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The corporate approach to domestic violence: speak no evil

By DAVID ELIAS

HITH! This is the subject
we don't talk abrout at
wutk. Today is Inter-
natienal Day for the
Elimination of Violence Against
Women, but it will go unnnticed
in most businesses, Employers
insist that family vionlence has
nathing to do with them
because people who hash their
partners usually do so at home.
So it is a purely domestic issue

MNarional Australia Bank,
which employs muore than
15,000 women, wold The Ape
that Iast year only 15 employees
sought the help of counsellors
through the coployes assis-
unce program becanse their
partners bashed them.

Tt is a low figure that can
anly be put down to the unwill-
ingness of victims to come
forward for fear of lurther
consequences at home or work,

The statistics show that as
many as one in five women at
age in life falls victim 10
what is variously described as
family violence or intimate part
ner vinlence

The cost to employers is
growing year by year, and
stands at nearly $500 million in
losi production and nearly as
much again in ost economic
elficiency, according to policy
researchers Avcess Economics,

Acconding U most expers,
farmily violenee follows the
victim and the perpetrators into
the workplace, affecting their
eificiency and others amund
them. And when their work
involves machinery and
vehicles, it can be dangemus 1o
all.

Weonen, who make up most
of the victims, are sometimes

late for wonk or ahsent, and they

olten work at less than opti-

mum efficiency. The perpeta-
tors too can be tmoubled by their
actions, and many have 1o take
time off to uttend court.

And then there are the
ohsessives who continue 1 stalk
and harass their partners and
former partners uit conmpany
lime, on company phones and
In company vehickes.

Victoria Police is recelving
mure than 28,000 reports of

Eeonomics researchie
taken figures trom police actoss
Australia and concluded thar
somme 408,100 people were
victims of family violence in the
200203 financial year, and a
further 263,800 children were
living with these victims, Some
181,200 children witnessed arts
of violence, according Lo the
research

The Avcess study, commiss
ioned by the | i}
Governument's Office for the
Stutus of Women, found thar the
wurkplace is bearing a large
share of the estimated $8 billion
family violence costs each year.

It estimates that production-
refated costs mmount o
£484 million, 1o which it adds
anuther $410 million for loss of
eeonomic efficiency, inciding
2900 million in Jost ta:

It is not as much as the
muman cost — $3.5 billion for
pain, suffuring and premature
death, 4 $388 million heaith bill
and $220 million spent helping
children who witness violent
acts — bul its impact on e
workplace is considerable.

Yet most employers fadl to
understand 11, or they ignore it
Some refuse to discuss it

[BF1 aied confidential
counselling wis available to
staff through the employee
assistance program hul when
we asked how it tramed

managers and supervisors to
recognise potentially dangerous
symptoms, its spokeswoman
said Qantas had no-furthe
information.

The state's peak employer
orpganisation, the Victorian
Employers Chamber of Com-
merce and Industry, did not
come up with a response. Coles
Myer, another big employer of
women, also stayed silent.

Westpac and NAB were will-
ing to discuss how they raised
awareness through various in-
house strategics

VicHealth, the Victorian
Health Promotion Foundation,
has published a booklet show
ing that intimate partner
vidlenee heads the list of factors
contributing to “the disease
burden in women aged
15-44 years.

Victims could not find a
stronger male champion than
VicHealth chief executive Hoh
Moodie, but even he had o
admit that in his office, which is
full of women, he had never
managed (o detect o case thal
needed expert attention,

Khonda Cumberland, the

director of the Wom
estic Violence Crisi
says there are few organisations
that dio any more than provide
outsfide counselling, which she
describes us no fix at all.

“There is nothing in best
practice in the workplace to
show that corporate Ausiralia
has got a handle on this issue.
Thete is an ideological
obsession that it is nol their
business. 1t is o private matter
and that general entitlements
and a welfare progeam is all that
is Tequined.

“Wie have yet to see any best
practice response where people
are required 1o become engaged
in the criminality of this behav
iour. T bet you don’t hear any
company talking about their
uniderstanding of the legal
prowess or police reporting that
should be a critical part of the
Tesponse,

Ms Cumberland, who is a
member of the Victorian
Compmunity Council against
Violenee, says that companies
hig and small, ane equally resist-
ant o programs that coudd
make o difference

Jo Cavanagh, head of South-
ern Family Life, an nrganisation
that works with business and
industry in Melbourne's south-
ern suburbs, confirmed that
harely a handfnl of companies
had signed up lor @ parinership
program that would intmduce
strategies into the workplace;

She says she was heartened
when 70 employer representit-
tives turmed up to @ seminar
designed to heighten awareness
and provide them with these

fe are talking about the
intersection of work and family.
This 15 one of the family lssues
that comes 1o work and has an
impact on the workplace just as
stress at work has an impact on
the family,”

She says she looks forward 10
the day when companies hive
programms as parl of their good
corporane citizenry

However, she says it is
unlikely to happen until the
present generation of velemn
and baby boomer managers had
departed the scene and been
replaced by morne responsive
peneration Xuvrs.

She says the drive for change
has 10 come from the top, and
10 ofien progress comes o a
dead end when there is change
at the top.

When the Victorian Cominu-
nity Couneil Against Violen
put out its paper Family Vie-
lence IS a Workplace Tssae last
October, it held up a Melbourne
TRNSPONT COMPANy as an exam
ple of what could be achieved
through & partoership program
with Southern Family Life. It
encotraged men o come
forwand wirth issties that were
tronsbling them and cansing
them o hash their partners.

Ms Cavanagh sand it worked
will because the chiel executive

was behind o but when he
retired his replacement had no
such inrerest and the armange-
ment collypsed

i Moodie at VicHealth
agreed that change could only
come from the top. “Chief
executives have to believe that it
is an dssue and it is an ssue for
their workplace.”

He says they have to keep
measuring it in both the human
and econamic costs of absen-
teeism, poor work performance
and staff turmover.

Ruth Oakden's work as
chapliin of the Toll Holdings
transport and logistics group is
an example of enlightened lead-
ership. She is there not because
Toll's wugh-talking managing
director Paul Little has a soft
heart but a realistic grasp of the
sotmd economics of it all.

Ms Oakden's cur is hot
office. Pour days a week she
drives between transport depots
tilking to the warkers from
male rruck drivery and [orklin
drivers of both sexes o office
staff and their managers

She says she is forever seek-
ing to gain their conlidence, W
talk to them about the foory
and whatever else is going on in
thieir lives, and listen to their
problems.

What they tell her all oo
often puts flesh and bone on
the statistics. Many women turn
up to work with make-up cover-
ing bruises and black eyes. For
some the workplace is a refuge
from regular bashings al home.
Others cannot escape and ane
stalked and harassed at work by
partmers.

But she says increasing
numbers of men are beginning
to talk about their problems.
“They never come (o me and
say ‘| am knocking the wife
armund. what should 1 do about

it They come o me because
they have been stressed at
wiik, because there hias been
an incident af work, because
their kids are not talking o
them, hevause there has e
series of late mornings and their
bosses have dobbed them in

“In then comes out as a
domestic violence, anger
mdnagemen Iy come
out with classic lines like ‘only
when she needs it ‘only when
she pushes me to do ', ‘no
maore thin necessary’ and 'no
more than anybody else does™.

“Sometimes you are dealing
with o different set of standards,
a different level of acceprabiliny.
When you talk to some of the
wornen, they think it's their
fawlt, They say: ‘1 should no
have tatked to him like that
when he was pissed, or ']
should not have mentioned that
when he was cross’.”

Ms Ouakddan says that once
they stari talking, they have
tuken il first step towards
getting help that suve limne
and money all round

£ Chief executives have to
believe that it is an issue and
it is an issue for their
workplace. ¥

ROB MOODIE, Vickealth CED

The Body Shop runs a
domestic vinlence awareness
program f its shops and on its
mternet site that attempts 1o
bruak the silence and provide
busic guidance for womesn who
might need help.

Social alfairs manager Eloise
Hishop says that this fequires
staff o undertake training tha
can make some think seriously
about their own dreumstances
and seek help o themselves

Pt she adids there is also a
downside (o being so uphont
beeanse some custormers find it
oo confronting and refuse o
rome into their stores.

The party plan lingerie busi-
ness Intimo uses its sales Torce
10 1aiSe AWArENess ariis pacties.
Intimeo is particularly active this
menth, marking the Inter-
national 1ay for the Elimination
ol Violenve Against Women by
donating 50¢ w domestic viol-
ence programs from every white
Tt 1t sells.

Austrilia Post s another
stund-out example with a mix of
programs for male and female
employees. Corporte human
resotires consultant Kizabeth
Slew elaims its 35,000 worklorce
has the muost secumane cross-
representation of Australian
soviety of any workforce. The
country's social issues ane
mirrored in its staff,

"W ane trving to focns on
preventing an event o 1
which is guite difficalt but
hopefutly more cost-effective,”
shie sanied.

Line managers are taught
how o luok for symproms such
ssion, anxiety and
sical injury, and o point
people wwirds help.

Australia Post has o dedi-
cattedd phone mmber to
Mensline Australiy so male
cimployees can seck help. The
nuinber 18 included in o walle
card issted 1o mile employees
and on posters in men's woms.

Ms Slee says the post oflice
started to appreciate (he need 1o
get i the issue ghout a year
agn. Asked why it had taken so
Tomg 1o get involved, she said
society isell was only just
beginning 1o neoognise il as an
issue. It has taken a long time
for our culture o come fo terms
with that.”




