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BACKGROUND

FINDINGS

In Queensland, a domestic violence order (DVO) may be granted when
the applicant is in danger of further violence from the respondent.
However, research demonstrates that perceptions of the respondents’
dangerousness are affected by the narrative representation of
sociodemographic characteristics within the application1,2.
Understanding the subjective nature of DVO applications is therefore
an important practical concern.

1. Applicants described female respondents’ mental health in three
different ways:

This study explores the representation of female respondents’ mental
health in DVO applications, in relation to their portrayed
dangerousness. It draws on:

FEMINIST THEORY:
‘DOUBLE DEVIANCE’
EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE
OF THE
‘DANGEROUSNESS
STIGMA’

2. When applicants described female respondents as mentally ill,
they typically constructed this as causal of her domestic violence:

•Women's violence is commonly
perceived to be caused by mental illness,
regardless of its clinical presence3,4
rather than rational choice

•The general public perceives a higher
level of danger from mentally ill
individuals (diagnosis known or merely
perceived)5

No mental
illness

Mental illness
(known)

• Depicted as
being caused by
individual and
life stressors
such as financial
or relationship
difficulties,
arguments

•Nearly 3/4 of
applicants
constructed DV
as being caused
by the woman's
known mental
illness

Mental illness
(suggested)
• Although no
mental illness
was known,
applicants
suggested the
cause of DV
"must" be
mental illness

3. Respondents described as mentally ill were largely portrayed as
more dangerous than mentally healthy respondents. Methods of
portraying this danger included:

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Emphasising others’ fear of mentally ill respondents – not the
case for mentally healthy women

1. In what ways do applicants describe respondents’ mental health?

Describing mentally ill women’s violence against/in front of
children with more detailed, emotive language

2. How do applicants portray the cause of female respondents’
domestic violence?

Explicitly describing mental health symptoms as ‘abusive’
towards children, even when no harm was caused

3. How do applicants portray the danger posed by female
respondents, when they describe the respondent as ‘mentally
healthy’ vs. ‘mentally ill’?

CONCLUSIONS & IMPLICATIONS
METHODS
Narrative analysis was conducted on the ‘testimonies of abuse’
contained within a sample of private applications lodged against
women in an urban Magistrates Court (N=40). These applications were
drawn from a representative sample lodged between financial years
2009-10 and 2013-14, collected as part of a larger research project on
domestic violence in Queensland6.

1. Many applicants perceived women’s domestic violence to be
caused by mental illness. In some cases, mental illness was
suggested as the cause of violence committed by women with no
known mental health issues. This seems to suggest that the
feminist theory of ‘double deviance’ is applicable within the DV
context.
2. Women described as mentally ill were broadly depicted as more
dangerous than mentally healthy women. This may be due to the
dangerousness stigma; however, further research is
recommended.
These findings highlight the subjective nature of the Queensland DVO
application process, and the ways in which applicant testimonies may
be influenced by societal perspectives and stigmas.
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Figure 1: Question 6 of the ‘DV1’ form, lodged to the Queensland Magistrates Court as part of a DVO application

