
THROUGH THE EYES OF THE CHILDREN 

A Whole of Family Approach to the Treatment and Prevention of Family 
Violence.   
 
Southern Family Life has a “whole of family” approach to the treatment and prevention of family 
violence.  The Agency has developed services for women, men, couples, adolescents, children 
and families, using a range of individual and group interventions, in order to respond to the 
needs of different families and the individual members of those families.     
 
The work with children is regarded as our most important initiative for preventing family violence.  
The focus is on redressing the impact of adult violence and providing the children with 
alternative learning and skills for problem and conflict resolution.  Our goal is to prevent the 
cycles of violence transmitted across generations.  Best practice in working with children who 
have experienced family violence is viewed as a partnership with parents.  The parents are the 
primary agents for improving the quality of the life journey for the child, and preventing the use 
of violence in families.    From practice and program evaluation, we have learnt that to achieve 
the maximum impact for children, significant work must first have taken place with the adults to 
stop the violence, to acknowledge and address their adult issues, and become focussed as 
parents on responding to the needs of the children.  This applies for separated and co-habiting 
parents.   

WHY A WHOLE OF FAMILY APPROACH? 
 
Southern Family Life is a community auspiced agency established in 1970 to respond to the 
needs of families experiencing stress and at risk of family breakdown.  Focussing on families, 
and individuals within the context of their family and community, has always been the core 
business of the Agency.  Within this focus specific programs responding to the changing needs 
of families have developed over time with the community involvement also being maintained 
through a strong volunteer program. 
 
Within this organisational and practice context, the following reasons have further directed the 
need to maintain our family focus.   
 
1. Research, practice and the women who consult us, all give strong evidence to the short and 

long term physical, emotional and psychological effects on women of experiencing family 
violence. Regaining confidence and self esteem takes considerable time even after the 
violence has stopped or the woman has separated from the relationship.  Children as 
dependants and through their relationships with their parents / adult caregivers are 
participants in this process of violence and recovery. 

2. There is increasing evidence that domestic violence co-exists with child abuse, and that 
spousal assault can be a significant indicator of child abuse. Children in situations where 
their mother is experiencing partner abuse are also likely to experience abuse from the 
assaulting partner if the mother is unable to protect them.  The well being and needs of the 
child must therefore be assessed whilst responding to the adults. 

3. Families of origin are believed to have a significant influence on the presence of violence in 
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families. Intergenerational transmission of abusive patterns of behaviour has been clearly 
evidenced in many, but not all, families receiving services.  This link is an important factor 
underpinning the commitment to working with children and their parents in order to prevent 
or break cycles of family violence. 

4. Work with men includes disclosures of violent or abusive incidences where children have 
been present in the room or home. These disclosures have been assertively followed up with 
partners and children to ensure safety and offer services. Women have expressed their need 
for assistance both directly for themselves and for the children to help them to overcome the 
violence and adjust to family change. 

5. Women who have left violent relationships have requested help to deal with ongoing co-
parenting issues with the separated partner. Again, to assist the children, a whole of family 
approach is required whether or not the family remains intact, and in some cases to address 
the violence which continues beyond separation.  When children are caught between 
parents who have separated, both parents need to be engaged to change the situation for 
the child. In such cases, assertive outreach is now undertaken with the separated partner to 
offer information and support to change behaviour which is still effecting the children. 

6. Through the group programs for women who have left violent relationships, women have 
requested assistance to deal with their own violent behaviour which can be directed against 
themselves or towards others including their children.  To respond to this client identified 
need, both parent and child are engaged to improve communication, parenting and 
relationship skills.     

 
The above findings from research and our practice which is significantly informed by the 
expressed needs of women, men and children, have encouraged SFL to continue to develop 
our family centred approach for the treatment and prevention of family violence.  Offering 
services for all members of a family where there is, or has been violence, requires careful 
attention to professional practice and maintaining the safety of all parties, including staff.  This is 
reflected in the staff selection and supervision policies,  practice guidelines and program 
protocols which form an integral part of the agency Quality Assurance Strategy and 
Occupational Health and Safety policy. 

 

WHAT IS FAMILY VIOLENCE? 
 

The Family Violence program at SFL understands violence in families as any pattern of 
behaviours that are used by one person to establish and maintain power and control over 
another person in his/her family. Violence includes a range of behaviours some of which 
attract criminal sanctions, and some which are not illegal, but are still harmful to the 
victim.1 

 
The definition is gender and relationship neutral. Both males and females may be victims or 
perpetrators and the violence may be towards partners, children and parents.  However in 
practice it is usual for the violence to be perpetrated by men with the women and children being 
victimised.  Adolescents are increasingly less likely to be separated in their behaviour along 
gender lines with parents alleging abuse by both sons and daughters.  

1 Cavanagh & Hewitt; 1998 Thorugh the Eyes of the Children. Southern Family Life published monograph. 
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Hearing the Request and Needs Based Assessments 
Despite the actual incidence in practice, SFL holds to the importance of utilising the gender and 
relationship neutral definition in order to remain open to hearing the actual request for 
assistance.  When responding to a request, our approach is focussed on first clarifying what we 
are being asked for or to do, and then engaging in a collaborative needs based assessment 
process with the individuals involved.  If we categorise violence, practitioners may well focus on 
one form of violence within a particular relationship and not see the co-occurring abuse, thus 
leaving other family members unprotected.   
 
A woman suffering partner assault may also be neglecting the well being of her children, or, in 
her distress, minimising the violence directly experienced by the children.  A man who has 
perpetrated violence may have been a victim as a child, and whilst taking responsibility for 
change, may also need to address pain and hurt from the past. Focussing on a woman’s 
recovery from the violence of a separated partner may mask the behaviour of an adolescent 
who is bullying and abusing younger siblings. Hence the very presence of family violence should 
encourage us to undertake a broader family assessment and be open to a range of possibilities 
in order to secure the safety and well being of all family members and facilitate recovery and 
change.    
 
“Family” is also used broadly to include whom ever the individual includes as their family group 
both within and beyond their household. 
 

A FAMILY CENTRED APPROACH 
 
The systems or ecological approach to understanding human behaviour places the individual 
within the context of family, community and the wider society. The transactions between these 
systems all impact on the individual who in turn acts upon those systems.  This view is therefore 
dynamic, allowing for the effects of what has gone before (family of origin, learnt social patterns 
and understandings) as well as the individuals choice in the present (drawing on their strengths, 
resources and support systems to take responsibility and act for change). Structural constraints 
are acknowledged but individuals are encouraged to use their strengths to build competence 
and improve the quality of their lives and relationships.  
 

Assumptions about Family Violence 
Within this approach a number of assumptions are explicit about family violence. 
 
1. Hurt and harm in families occurs on a continuum of relationship patterns from disrespectful 

behaviour at one end through increasing abuse to assault and criminal violence at the other. 
2. Violence is the use of power to dominate others, by more powerful over the less powerful 

members of families, and is a pattern of relating that occurs over time.  
3. Violence causes harm and suffering and has a long-term impact. 
4. Family violence has a gender component as men most commonly use it against women and 

children. 
5. The use of violence reflects a culture that rewards the powerful and dominant. Men use 

violence because of their beliefs about male behaviour that legitimise this behaviour. 
6. Violence is a behavioural expression of an emotional state. 
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7. Violence is a learnt behaviour in an environment that validates the expression of emotions 
this way and fails to teach non harmful alternatives. 

8. Violence involves an abuse of power and an exploitation of opportunity for the individual’s 
own ends. 

9. Power in itself is not harmful. Differential power structures are inherent in families and can 
be used to ensure the family meets the needs of individual family members.   

10. Males and females may be victims or perpetrators of violence. 
 

Practice Principles for Family Violence Work 
1. The safety and well being of children is paramount. 
2. Intervention must not increase the risk of violence to any family member. 
3. Interventions should be consistent with the agency and staff statutory obligations. 
4. Individuals have choice about their behaviour 
5. Individuals have the potential to change their behaviour 
6. Individual choice is effected by culture and gender and other factors which need to be 

reflected in service delivery approach and variations. 
7. A family is a system. The actions of one family member effects all other family members. 
8. The individual is part of a family, community and broader society which are all transacting 

systems exercising influence on the individual’s behaviour. 
9. Intervention is based in the individuals definition of their family (shared history and bonds). 
10. Successful therapy involves behavioural and attitudinal change. 
11. Individuals have control in determining their own life values and goals. 
12. Program staff have a responsibility for creating an excellent program. Staff share their 

expertise in order to facilitate the individual change process. Clients are responsible for 
change. 

13. Individual’s experience of their family of origin has an impact on their current relationships. 
Patterns of behaviour are transmitted through generations. 

14. Mutuality and responsibility govern relationships between individuals. 
15. Healthy families foster a sense of responsibility to other family members. 
 
 
Summary Comments. 
Violence in families and relationships is widespread in our society.  Our knowledge of how to 
respond and prevent violence has developed significantly over recent years. At the International 
Family Violence Conference in San Deigo in September 2001 it was also clear that there is 
increasing attention to evaluating treatment programs and strategies which respond after the 
violence has occurred.  The knowledge from these studies will certainly be valuable.  However, 
by comparison, it appeared that an outstanding feature of our work in Australia has been 
initiatives to prevent and change what is clearly learned behaviour and for developing a broader 
range of  responses beyond criminal sanctions and assistance for families to separate.   Our 
greatest challenge continues to be to cater for the diversity of needs and circumstances across 
the socio-economic and cultural diversity of our community.   The work with children at Southern 
Family Life encourages us to also diversify and broaden our responses to violence whilst 
retaining careful attention to the safety and well being of all concerned.   The whole of family 
perspective is offered as one of the range of approaches needed across a continuum of 
services and community prevention initiatives. 
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