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Executive summary 

The Victorian Government has stated family violence is “the most urgent law and order emergency 

occurring in our state and the most unspeakable crime unfolding across our nation” (State of Victoria, 

2016: p 1). When family violence began to be recognised as a significant societal issue in the 1970s, 

perpetrators were typically considered to be a homogenous group of specialist offenders (Dixon and 

Browne, 2007; Kelly and Johnson, 2008). Over the past thirty years, recognition of the diversity of family 

violence perpetrators and their behaviours has led to the development of ‘typologies’ of family violence 

that categorise groups of perpetrators (Ali, Dhingra and McGarry, 2016). The current study will contribute 

to the knowledge base on family violence perpetrators, which will assist in the continued development of 

effective interventions to prevent and respond to family violence in Victoria. Further, this research 

considered whether groups of perpetrators could be identified under the broad definition of family 

violence used in Victoria (such as psychosocial, spiritual and elder abuse), utilising only information that is 

readily available through police records. 

The study cohort consisted of 49,338 family violence perpetrators who had been recorded by Victoria 

Police as perpetrating at least one incident between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2017. Note that family 

violence incidents can be recorded by police even if the perpetrator’s behaviours or actions are not a 

criminal offence, guided by the principle that any form of family violence is unacceptable (Victoria Police, 

2019a). Select risk factors and other information collected by police to complete risk assessments are 

also reported in this paper, such as whether the perpetrator was unemployed when the incident occurred.  

Findings 

Characteristics of family violence perpetrators in Victoria 

Similar to other studies, this research found the majority of perpetrators of recorded family violence in 

Victoria are males (74%), with an average age of 35.5 years and one in ten under the age of 20 (Millsteed 

and Coghlan, 2016; Phillips and McGuiness, 2020; State of Victoria, 2016). Though only 0.8% of the 

Victorian population identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait-Islander (ABS, 2017a), 5% of perpetrators in this 

study were identified as Aboriginal. Residential information was used to determine if perpetrators lived in 

a metropolitan, regional or rural area of Victoria, as well as the socio-economic index of their area of 

residence. Based on the residential population of Victoria, this study found an over-representation of 

perpetrators residing in regional areas of Victoria and an under-representation of perpetrators residing in 

metropolitan Melbourne (with close to expected representation for those living in rural Victoria). Sixty-six 

per cent of perpetrators in this study lived in metropolitan Melbourne, while 23% lived in a regional area, 

and 12% lived in a rural area of Victoria. Australian Bureau of Statistics data on the estimated residential 

population of Victoria for the year ending 30 June 2017 (the same period as the study cohort) shows 74% 

of the population lived in metropolitan Melbourne, while 15% lived in regional areas, and 11% lived in rural 

areas (ABS, 2019). This study also found evidence that, in terms of where they reside, perpetrators are 

substantially over-represented in the most disadvantaged areas of Victoria and under-represented in the 

most advantaged. 

The extent to which perpetrators in this study had specialised in family violence, or whether they had 

offended more generally was determined. Fifty-four per cent of perpetrators in this study could be 

considered family violence specialists. Almost half (46%) of perpetrators had not previously been 

recorded by police for any criminal offences, though some had been recorded for a prior incident of family 

violence that did not result in any criminal offences being recorded. A further 8% of perpetrators had 

previously been recorded for committing at least one criminal offence, with all their offences committed in 

relation to family violence. The remaining 46% of perpetrators committed a combination of family violence 
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and non-family violence related offences and could be termed ‘generalist’ perpetrators to a varying 

degree. A quarter (25.5%) of all perpetrators committed family violence in less than 10% of their total 

offences. This group were responsible for almost half of all criminal offences (46.3%), but only 3.8% of all 

family violence related offences. Conversely, 9.0% of perpetrators committed family violence in between 

half and 99.9% of their total offending and were responsible for 16.5% of all offences but almost half 

(46.1%) of all family violence incidents. This group had the highest number of family violence related 

offences recorded per person, with an average of 8.5 recorded. Similar to other Australian research on 

perpetrators of family violence, this study found that higher offending frequency was related to a lower 

number of family violence related offences (Weatherburn and Rahman, 2018). Perpetrators who had 

committed the greatest number of family violence related offences tended to specialise more and had 

committed fewer non-family violence related offences. It is possible that specialist perpetrators of family 

violence may have different needs and risk factors to be addressed than those who exhibit more general 

violent and other criminal behaviour.
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Identifying groups of family violence perpetrators 

Seven distinct groups of family violence perpetrators were identified using latent class analysis. Four groups of intimate partner violence (IPV) were found: 

perpetrators with male victims, perpetrators with female victims, former partners, and IPV prolific generalists. These four groups combined accounted for 62% of 

the perpetrators in this study. The final 38% of perpetrators belonged to three groups of non-IPV family member violence perpetrators: young perpetrators, older 

perpetrators, and non-IPV prolific generalists. Select characteristics useful in distinguishing between the seven identified perpetrator groups are outlined in Table 1. 

Similarities and differences between the perpetrator groups identified in this study and those found by previous research are discussed. 

Table 1. Characteristics of family violence perpetrator groups (probability of response) 

Characteristics 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) Family member violence (Non-IPV) 

Perpetrators with 
male victims 

Perpetrators with 
female victims 

Former partner 
IPV prolific 
generalist 

Young perpetrator Older perpetrator 
Non-IPV prolific 

generalist 

Proportion of perpetrators in group 13% 31% 5% 13% 12% 15% 11% 

Relationship type (most common for group) 
65%  

current partners 

76%  
current partners 

84%  
former partners 

63%  
current partners 

62%  
child of victim-

survivor 

66%  
parent of victim-

survivor 

52% 

child of victim-
survivor 

Perpetrator sex (% male) 2%1 99%1 100% 100% 63% 58% 78% 

Perpetrator age 
62%  

aged 20-39 

57%  

aged 20-39 

71%  

aged 30-49 

66%  

aged 20-39 

56%  

aged under 20 

68%  

aged 40 or older 

68%  

aged 20-39 

Perpetrators recorded for four or more prior 
family violence incidents 

13% 3% 33% 64% 4% 7% 47% 

Perpetrators previously recorded for crimes 
against the person (non-family members) 

16% 12% 18% 65% 10% 11% 62% 

Other select perpetrator characteristics 

48%  

previously recorded 
as victim-survivor in 
same relationship 

0%  

breached 
intervention order 

56%  

breached 
intervention order 

66%  
substance  
affected 

0%  
breached 

intervention order 

4%  
unemployed 

70%  

substance  
affected 

 
1 Male perpetrators in the ‘Perpetrators with male victims’ group and female perpetrators in the ‘Perpetrators with female victims’ group are those recorded as being in a same-sex 
relationship 
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1. Introduction 

The Victorian Government has stated family violence is “the most urgent law and order emergency 

occurring in our state and the most unspeakable crime unfolding across our nation” (State of Victoria, 

2016: p 1). The number of incidents of family violence recorded by Victoria Police annually has more than 

doubled over the past decade2, up from 37,393 in 2010 to 84,550 in 2019 (Crime Statistics Agency, 2014; 

Crime Statistics Agency, 2020). Repeat offending by perpetrators contributes disproportionately to 

recorded family violence. Previous Crime Statistics Agency (CSA) research identified that half the 

perpetrators recorded by police in Victoria in 2010-11 went on to have one or more further incidents 

recorded in the following four years (Millsteed and Coghlan, 2016). Another CSA study found a small 

number of recidivist perpetrators (7%) were responsible for close to one-third of family violence incidents 

over a 10-year period (Millsteed, 2016).     

When family violence began to be recognised as a significant societal issue in the 1970s, perpetrators 

were typically considered to be a homogenous group of specialist offenders (Dixon and Browne, 2007; 

Kelly and Johnson, 2008). There is now increasing recognition that not all family violence perpetrators 

share similar characteristics, but instead may differ in their demographic characteristics, the factors 

contributing to their behaviour, their frequency of violence, the type of violence they commit, their 

relationship to the victim-survivor, and whether they are also violent towards non-family members (Huss 

and Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2000; Ali, Dhingra and McGarry, 2016; State of Victoria, 2016). The Victorian 

Royal Commission into Family Violence highlighted that “there is no stereotypical perpetrator of family 

violence” (State of Victoria, 2016: p 245). To reduce family violence and ensure the effectiveness of 

interventions, an in-depth understanding of perpetrators’ characteristics, specific risk factors, offending 

and reoffending patterns is required.  

Identifying groups of family violence perpetrators 

Over the past thirty years, recognition of the diversity of family violence perpetrators and their behaviours 

has led to the development of ‘typologies’ of family violence that categorise groups of perpetrators (Ali, 

Dhingra and McGarry, 2016). Most research in this area has focused on violence committed against a 

current or former intimate partner (often termed domestic or intimate partner violence). Two influential 

typologies of domestic violence perpetrators, both developed in the 1990s, are those by Holtzworth-

Munroe and Stuart (1994) and Johnson (1995; 2006; Kelly and Johnson, 2008).  

Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart (1994) proposed three groups of male domestic violence perpetrators: 

family-only, dysphoric/borderline, and generally violent/antisocial perpetrators. The ‘family-only’ group did 

not commit violence against non-family members, tended to commit the least severe family violence, and 

were unlikely to abuse drugs and alcohol or to have mental health issues. The ‘dysphoric/borderline’ group 

perpetrated moderate to severe domestic violence, with some also committing violence against non-

family members. Most of this group experienced mental health issues and a moderate number had drug 

or alcohol abuse issues. The ‘generally violent/antisocial’ group engaged in moderate to severe domestic 

violence, but also perpetrated high levels of violence against non-family members. Perpetrators in this 

group were the most likely to abuse drugs and alcohol and have antisocial personality 

disorder/psychopathy traits. 

 
2 While there has been a substantial increase in family violence recorded by police, it is unclear whether the prevalence of 
family violence in the community is increasing or if this trend is driven by greater reporting and recognition by police (State 
of Victoria, 2016). 
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Johnson’s research initially (1995) identified two groups of domestic violence perpetrators (‘patriarchal 

terrorism’ and ‘common couple violence’), which were later expanded to four groups (Johnson, 2006; Kelly 

and Johnson, 2008): coercive controlling violence, violent resistance, situational couple violence, and 

separation-instigated violence. Perpetrators belonging to the ‘coercive controlling’ group perpetrated the 

most severe abuse, involving a pattern of control and manipulation coupled with physical violence. The 

‘violent resistance’ group were primarily females who used violence to resist or avoid coercion and 

violence being directed against them. The ‘situational couple violence’ group was the most prevalent 

group identified. This group committed the least serious domestic violence and did not display patterns of 

coercion and controlling behaviour. Finally, perpetrators belonging to the ‘separation-instigated violence’ 

group were violent during separation but had no history of violence prior to the relationship ending. 

Numerous studies have identified other typologies of domestic violence perpetrators (for a review see Ali, 

Dhingra and McGarry, 2016). Usually, between two and four groups of perpetrators are found. While most 

typologies have focused on male perpetrators of domestic violence (e.g. Fowler and Westen, 2011; 

Gottman et al., 1995; Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart, 1994), some have identified groups of female 

perpetrators (Miller and Meloy, 2006; Swan and Snow, 2002), or have considered both males and females 

(Johnson, 2006; Kelly and Johnson, 2008).  

Studies have typically identified groups of perpetrators based on factors including: 

• Perpetrator sex 

• Frequency and severity of violence 

• Whether violence also extends to non-family members 

• Unemployment 

• Presence of mental health issues, such as depression and anxiety 

• Alcohol and/or drug use at time of offending 

• Whether perpetrator exhibits controlling behaviour 

• Presence of bi-directional violence in the relationship (both parties perpetrating family violence) 

(Ali, Dhingra and McGarry, 2016; Boxall, Rosevear and Payne, 2015; Dixon and Browne, 2003) 

Less commonly, research has identified groups of perpetrators whose violence was directed at other 

family members (not intimate partners), including typologies of elder abuse (Ramsey-Klawsnik, 2000) and 

incest perpetrators (Gupta and Cox, 1988). The Victorian definition of family violence encompasses 

violent and abusive behaviour in any family or family-like relationship, including between intimate partners, 

but also between parents and their children, siblings, grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, and between a 

person with a disability and their unrelated carer (State of Victoria, 2016). In their review of family violence 

literature, Jaffe, Crooks and Bala (2006: p7) found that “the majority of studies reveal that in families 

where there is spousal violence or child maltreatment present, in 30% to 60% of the cases both forms of 

abuse exist”. No research was identified that considered the overlap, differences and similarities between 

groups of intimate partner and other family member violence perpetrators, or transitions of perpetrators 

between groups over time.  

Proponents of typologies of family violence perpetrators have argued these groupings can allow a 

perpetrator to be ‘matched’ to a treatment program more effectively (Cavanaugh and Gelles, 2005; Fowler 

and Westen, 2011; Kelly and Johnson, 2008; Johnston and Campbell, 1993). Indeed, some research has 

shown that matching groups of perpetrators to targeted interventions can result in increased 

effectiveness (e.g. Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart, 1994; Saunders, 2001). However, there has been some 

critique of using domestic violence typologies to make decisions regarding risk assessments and 

interventions (Boxall, Rosevear and Payne, 2015; Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2010). A central concern of 
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these critiques is that determining an individual perpetrator’s typology group can be difficult to assess in a 

treatment setting due to the information required, particularly without extensive training (Boxall, Rosevear 

and Payne, 2015).  

1.1 The current study 

This research will consider whether groups of perpetrators can be identified under the wider definition of 

family violence used in Victoria, utilising only information that is readily available through police records. 

By using data from police reports of family violence incidents, this research accesses information similar 

to that used by police and other organisations to make decisions around perpetrator risk and 

interventions. Although this is not intended to replace the value of individual behavioural interviews and 

first-hand assessment by practitioners, this is a first step towards assessing the validity and usefulness of 

perpetrator typologies created from police records.   

Further, this study will contribute to the knowledge base on family violence perpetrators, which will assist 

in informing the continued development of effective interventions to prevent and respond to family 

violence in Victoria. 

This paper aims to answer three questions: 

• Are there common characteristics, histories and experiences among cohorts of family violence 

perpetrators? 

• Are there relationships between profiles and patterns of violent behaviour among cohorts of 

family violence perpetrators?  

• Are there relationships between family violence, co-morbidities (such as drug and alcohol abuse, 

or mental health issues), developmental environments and broader offending behaviour? 
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2. Method 

This research examined Victoria Police data recorded in the Law Enforcement Assistance Database 

(LEAP) between 1 July 2004 and 30 June 2019. A family violence incident was considered to have 

occurred if Victoria Police completed an L17 Family Violence Risk Assessment and Risk Management 

Report form. The Victoria Police Code of Practice for the Investigation of Family Violence states this form 

is to be completed for all family violence incidents, interfamilial-related sexual offences and instances of 

child abuse reported to police (Victoria Police, 2019a). An L17 risk assessment may be completed by 

police even if the perpetrator’s behaviours or actions are not a criminal offence, guided by the principle 

that any form of family violence is unacceptable (Victoria Police, 2019a). 

Select risk factors and other relationship information collected by police to complete the L17 risk 

assessment are also reported in this paper, such as whether the perpetrator was unemployed at the time 

of the incident and the type of relationship between the perpetrator and the victim-survivor. This includes 

instances where police record a ‘parent-child’ relationship, which may not explicitly state whether the 

perpetrator was the parent or child of the victim-survivor. In these cases, the dates of birth of the 

perpetrator and the victim-survivor were used to determine whether the perpetrator was the parent to, or 

child of, the victim-survivor. All references to offence types in this paper use the Crime Statistics Agency 

(CSA) (2015) Offence Classification index. The seriousness of offences and the seriousness of criminal 

offence-related investigation statuses (police actions taken in response to an offence) were defined using 

standardised internal CSA indexes. 

2.1 The study cohort 

The study cohort consisted of all family violence perpetrators who were recorded by police as 

perpetrating at least one incident between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2017. An alleged perpetrator’s ‘index’ 

incident was defined as the first time they were recorded for committing a family violence incident during 

the study period. If a perpetrator was recorded for committing further family violence in the two years 

after their index incident, these were counted as future incidents (reoffending). Any family violence 

incidents recorded by police in the 12 years prior to their index incident were counted as historical 

incidents. For context, it should be noted that there have been consistent increases in the number of 

family violence incidents recorded by Victoria Police over time. This may largely be due to increases in 

reporting and recording of family violence, rather than increased incidence. In particular there have been 

increases since 2011 when Victoria Police introduced their Family Violence Code of Practice, which aimed 

to improve recording and management of incidents. The methodology for this research nevertheless 

ensured each perpetrator’s contacts with police could be compared over a standardised amount of time. 

Figure 1 shows three examples of how this methodology could apply to individual perpetrators. 

Perpetrator 1 would be recorded for an index incident, but no historic or reoffending incidents. Perpetrator 

2 would be recorded for three historical incidents and one reoffending incident, while Perpetrator 3 would 

be recorded for one historical incident, but no incidents of reoffending.  
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Figure 1. Methodology for identification of index, historical and future (reoffending) incidents 

 

This same methodology was applied to counting any criminal offences as well: if the perpetrator was 

processed by police in relation to an offence in the 12 years prior to the index incident this was counted as 

a historic offence, and those in the two years that followed were counted as future offences. Criminal 

offences were considered to be family violence-related where they could be linked to an incident where an 

L17 family violence form was completed, or where the offence was a breach of family violence 

intervention order. As court outcome data was not accessed as part of this research, all references in this 

paper to perpetrators, family violence incidents, offences and charges recorded by police are alleged 

rather than proven.  

2.2 Residential location and socio-economic index 

Residential information was used to determine if each perpetrator lived in a metropolitan, regional or rural 

area of Victoria, as well as the socio-economic index of their area of residence. A perpetrator’s most 

recently recorded residence was identified, however if no address had been recorded in the year prior to 

their index incident, residence was considered unknown. Residential location was classified using the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Significant Urban Area index, which identifies significant towns and 

cities. The significant urban area of Melbourne was classified as the metropolitan area, all other 

significant urban areas in Victoria were classified as regional areas, while any Victorian residence not in a 

significant urban area was classified as rural Victoria (ABS, 2017b). The socio-economic index of each 

perpetrator’s residence was found using the ABS’s Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and 

Disadvantage (Victorian ranking) (ABS, 2017c). Residences in areas within the lowest IRSAD rankings 

(deciles 1, 2 and 3) were classified as the 30% most disadvantaged areas of Victoria, those residing in 

moderate IRSAD ranking areas (deciles 4, 5, 6 and 7) were considered to live in the 40% of areas of 

moderate disadvantage/advantage, and those within the highest IRSAD rankings (deciles 8, 9 and 10) 

were considered to live in the 30% most advantaged areas of Victoria. 

2.3 Latent class analysis 

Latent class analysis was used to determine groups (‘classes’) of family violence perpetrators based on 

their demographic characteristics, the characteristics of their index incident, and their family violence and 

criminal offending history. Latent class analysis is an exploratory statistical technique used to examine 

the idea that a population of interest consists of different groups of individuals, but that group 

membership is not known (Muthen, 2001). The aim of this analysis is to categorise individuals into 

different groups or ‘classes’ based on the information that is known about those individuals.  

A stepwise process was used to determine the latent class model with the most appropriate number of 

groups. Models with between two and 15 groups were generated and their relative suitability assessed. 
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Models were initially evaluated using model fit statistics (Bayesian Information Criterion, Akaike 

Information Criterion, and the likelihood ratio statistic (G2)). However, Collins and Lanza (2010) also 

emphasize the importance of model parsimony and interpretability when selecting the number of groups 

to include in a latent class model. Therefore, in addition to model fit statistics, the classification accuracy 

of groups (average posterior probability and odds of correct classification), homogeneity of groups (item-

response probabilities), separation of groups (relative entropy), and group interpretability were considered 

when making the final model selection. Latent class analyses were performed in R using the package 

poLCA (Linzer and Lewis, 2011). 

To quantify the past and future police contacts of each group identified, posterior probabilities from the 

latent class model – which indicate a perpetrator’s likelihood of belonging to each group – were used to 

assign individuals to the group with the highest probability (Nagin, 2005). Group membership of 

perpetrators was then treated as known, though it is acknowledged this method does not account for 

uncertainty in group membership (Bray, Lanza and Tan, 2015). This approach has been shown to 

minimise the number of incorrect classifications compared to many other methods (Goodman, 2007), 

particularly under conditions of high classification accuracy and large sample size (Bray, Lanza and Tan, 

2015). Nevertheless, results from this section of analysis should be interpreted with a degree of caution.
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3. Results 

3.1 Characteristics of perpetrators 

The characteristics of the 49,338 perpetrators in the study cohort are summarised in Table 2. Most 

perpetrators of family violence were male (74%), while one-quarter were female. The average age of 

perpetrators at the time of their index incident was 35.5 years old (Standard deviation =12.95). Just over 

one in three perpetrators were aged 40 years or older (36%), with one in ten perpetrators under the age of 

20. One in twenty perpetrators identified as Aboriginal and the majority of perpetrators (64%) were born in 

Australia. Sixteen per cent of perpetrators were born overseas, though as the country of birth was not 

known for 20% of perpetrators, these results should be interpreted with some caution. The most 

commonly recorded country of birth for perpetrators born overseas was New Zealand (12.7% of 

perpetrators born overseas), followed by India (10.0%) and China (5.6%).   

Close to two-thirds of perpetrators (66%) lived in the metropolitan Melbourne area at the time of their 

index incident, while two out of ten (23%) lived in a regional area, and one out of ten (12%) lived in a rural 

area of Victoria. Half the perpetrators in this study lived in the most 30% most disadvantaged areas of 

Victoria, 16% of perpetrators lived in the 30% most advantaged areas of Victoria, and 34% of perpetrators 

lived in the 40% moderately disadvantaged/advantaged areas of Victoria. 

Table 2. Characteristics of perpetrators of family violence (2016/17 cohort) 

Perpetrator characteristic Number % 

Sex 

Male 36,462 73.9 

Female 12,808 26.0 

Unknown 68 0.1 

Age at index incident 

0-19 5,152 10.4 

20-29 12,131 24.6 

30-39 13,766 27.9 

40-49 11,181 22.7 

50-59 4,575 9.3 

60 or older 2,009 4.1 

Unknown 524 1.1 

Aboriginal status 

Aboriginal 2,335 4.7 

Non-Aboriginal 43,416 88.0 

Unknown 3,587 7.3 

Country of birth 

Australia 31,656 64.2 

Unknown 9,813 19.9 

Outside Australia 7,869 15.9 

New Zealand 1,000 12.7 

India 784 10.0 

China 439 5.6 
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Perpetrator characteristic Number % 

Residential location3 

Metropolitan Melbourne 29,347 65.6 

Regional Victoria 10,051 22.5 

Rural Victoria 5,369 12.0 

Socio-economic index of residential area (Victorian ranking)4 

30% most disadvantaged areas 22,294 49.9 

40% moderate disadvantage/advantage areas 15,309 34.3 

30% most advantaged areas 7,034 15.8 

3.2 Characteristics of incidents 

As shown in Figure 2, the most common type of relationship recorded between the perpetrator and victim-

survivor at the index incident was a current partner relationship (41%), followed by a former partner 

relationship (21%), meaning current and former intimate partnerships together accounted for six out of 

ten incidents overall. One quarter of incidents occurred between parents and their children, with the 

perpetrator the child in 14% of incidents and the perpetrator the parent in 11% of incidents5. Fourteen per 

cent of incidents involved ‘other’ family member relationships, such as siblings, aunts, uncles or cousins.  

There were 674 incidents that involved a same-sex intimate partnership (current and former partner 

combined), representing 1.4% of all family violence incidents examined in this study. Fifty-eight per cent of 

these involved an intimate partnership between two males (n=391) and 42% involved two females 

(n=283).    

Figure 2. Relationship type recorded between perpetrator and victim-survivor (2016/17 cohort) 

 

Figure 3 shows the most serious criminal offence (CSA Offence Group) resulting from the family violence 

incident. Note this is the most serious offence recorded against the family violence perpetrator as a result 

 
3 Excludes 537 (1.1%) of perpetrators who were recorded for residing interstate/overseas and 4,034 (8.2%) of perpetrators 
whose residence could not be identified. 
4 Excludes 4,701 (9.5%) of perpetrators whose socio-economic index of residential area could not be determined (includes 
those residing interstate/overseas and those whose residence could not be identified). 
5 Police may record a child as the victim-survivor of a family violence incident, as being present at the incident though 
another person is recorded as the victim-survivor, or as both present and as the victim-survivor. In practice, police may 
only complete a family violence report for the person who is assessed as the direct victim of the incident, which may be 
the mother/parent rather than any children present at the time (State of Victoria, 2016: p 103). 

399
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of their index incident, with any unsolved offences or offences recorded against other people as a result of 

the incident not considered in this analysis. Police did not record a criminal offence against the family 

violence perpetrator in 62% of family violence incidents. For the 38% of perpetrators with a criminal 

offence recorded (n=18,893), the most common offence type was common assault (34%), followed by 

serious assault (23%), breach of family violence intervention order (17%), and criminal damage (10%).   

 Figure 3. Most serious offence type (CSA Offence Group) recorded against family violence perpetrators who 

were recorded for a criminal offence (2016/17 cohort) 

 

The most serious police criminal investigation status recorded against the perpetrator as a result of the 

family violence incident is shown in Figure 4. As no criminal offences were recorded against 62% of 

perpetrators, 62% of perpetrators also do not have a criminal investigation status (although police may 

have taken civil or other non-criminal offence-related action not shown here – such as issuing a family 

violence safety notice (FVSN)). For the 38% of perpetrators with a criminal offence recorded, the most 

common investigation status was the issue of a charge and summons (15%), followed by an application 

for a charge and summons that was not authorised to proceed6 (14%), a charge and arrest (9%), and an 

‘other’ type of status, such as a caution (0.4%).   

Figure 4. Most serious police criminal investigation status recorded against perpetrator 
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endangered by another family member (Victoria Police, 2019a). In just over one-third of incidents (35%) 

police indicated they were applying for, or issuing, a FVIO or a FVSN. In 9% of incidents police indicated 

they were making a report to the Victorian Child Protection Service. The Victoria Police (2019b) manual 

states police are mandated to make a report to the Victorian Child Protection Service if they believe a child 

needs protection from physical or sexual abuse. The manual also states police may make a report if they 

believe a child needs protection from emotional harm or neglect, though they are not mandated to do so. 

This may include where a primary carer is taken into custody by police if there is no other suitable person 

to care for the child. 

As well as criminal offences, police may record types of abuse involved in an incident that may not have 

reached a level of behaviour to be defined as a criminal offence (Victoria Police, 2019a). Note that police 

may record more than one type of non-criminal abuse for each family violence incident, or alternatively 

may only record criminal offences. Two-thirds of incidents were recorded as involving verbal abuse, while 

just over one-third (36%) involved emotional abuse. 

Other characteristics of the index family violence incidents include police recording there were children 

under the age of 18 present at one-third of incidents5. The perpetrator was assessed by police as being 

possibly affected by both alcohol and drugs in 13% of incidents, alcohol only in 16% of incidents, and 

drugs only in 12% of incidents. The perpetrator was flagged as behaving in a controlling or jealous manner 

towards the victim-survivor in one-quarter of incidents. In 14% of incidents they were recorded as being 

unemployed.  

Table 3. Characteristics of family violence incidents 

Incident characteristics Number % 

Police action taken   

Police application/issue of a family violence intervention 
order (FVIO) or a safety notice (FVSN) 

17,160 34.8 

Reporting to child protection  4,386 8.9 

Non-criminal abuse type(s)   

Verbal 32,790 66.5 

Emotional 17,595 35.7 

Economic 2,467 5.0 

Social 2,387 4.8 

Relationship factors present   

Child(ren) present 16,575 33.6 

Pregnancy or new birth 2,807 5.7 

Presence of a disability 1,314 2.7 

Perpetrator behaviour/characteristics   

Substance affected (possible or definite) 20,148 40.8 

Both alcohol and drugs 6,319 12.8 

Alcohol only 7,692 15.6 

Drugs only 6,137 12.4 

Controlling or jealous 12,465 25.3 

Mental health issue 10,353 21.0 

Unemployed 6,824 13.8 

Suicidal ideation/attempt 2,144 4.3 
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3.3 Historical police contact with perpetrators 

Historical police contact as a perpetrator 

The number of family violence incidents recorded by police against the perpetrator in the 12 years prior to 

their index incident was determined, as shown in Figure 5. Of the 49,338 perpetrators included in this 

study, half had previously been recorded as the perpetrator of a family violence incident (51%). One-

quarter of perpetrators had previously been recorded as having committed one or two prior family 

violence incidents. There were 2,295 perpetrators (5%) who had each previously been recorded for more 

than 10 family violence incidents. Perpetrators in this group had previously been recorded for 38,800 

family violence incidents, which is 35.2% of the prior offences recorded for the entire cohort (an average 

of 16.9 prior incidents per perpetrator).  

Figure 5. Number of family violence incidents recorded in 12 years prior 

 

Figure 6 shows the number of previous victim-survivors the perpetrator had been recorded as perpetrating 

family violence against prior to their index incident. As 49% of perpetrators had never previously been 

recorded for perpetrating family violence, 49% of perpetrators had also never been recorded for 

perpetrating against any victim-survivors. Just over one-quarter of perpetrators had been recorded for 

perpetrating against one victim-survivor previously (28%) and 18% had been recorded for perpetrating 

against one or two. Five per cent of perpetrators had previously been recorded for perpetrating against 

four or more victim-survivors.  

Figure 6. Number of victim-survivors of family violence recorded in the 12 years prior 
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As well as prior family violence incidents, we analysed the criminal offending histories for all perpetrators. 

This could relate to either family or non-family violence related criminal offences. The proportion of 

historic offences that were family violence related is an important indicator of whether perpetrators 

specialise in family violence only, or whether they offend more generally. 

Table 4 shows that less than half (46.5%) had not been recorded by police for any criminal offences prior 

to their index incident. Less than ten per cent (8.2%) of perpetrators were specialist family violence 

perpetrators, committing all their criminal offences in relation to family violence (a total of 12,112 

offences, representing 14.8% of all family violence related offences).  

The remaining four groups committed some combination of family violence and non-family violence 

related offences. A quarter (25.5%) of all perpetrators committed family violence in less than 10% of their 

total offences. This group were responsible for almost half of all criminal offences (46.3%), but only 3.8% 

of all family violence related offences. Conversely, 9.0% of perpetrators committed family violence in 

between half and 99.9% of their total offending and were responsible for 16.5% of all offences but almost 

half (46.1%) of all family violence incidents. This group had the highest number of family violence related 

offences recorded per person, with an average of 8.5 recorded. 

Table 4. Proportion of historical offences that were family violence related 

% of prior offences 
that were FV related 

Perpetrators Total offences Family violence related offences 

Number % Number % Number % 

No offences recorded 
during prior 12 years 

22,930 46.5% 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

0.1 to 9.9% 12,583 25.5% 155,966 46.3% 3,097 3.8% 

10 to 49.9% 5,360 10.9% 113,143 33.6% 28,808 35.2% 

50 to 99.9% 4,440 9.0% 55,387 16.5% 37,716 46.1% 

100% 4,025 8.2% 12,112 3.6% 12,112 14.8% 

Total 49,338 100.0% 336,608 100.0% 81,733 100.0% 

To examine whether perpetrators were also violent towards non-family members, the presence of any 

crimes against the person committed against non-family members was analysed (Figure 7). The CSA 

Offence Division ‘Crimes against the person’ includes offence types such as murder, assault, stalking and 

threatening behaviour. Three-quarters of perpetrators had not been recorded for a non-family violence 

related crime against the person in the 12 years prior to their index incident. Thirteen per cent of 

perpetrators had been recorded for one incident, while 5% had been recorded for four or more incidents.  

Figure 7. Number of historical incidents involving non-family violence related crimes against the person  
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Historical police contact as a victim-survivor (bi-directional violence) 

For the purpose of this report, bi-directional violence is defined as where an individual has been listed as 
the perpetrator on an L17 report, but has previously been recorded as the victim-survivor on historical L17 
reports. This analysis does not analyse the narrative of incidents or attempt to draw any specific 
conclusions about which party may be the primary aggressor in a relationship, whether violence may be in 
self-defence or whether allegations are later challenged after further investigation or prosecution. 
Nevertheless, in the 12 years prior to their index incident, one-third of perpetrators had been recorded by 
police as the victim-survivor of at least one family violence incident. Figure 8 shows the number of times 
police had recorded each perpetrator as the victim-survivor of a family violence incident. Twenty-two per 
cent of perpetrators had been recorded as a victim-survivor of one to two incidents, 7% had been recorded 
as the victim-survivor of three to five incidents, while 3% had been recorded as the victim-survivor of six to 
10 incidents. There were 826 perpetrators (1.7%) who had been recorded as the victim-survivor of more 
than 10 family violence incidents prior to being recorded as a perpetrator at their index incident. Of this 
group of perpetrators, 89% were female (n=736) and 11% were male (n=90). These findings highlight that 
analysis of data about singular police incidents may not accurately reflect the historical context of the 
relationship between the two people who are recorded as the victim and perpetrator on those specific 
occasions. For example, an individual who is recorded as a perpetrator on one occasion may have 
numerous prior incidents where they are recorded as a victim, and therefore be more accurately be 
described as a victim when historical data is taken into account.  

 
Figure 8. Number of historical incidents where perpetrator recorded as victim-survivor of family violence 
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• Number of prior incidents recorded for the perpetrator involving crimes against the person 

against a non-family member (a measure of generally violent behaviour) 

• Characteristics of perpetrator at the index incident, including whether the perpetrator was:  

• Recorded for a breach family violence order offence 

• Substance affected (includes drugs and/or alcohol) 

• Unemployed 

• Controlling or jealous 

• Previously recorded as a victim-survivor in the same relationship (bi-directional violence) 

Note this latent class analysis omits cases where complete information was not available for: perpetrator 

sex, perpetrator age, victim-survivor sex, or relationship between the perpetrator and victim-survivor. 

Excluding these cases, the final population of perpetrators analysed was 48,457 (98% of perpetrators in 

this study).   

Seven distinct groups of family violence perpetrators were identified7. These seven groups can be broadly 

classified into four groups of intimate partner violence perpetrators and three groups of family member 

violence perpetrators as shown in Figure 9. Combined, the four intimate partner violence groups account 

for 62% of the perpetrators in this study (n=30,012), while the three family member violence groups 

account for 38% (n=18,445).  

Figure 9. Family violence perpetrator groups, by whether intimate partner or family member violence, and 

proportion of all family violence perpetrators in group 

 

A description of each of the seven groups is outlined below. A comprehensive breakdown of the groups by 

their probability of response to each characteristic considered in the analysis is provided in Table 5. 

Intimate partner violence groups 

Perpetrators with male victims (13% of perpetrators) 

Perpetrators in this group are primarily females who offend against their male, usually current, partners. 

Half of this group have experienced recorded bi-directional violence in their relationship – the greatest 

proportion of any group of perpetrators. More than half of this group have never been recorded for a 

family violence incident before the index event, and few have been recorded for a non-family violence 

related crime against the person. This group is the least likely of the intimate partner groups to be 

 
7 Groups showed high classification accuracy (average posterior probability range: 0.77-0.98; odds correct classification 

range: 17-315) and high separation (relative entropy range: 0.91-0.99), within the bounds recommended by previous 

research (Collins and Lanza, 2010; Nagin, 2005).  
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recorded as exhibiting controlling or jealous behaviour. This group includes a small number of 

perpetrators in same-sex relationships, and therefore includes 2% male perpetrators.   

Perpetrators with female victims (31% of perpetrators) 

This is the largest group of perpetrators identified, accounting for almost one-third of the perpetrators in 

the study. This group are almost exclusively males who offend against their female, usually current, 

partners. Most of this group have no prior recorded family violence incidents or recorded non-family 

violence related crimes against the person. None of this group were recorded for breaching an 

intervention order at their index incident. Very few of these perpetrators have experienced bi-directional 

violence within their relationship (6%), the lowest rate of any of the intimate partner violence groups. This 

group includes a small number of perpetrators in same-sex relationships, and therefore includes 1% 

female perpetrators.   

Former male partners (5% of perpetrators) 

This group are exclusively males who offend against females, most of whom are their former partners. 

More than half of this group were recorded for breaching a FVIO as part of their index incident, by far the 

highest of the seven groups. Most of this group have a recorded history of family violence, however less 

than one in five have been recorded for a crime against the person outside a family violence context. This 

group are generally older than other groups of intimate partner violence perpetrators, with most of the 

group aged between 30 and 49 years old. They are the least likely of the intimate partner violence groups 

to be unemployed at their index incident or substance affected. 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) prolific generalists (13% of perpetrators) 

This is the most prolific group of family violence perpetrators identified, with approximately two-thirds of 

this group having previously been recorded for four or more family violence incidents. Most of this group 

have also committed non-family violence related crimes against the person. They are the most likely of 

any group to have controlling or jealous behaviour recorded at their index incident. These perpetrators are 

exclusively males who offend against their female partners. The majority were substance affected at their 

index incident. This group have the second highest rates of: unemployment, bi-directional violence within 

their relationship, and breaches of FVIOs at their index incident. 

Family member violence groups 

Young perpetrators (12% of perpetrators) 

These perpetrators are the youngest of any group, with most aged under 20 years old. More than one-third 

of these perpetrators are female. This group of perpetrators primarily offend against their parents, though 

some offend against another family member, but never their children. Most of the victim-survivors of 

these perpetrators were female, though one in three were male. The majority of this group have never 

been recorded for a family violence incident before, with these perpetrators the least likely of any group to 

have a recorded history of family violence or a recorded history of non-family violence related offences 

against the person. None of these perpetrators were recorded for breaching a FVIO as part of their index 

incident. These perpetrators were the least likely of any group to be recorded as controlling or jealous at 

their index incident. One-quarter were substance affected at their index incident.  

Older perpetrators (15% of perpetrators) 
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Perpetrators in this group primarily offend against their children, with some offending against other family 

members, though never against their parents. Most of this group were aged 40 years or older at the time 

of their index incident. This group has the most even split between male and female perpetrators of any 

group, as well as the most even split between male and female victim-survivors. Most of this group have 

not previously been recorded for family violence, though some have been recorded for up to three 

incidents. Few have previously been recorded for a crime against the person outside the family context. 

Compared with other groups, this group has low rates of unemployment, substance use, controlling and 

jealous behaviour, breaches of family violence orders and bi-directional violence within the relationship.   

Non-IPV prolific generalists (11% of perpetrators) 

This group of perpetrators had the second highest number of prior family violence incidents in the study, 

behind the IPV prolific generalist group. The majority of this group have previously been recorded for 

family violence incidents and non-family violence related crimes against the person. Most of this group 

offended against their parent, with some offending against another family member, though few offended 

against their children. This group have the highest rates of unemployment (34%) and substance abuse 

(70%) at their index incident. Compared with perpetrators in the IPV prolific generalist group, perpetrators 

in this group are generally younger, more likely to be female, more likely to have offended against a male 

victim-survivor, less likely to be recorded for controlling or jealous behaviour, and less likely to have 

recorded bi-directional violence within their relationship.  

Table 5. Probability (%) of response to each characteristic by perpetrator group 

Characteristics 

Intimate partner violence Family member violence 

Perpetrat-
ors with 

male 
victims 

Perpetrat-
ors with 
female 
victims 

Former 
partner 

IPV 
prolific 

generalist 

Young 
perpetrator 

Older 
perpetrator 

Non-IPV 
prolific 

generalist 

Proportion of perpetrators in group 13% 31% 5% 13% 12% 15% 11% 

Perpetrator sex 

Male 2 99 100 100 63 58 78 

Female 99 1 0 0 37 42 22 

Perpetrator age at index incident 

0-19 4 4 1 2 56 0 13 

20-29 30 25 10 30 28 7 40 

30-39 32 32 35 36 8 25 28 

40-49 23 24 36 25 4 35 16 

50 or older 10 16 18 7 3 33 4 

Victim-survivor sex 

Male 99 2 0 0 30 45 35 

Female 1 99 100 100 70 55 66 

Relationship type 

Current partner 65 76 14 63 3 0 5 

Former partner  33 24 84 36 0 0 0 

Perpetrator is parent to victim-survivor 2 0 2 1 0 66 6 

Perpetrator is child of victim-survivor 0 0 0 0 62 0 52 

Other family member 0 0 1 0 34 34 37 

Number of prior family violence incidents for perpetrator 

0 59 68 19 2 75 64 13 

1 16 18 21 10 14 17 16 
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Characteristics 

Intimate partner violence Family member violence 

Perpetrat-
ors with 

male 
victims 

Perpetrat-
ors with 
female 
victims 

Former 
partner 

IPV 
prolific 

generalist 

Young 
perpetrator 

Older 
perpetrator 

Non-IPV 
prolific 

generalist 

2 to 3 13 10 27 23 8 13 23 

4 to 6 7 3 18 26 3 5 21 

7 to 9 3 0 8 16 1 1 11 

10 or more 3 0 7 22 0 1 15 

Number of prior crimes against the person for perpetrator (non-family violence related incidents) 

0 84 88 82 35 90 89 38 

1 9 8 14 26 7 9 24 

2 to 3 5 3 3 22 3 2 21 

More than 3 2 1 0 17 1 0 16 

Breach of family violence intervention order (FVIO) at index incident 

Yes 6 0 56 23 0 3 14 

No 94 100 44 77 100 97 86 

Perpetrator substance affected at index incident 

Yes 39 40 20 66 26 19 70 

No 61 60 80 34 74 81 30 

Perpetrator unemployed at index incident 

Yes 12 10 4 27 9 4 34 

No 88 91 96 73 91 96 66 

Perpetrator controlling or jealous at index incident 

Yes 17 32 36 41 11 14 22 

No 84 68 64 59 89 86 78 

Perpetrator previously recorded as victim-survivor in same relationship (bi-directional violence) 

Yes 48 6 21 29 9 7 14 

No 53 94 79 71 91 93 86 

Historical police contact of family violence perpetrator groups 

Table 5 shows the number of perpetrators belonging to each perpetrator group and the number of family 

violence incidents that members of each group were recorded for during the 12 years prior to their index 

incident. The 48,457 perpetrators in this study were recorded for 107,837 family violence incidents in the 

12 years prior to their index incidents – an average of 2.2 incidents per perpetrator.  

Despite accounting for only 13% of the perpetrators in this study, the IPV prolific generalist group 

accounted for 42% of the prior incidents recorded for perpetrators in this study. Each perpetrator in this 

group had been recorded for an average of seven family violence incidents. The non-IPV prolific generalist 

group accounted for the second highest proportion of prior family violence incidents, with this group 

responsible for 26% of the prior incidents. Together, the IPV and non-IPV prolific generalist groups 

accounted for 68% of the previous family violence incidents recorded for the perpetrators in this study, 

despite these two groups only accounting for 24% of the perpetrators. The young perpetrator family 

member violence group was responsible for the smallest number of prior incidents, with each perpetrator 

recorded for 0.4 prior incidents on average.    
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Table 6. Perpetrator group by number of family violence incidents recorded in the 12 years prior 

Future police contact of family violence perpetrator groups 

Forty-four per cent of all perpetrators in this analysis were recorded for at least one further family violence 

incident in the two years following their index incident (n=21,516). Figure 10 shows the number of 

recorded family violence incidents in the two-year follow-up period by perpetrator group. Of the seven 

groups of perpetrators, the prolific generalist intimate partner group had the greatest proportion of 

perpetrators that reoffended, with seven out of ten perpetrators in this group recorded for a further 

incident in the follow-up period. Half the perpetrators in this group were recorded for two or more family 

violence incidents during this period (n=3,258). The prolific family member violence group had the second 

greatest proportion of perpetrators that reoffended (62%). Four out of ten perpetrators in this group were 

recorded for two or more incidents during the follow-up period (n=2,180). The older perpetrator family 

member violence group had the lowest proportion of perpetrators recorded for a further incident during 

this period (26%).   

Figure 10. Number of recorded family violence incidents in the following two years by perpetrator group 

 

The number of family violence incidents recorded in the following two years by perpetrator group is shown 

in Table 7. The 48,457 perpetrators in this study were recorded for 58,221 family violence incidents in the 

two years following their index incidents – an average of 1.2 incidents per perpetrator. 

The IPV prolific generalist group accounted for the largest proportion of family violence incidents during 

the two-year period and were recorded for 27% of the incidents recorded for all perpetrator groups in this 
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period. Each perpetrator in this group was recorded for an average of 2.4 incidents each. The perpetrators 

with female victims group accounted for the second highest proportion of family violence incidents in the 

two-year period, with this group responsible for 23% of incidents during this time. However, each 

perpetrator in this group was only recorded for 0.9 incidents each on average. The non-IPV prolific 

generalist group were recorded for an average of 2.0 incidents each during the two-year period and 

accounted for 19% of the family violence incidents recorded for all perpetrator groups during the period.  

Table 7. Perpetrator group by number of family violence incidents recorded in the following two years 

Perpetrator group 

Perpetrators in group 
Number family violence incidents in following 

two years 

Number % Number % 
Average number 
per perpetrator 

Intimate partner violence  

Perpetrators with male victims 6,071 13% 5,378 9% 0.9 

Perpetrators with female victims 15,147 31% 13,542 23% 0.9 

Former partner 2,329 5% 3,515 6% 1.5 

IPV prolific generalist 6,465 13% 15,680 27% 2.4 

Family member violence  

Young perpetrator 5,765 12% 5,749 10% 1.0 

Older perpetrator 7,333 15% 3,579 6% 0.5 

Non-IPV prolific generalist 5,347 11% 10,778 19% 2.0 

Total 48,457 100% 58,221 100% 1.2 

Combining all perpetrator groups, 44% of perpetrators were recorded for a criminal offence in the two 

years following their index incident (n=21,476). Figure 11 shows the number of recorded criminal offences 

in the follow-up period by perpetrator group. Note, this analysis includes non-family violence related 

offences, as well as family violence related offences.  

Of the seven groups of perpetrators, the IPV prolific generalist group had the greatest proportion of 

perpetrators recorded for a criminal offence in the two years following their index incident (77%). Thirty-

one per cent of perpetrators in this group were recorded for 10 or more offences during the two-year 

period (n=2,035). More than seven out of ten perpetrators (72%) in the non-IPV prolific generalist group 

were recorded for a criminal offence, the second greatest proportion of any group. The older perpetrator 

family member violence group had the lowest proportion of perpetrators recorded for a criminal offence 

during the follow-up period (21%).  

Figure 11. Number of recorded criminal offences in the following two years by perpetrator group 
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4. Discussion 

What characterises family violence perpetrators in Victoria? 

This study considered the characteristics of 49,338 family violence perpetrators who had been recorded 

by Victoria Police as perpetrating at least one incident between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2017. Similar to 

other studies, this analysis identified that the majority of perpetrators of recorded family violence in 

Victoria are male (74%), with an average age of 35.5 years and one in ten under the age of 20 (Millsteed 

and Coghlan, 2016; Phillips and McGuiness, 2020; State of Victoria, 2016). Though only 0.8% of the 

Victorian population identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait-Islander (ABS, 2017a), 5% of perpetrators in this 

study were identified as Aboriginal. The over-representation of people who identify as Aboriginal as both 

perpetrators and victim-survivors of family violence in Victoria has been recognised in prior research 

(State of Victoria, 2016). The Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence stated: “In [2013-2014], an 

Aboriginal person in Victoria was eight times more likely to be involved as either a victim or perpetrator in 

a reported family violence incident than a non-Indigenous person” (State of Victoria, 2016: p 12). However, 

it is important to note the age profile of people who identify as Aboriginal in Victoria is markedly younger 

than those who do not identify as Aboriginal (ABS, 2017a). As there is a known relationship between age 

and criminal behaviour (Sweeten, Piquero and Steinberg, 2013), further analysis is required to calculate a 

precise figure for the over-representation of perpetrators identifying as Aboriginal that allows for the 

different age structure of this population. 

Based on the residential population distribution of Victoria, the results of this study suggest there may be 

an over-representation of perpetrators residing in regional areas of Victoria and an under-representation 

of perpetrators residing in metropolitan Melbourne (with close to expected representation for those living 

in rural Victoria). Sixty-six per cent of perpetrators in this study lived in metropolitan Melbourne, while 23% 

lived in a regional area, and 12% lived in a rural area of Victoria. Australian Bureau of Statistics data on the 

estimated residential population of Victoria for the year ending 30 June 2017 (the same period as the 

study cohort) shows 74% of the population lived in metropolitan Melbourne, while 15% lived in regional 

areas, and 11% lived in rural areas (ABS, 2019). These findings are consistent with previous research that 

suggests family violence may be more prevalent in regional communities than in metropolitan areas 

(Campo and Tayton, 2015; Grech and Burgess, 2011; State of Victoria, 2016).  

This study also found evidence to suggest that, in terms of where they reside, perpetrators are 

substantially over-represented in the most disadvantaged areas of Victoria and under-represented in the 

most advantaged areas. Half the perpetrators in this study lived in the 30% most disadvantaged areas of 

Victoria, 16% of perpetrators lived in the 30% most advantaged areas of Victoria, and 34% of perpetrators 

lived in the 40% moderately disadvantaged/advantaged areas of Victoria. It is important to note the 

Victorian population may not necessarily be evenly distributed across these areas (ABS, 2018). While 

there is no question that family violence can occur across all socio-economic groups, previous research 

has highlighted that socio-economic disadvantage and financial pressures can interact with other forms 

of disadvantage and inequality to increase the risk of individuals perpetrating family violence (State of 

Victoria, 2016). The ABS’s Personal Safety Survey also found that people living in the most disadvantaged 

areas of Australia were 1.5 times as likely to report experiencing partner violence as those living in the 

least disadvantaged areas (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019). 

Specialisation in family violence 

The extent to which perpetrators in this study had specialised in family violence, or whether they had 

offended more generally was determined. Only 8% of perpetrators in this study could be classified as 
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family violence specialists in terms of their criminal offending, committing all their recorded offences in 

relation to family violence across a 12-year period. Almost half (46%) of the perpetrators in this study had 

not been recorded by police for any criminal offences prior to their index incident. Although their 

behaviour may not have been recorded by police as a criminal offence, these perpetrators could also be 

considered specialist perpetrators of family violence as they have only been involved in family incidents. 

The remaining 46% of perpetrators committed a combination of family violence and non-family violence 

related offences and could be termed ‘generalist’ perpetrators to a varying degree. These findings are 

consistent with prior research conducted by the Crime Statistics Agency (Coghlan and Millsteed, 2017). 

One in four perpetrators in this study had committed very few family violence related offences (less than 

10% of their total offences), but a high volume of non-family violence related offences. These generalist 

perpetrators were responsible for almost half (46%) the prior criminal offences recorded for perpetrators 

in this study, but only 3.8% of the family violence related offences. This finding is similar to other 

Australian research on perpetrators of family violence, which found that higher offending frequency was 

related to a lower number of family violence related offences (Weatherburn and Rahman, 2018). The study 

by Weatherburn and Rahman (2018) also found perpetrators who committed the greatest number of 

family violence related offences tended to specialise more and committed fewer non-family violence 

related offences. This finding is echoed by the current study where perpetrators with the highest number 

of family violence related offences recorded per person (mean=8.5) had committed at least half their 

offences in relation to family violence. These findings have important implications for intervention 

programs that aim to change family violence perpetrators’ behaviour. It is possible that specialist 

perpetrators of family violence may have different needs and risk factors to be addressed than those who 

exhibit more general violent and other criminal behaviour.  

Identified groups of family violence perpetrators 

This research considered whether distinct groups of perpetrators could be identified within the broad 

definition of family violence used in Victoria, utilising only information that is readily available through 

police records. Latent class analysis was used to identify seven distinct groups of family violence 

perpetrators, which were broadly classified into four groups of IPV perpetrators and three groups of non-

IPV family member violence perpetrators. Of the IPV groups, one group of female and three groups of 

male perpetrators were identified, which is similar to the number of groups found through previous 

research (Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart, 1994; Johnson, 2006; Kelly and Johnson, 2008). Several of the 

perpetrator groups identified in this research are similar in nature to those found by previous research as 

outlined below.  

Intimate partner violence prolific generalist group 

The ‘IPV prolific generalist’ group shows some traits similar to the: 

• ‘Generally violent/anti-social’ group identified by Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart (1994) 

• ‘Coercive controlling’ group identified by Johnson (Johnson 2006; Kelly and Johnson 2008) 

• ‘Psychopathic offenders’ group identified by Fowler and Westen (2011)  

As with this study, perpetrators in these previously identified groups tended to commit more severe or 

frequent family violence than other groups and are also violent towards non-family members. They were 

the most likely group to have substance abuse issues, to be unemployed, and to use violence to control, 

coerce or dominate their intimate partners. A key difference from this research, however, is that prior 

studies included a measure of perpetrators’ specific psychopathy traits or mental health disorders, 

including diagnoses of antisocial personality disorder. No consistently recorded indicator of specific 
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mental health issues for perpetrators is available in Victorian police records. To more accurately assess 

how comparable the ‘IPV prolific generalist’ group is to these previously identified groups, analyses could 

be potentially be conducted of police narratives, case notes from courts, programs or services, or an in-

depth assessment of perpetrators by appropriately trained practitioners.   

Perpetrators with male victims intimate partner violence group 

Half the women in the ‘perpetrators with male victims’ intimate partner violence group had previously 

been recorded as the victim-survivor in their relationship (bi-directional violence). This finding is similar to 

research by Boxall, Dowling and Morgan (2020), which analysed police narratives for incidents involving 

female domestic violence perpetrators and found that half involved self-defensive or retaliatory violence. 

The ‘perpetrators with male victims’ IPV group identified in this study appear similar in nature to the 

‘violent resistance’ group identified by Johnson (Johnson 2006; Kelly and Johnson, 2008) and the 

‘defensive behaviour’ group identified by Miller and Meloy (2006), where a female perpetrator uses 

violence to resist or avoid controlling behaviour and violence being used against them by their partners. 

However, without a more detailed understanding of incidents involving this perpetrator group, it is difficult 

to distinguish whether a portion of these perpetrators may instead belong to other identified groups of 

female IPV perpetrators. Such groups could include the ‘generalised violent behaviour’ group described by 

Miller and Meloy (2006), which included females who were also violent outside their intimate partner 

relationship, or the ‘female-initiated violence’ group identified by Johnston and Campbell (1993), which 

included females who reacted violently to the perceived passivity of their victim. Future research could 

examine whether the group identified in this study could be further refined into two or more categories of 

female intimate partner violence perpetrators with additional information considered.  

Perpetrators with female victims intimate partner violence group 

This group are exclusively males who offend against their female, usually current, partners. Most of this 

group have no prior recorded family violence incidents or recorded non-family violence related crimes 

against the person. This group shows similarities to the ‘family only’ IPV group identified by Holtzworth-

Munroe and Stuart (1994) and the ‘situational couple violence’ group identified by Johnson (Johnson 

2006; Kelly and Johnson 2008). Both in prior research and in this study, these perpetrators tend to only 

perpetrate violence against their family and not to commit violent crimes against non-family members. 

The ‘perpetrators with female victims’ intimate partner violence group accounts for almost one in three 

family violence perpetrators in this study, the largest group identified. Similarly to this study, both 

Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s (1994) ‘family only’ group and Johnson’s (Johnson 2006; Kelly and 

Johnson 2008) ‘situational couple violence’ group were the most commonly identified intimate partner 

violence perpetrators.  

Former partner group  

This group are exclusively males who offend against females, most of whom are their former partners. 

More than half of this group were recorded for breaching a FVIO as part of their index incident, by far the 

highest of the seven groups. The ‘former partner’ group is most similar to the ‘separation-instigated 

violence’ group identified by Johnson (Johnson 2006; Kelly and Johnson 2008) and the ‘separation or 

post-divorce violence’ group identified by Johnston and Campbell (1993). However, previous studies 

found this group only perpetrated violence during the period of separation, and not before or afterwards. 

This study found that most perpetrators in the ‘former partner’ group had been recorded for at least one 

prior family violence incident and more than half went on to perpetrate at least one further incident. It is 

possible these additional incidents also occurred during the period of separation, which further research 

could help to clarify.  
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Non-IPV family member violence groups  

This study identified three groups of family member violence perpetrators (non-IPV). No prior research 

was identified that identified broad typologies of non-intimate partner family violence perpetrators. 

Compared with the intimate partner violence perpetrator groups identified in this study, some key 

differences were apparent. In general, perpetrators in the non-IPV groups were less likely than 

perpetrators in the IPV groups to be recorded for controlling or jealous behaviour or to have previously 

been recorded as the victim-survivor in their relationship (bi-directional violence). While the IPV groups 

identified in this study were predominantly either male perpetrators partnered with female victim-

survivors, or female perpetrators with male victim-survivors, the groups of non-IPV perpetrators had more 

mixed sex compositions. Further research could explore whether perpetrators in these groups also 

commit IPV at other stages of life. Prior research has identified there can be significant overlap between 

IPV and child abuse. In their review of family violence literature, Jaffe, Crooks and Bala (2006: p7) found 

“the majority of studies reveal that in families where there is spousal violence or child maltreatment 

present, in 30% to 60% of the cases both forms of abuse exist”. 

Limitations and further research 

This research represents a first step towards assessing the validity and usefulness of perpetrator 

typologies created using police records. Additional research could further assess the accuracy of 

perpetrator typologies identified in this study using information from police narratives, case notes from 

courts, programs or services, or an in-depth assessment of perpetrators by appropriately trained 

practitioners.   

The perpetrator classifications in this study were primarily developed using information from a single 

incident of family violence, rather than from a pattern of behaviour over time. By examining behaviour over 

time, further research could consider the overlap between groups of intimate partner and other family 

member violence perpetrators, as well as investigate the transition of perpetrators between groups. It is 

possible that some groups identified in this study represent a continuum of behaviour that develops over 

time, rather than a discrete and fixed classification. For example, if the frequency of incidents by some 

perpetrators in the ‘young perpetrators’ (non-IPV) group increased, these perpetrators could potentially 

then be classified into the ‘non-IPV prolific generalists’ group.  

A key limitation of this research is that the frequency of perpetrators’ recorded interactions with police 

could have been impacted by their involvement with other justice system agencies. Perpetrators may have 

spent time in custody during the study period, therefore impacting the number of incidents and offences 

recorded against them by police. Further, this analysis did not consider whether perpetrators may have 

been subject to FVIOs or FVSNs, or whether they undertook any behaviour change programs, and the 

impact these may have had on recorded behaviour. Future research could control for these factors and 

contribute further to our understanding of what interventions work, for what types of perpetrators, and 

under what conditions.  

  



 

24 
 

5. References 

Ali, P.A., Dhingra, K. and McGarry, J. (2016). A literature review of intimate partner violence and its 

classifications. Aggression and Violent Behavior 31: 16-25. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2017a). 2075.0 - Census of Population and Housing – Counts of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians. Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2017b). 1270.0.55.004 - Australian Statistical Geography Standard 

(ASGS): Volume 4 - Significant Urban Areas, Urban Centres and Localities, Section of State, July 2016. 

Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2017c). 2033.0.55.001 - Census of Population and Housing: Socio-

Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), Australia, 2016. Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2018). 2033.0.55.001 - Technical paper: Socio-Economic Indexes 

for Areas (SEIFA). Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2019). 3218.0 - Regional Population Growth, Australia, 2017-18: 

Population Estimates by Significant Urban Area, 2008 to 2018. Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019). Family, domestic and sexual violence in Australia: 

continuing the national story. Canberra: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. 

Bray, B.C., Lanza, S.T., and Tan, X. (2015). Eliminating bias in classify-analyze approaches for latent class 

analysis. Structural Equation Modeling 22(1): 1–11.  

Boxall, H., Dowling, C. and Morgan, A. (2020). Female perpetrated domestic violence: prevalence of self-

defensive and retaliatory violence. Canberra: Australian Institute of Criminology.   

Boxall, H., Rosevear, L., Payne, J. (2015). Domestic violence typologies: what value to practice? Canberra: 

Australian Institute of Criminology.   

Campo, M. and Tayton, S. (2015). Domestic and family violence in regional, rural and remote 

communities: an overview of key issues. Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

Cavanaugh, M.M. and Gelles, R.J. (2005). The utility of male domestic violence offender typologies: new 

directions for research, policy and practice. Journal of Interpersonal Violence 20(2): 155–166. 

Coghlan, S. and Millsteed, M. (2017). Identifying the differences between generalist and specialist family 

violence perpetrators: risk factors and perpetrator characteristics. Melbourne: Crime Statistics Agency. 

Collins, L.M. and Lanza, S.T. (2010). Latent class and latent transition analysis: with Applications in the 

Social, Behavioral, and Health Sciences. John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey. 



 

25 
 

Crime Statistics Agency (2014). Family Incidents data – December 2014. Melbourne: Crime Statistics 

Agency. 

Crime Statistics Agency (2015). Offence Classification. Melbourne: Crime Statistics Agency. Available 

online at: https://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/about-the-data/classifications-and-victorian-map-

boundaries/offence-classification  

Crime Statistics Agency (2020). Family Incidents data – March 2020. Melbourne: Crime Statistics Agency. 

Dixon, L. and Browne, K.D. (2003). The heterogeneity of spouse abuse: a review. Aggression and Violent 

Behavior 268: 1-24. 

Fowler, K. and Westen, D. (2011). Subtyping male perpetrators of intimate partner violence. Journal of 

Interpersonal Violence 26(4): 607-639.   

Goodman, L.A. (2007). On the assignment of individuals to latent classes. Sociological Methodology 37: 1-

22. 

Gottman, J.M., Jacobson, N.S., Rushe, R.H., Shortt, J.W., Babcock, J., La Taillade, J.J. and Waltz, J. 

(1995). The relationship between heart rate reactivity, emotionally aggressive behavior, and general 

violence in batterers. Journal of Family Psychology 9(3): 227-248. 

Grech, K. and Burgess, M. (2011). Trends and patterns in domestic violence assaults: 2001 to 2010. 

Sydney: Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research.  

Gupta, G.R. and Cox, S.M. (1988). A typology of incest and possible intervention strategies. Journal of 

Family Violence 3: 299–312. 

Holtzworth-Munroe, A. and Stuart, G. (1994). Typologies of male batterers: three subtypes and the 

differences among them. Psychological bulletin 116: 476-497.   

Huss, M.T. and Langhinrichsen-Rohling, J. (2000). Identification of the psychopathic batterer: the clinical, 

legal, and policy implications. Aggression and Violent Behavior (5)4: 403-422. 

Jaffe, P., Crooks, C., and Bala, N. (2006). Making appropriate parenting arrangements in family violence 

cases: applying the literature to identifying promising practices. A Family, Children and Youth Section 

Research Report. Department of Justice Canada. 

Johnson, M. (1995). Patriarchal terrorism and common couple violence: two forms of violence against 

women. Journal of Marriage and Family 57(2): 283-294.  

Johnson, M. (2006). Conflict and control: gender symmetry and asymmetry in domestic violence. Violence 

Against Women 12(11): 1003-1018. 

Johnston, J. and Campbell, L. (1993). A clinical typology of interparental violence in disputed-custody 

divorces. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 63(2): 190-199. 

Kelly, J.B. and Johnson, M.P. (2008). Differentiation among types of intimate partner violence: research 

update and implications for interventions. Family Court Review 46(3): 476-499. 

https://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/about-the-data/classifications-and-victorian-map-boundaries/offence-classification
https://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/about-the-data/classifications-and-victorian-map-boundaries/offence-classification


 

26 
 

Langhinrichsen-Rohling, J. (2010). Controversies involving gender and intimate partner violence in the 

United States. Sex Roles 62(3): 179-193. 

Linzer, D.A. and Lewis, J.B. (2011). poLCA: An R package for polytomous variable latent class analysis. 

Journal of Statistical Software 42(10): 1-29. 

Millsteed, M. (2016). How many repeat family violence perpetrators were there in Victoria over the past 10 

years? Melbourne: Crime Statistics Agency. 

Millsteed, M. and Coghlan, S. (2016). Predictors of recidivism amongst police recorded family violence 

perpetrators. Melbourne: Crime Statistics Agency. 

Miller, S.L. and Meloy, M.L. (2006). Women’s use of force: Voices of women arrested for domestic 

violence. Violence Against Women 12(1): 89-115.   

Muthen, B. (2001). Latent variable mixture modelling. In Marcoulides, G.A and Schumacker, R.E. New 

Developments and Techniques in Structural Equation Modeling pp 1-33. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Nagin, D. (2005). Group-based modeling of development. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA. 

Phillips, B. and McGuinness, C. (2020). Police reported adolescent family violence in Victoria. Melbourne: 

Crime Statistics Agency. 

Ramswey-Klawsnik, H. (2000). Elder abuse offenders: a typology. Generations 24(2): 17–22. 

Saunders, D.G. (2001). Developing guidelines for domestic violence offenders: what can we learn from 

related fields and current research? Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment & Trauma 5(2): 235-248. 

State of Victoria (2016). Royal Commission into Family Violence: Summary and recommendations, 

Parliamentary Paper No. 132. 

Swan, S.C. and Snow, D.L. (2002). A typology of women’s use of violence in intimate relationships. 

Violence against women 8(3): 286-319.   

Sweeten, G., Piquero, A. and Steinberg, L. (2013). Age and the explanation of crime, revisited. Journal of 

Youth and Adolescence 42(6): 921-938. 

Victoria Police (2019a). Code of practice for the investigation of family violence (3rd edition). Melbourne: 

Victoria Police.  

Victoria Police (2019b). Victoria Police Manual – Procedures and Guidelines: Family Violence. Melbourne: 

Victoria Police. 

Weatherburn, D. and Rahman, S. (2018). General offending by domestic violence offenders. Sydney: 

Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research. 


