the richness and 
diversity of our heritage with us.

As residents and citizens of 
Aotearoa we find ourselves 
faced with concerns that 
challenge some of our attitudes 
and relationships.
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The Domestic Violence Act applies equally to 
people living in same-sex relationships and 
their children, in providing protection from all 
forms of domestic violence.  

The basic power and control dynamics are 
at the core of violence in both same-sex and 
heterosexual relationships. Many of the tactics 
used to maintain control are the same.  

Issues that can result in denial and under-reporting 
are common across all relationship types:

	 •	fear for personal safety

	 •	fear of not being believed or taken seriously

	 •	shame and fear of exposure of the abuse.

Additional Reporting Dilemmas

Additional factors involved in same-sex 
partner abuse mean that people in same-sex 
relationships may be particularly reluctant to seek 
help or discuss their troubles with others.

	 •	The heterosexist bias of society means that 	
	 	 people in same-sex relationships may not 	
	 	 expect taken seriously.  

	 •	A person may be hesitant about seeking 	
	 	 help for fear of a homophobic response.	
	 	 A victim may be concerned about the safety 	
	 	 of their partner if he/she is arrested and held	
	 	 in custody. 

	 •	Some people go to great lengths to keep 	
	 	 their sexual orientation a private matter and 	
	 	 are extremely unlikely to seek help for fear of 	
	 	 exposure. They may fear it will result in 	
	 	 “outing” to parents, former partner, children, 	
	 	 employers etc.  

	 •	The invisibility of same-sex domestic 	
	 	 violence in the gay and mainstream media, 	
	 	 and in society in general, means that people 	
	 	 experiencing violence and abuse from a 	
	 	 partner of the same sex may not relate what 	
	 	 is happening to them with a perception of 	
	 	 “domestic violence”.  

	 •	There can be overt denial of the existence 	
	 	 of domestic violence from within gay and 	
	 	 lesbian communities which makes it very 	
	 	 difficult to address. This may result from not 	

	 	 wanting to draw further negative attention to 	
	 	 already stigmatised communities.  

	 •	Some same-sex attracted people are keen 	
	 	 to 	present a form of relationship which is 	
	 	 free of the problems of heterosexual	
	 	 relationships. Someone wanting help may 	
	 	 feel guilt associated with “betraying” the gay 	
	 	 community and fear being ostracised.

	 •	People in same-sex relationships may feel 	
	 	 particularly at risk of having children 	
	 	 removed from their care.   

	 •	People in same-sex relationships may not 	
	 	 expect the law to apply to them or services 	
	 	 to be available to them.  

	 •	Traditional family supports, often relied on 	
	 	 at a time of need, may have been weakened 	
	 	 or severed by non-acceptance of the 	
	 	 person’s sexual orientation.

Any of these factors may be used as a 
weapon of control by an abusive partner.  
For example, “if you tell anyone what’s 
happened I’ll tell your mother about you”, or 
“don’t bother ringing the police, they’ll enjoy 
having a good laugh at you.”   

Planning Prevention

Recognising and raising awareness of the 
reality of violence and abuse in same-sex 
relationships is important.  

Mainstream prevention programmes need 
to include messages that are inclusive of 
same-sex relationships.  Communications 
also need to be specifically targeted within 
gay, lesbian and bisexual communities.

Agency and community workers involved 
in family violence prevention and who work 
with children need to locate specialist 
training to be aware of and responsive to 
domestic violence and abuse in same-sex 
relationships. Gay and lesbian involvement 
in planning for attitude and behaviour 
change is essential to ensure appropriate 
media and methods are used.
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Including new migrants in community action to prevent family violence will enhance awareness 
and promote learning for everyone involved.  

It will be useful to:

	 •	 establish dialogue with refugee and migrant community leaders about preventing family violence

	 •	 facilitate mutual learning, understanding, inclusion and respect between refugee and migrant 	
	 	 communities and advocates for preventing family violence

	 •	 enable and promote the mobilisation of refugee and migrant men and women on the issue of 	
	 	 preventing family violence

	 •	 empower refugee and migrant women to define and articulate their needs and social realities

	 •	 enable the development of resources and services that meet the needs of refugee and migrant 	
	 	 communities.
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