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Media as a  
force for change: 
A decade  
of preventing 
violence against 
women

Over the past decade, Our Watch, a national leader in the primary 
prevention of violence against women, has worked with Australian 
news media to improve their reporting of violence against women. 

In this time, we have seen 
promising improvements,  
with increasing examples of 
how media can strengthen the 
prevention of violence against 
women with accurate, respectful 
and responsible reporting on  
the issue. 
Our Watch’s first Prevention knowledge report distils 
10 years of evaluations from our work with media, 
identifying key lessons and successes. It shows that 
many media professionals are already leading the 
way in framing stories with care, and championing 
change within their newsrooms and networks. But 
it also highlights that real, lasting progress requires 
more than individual effort. Organisational leadership, 
stronger editorial policies and industry-wide 
standards are also crucial.

This is a summary based 
on the report, to support 
newsrooms, journalism 
schools and the broader 
media industry to strengthen reporting 
practice and drive positive change 
across the industry.

Inside you’ll find:

✓ The media’s role in preventing violence
against women

✓ Where reporting is improving – and where
it still falls short

✓ How organisations can strengthen their
coverage on violence against women

✓ How to track change and celebrate wins

✓ Priorities and opportunities for the future

ourwatch.org.au



The media’s role in preventing 
violence against women
As a powerful agent of social change, the 
media plays an important role in stopping 
violence before it starts. The way stories are 
framed can reinforce harmful myths — or help change 
them. Every headline, grab and image choice matters.

Journalists can tackle the underlying drivers of 
violence against women through thoughtful framing 
and evidence-based reporting that:

“Journalism can be prevention work if it is 
done well. If journalists consider their role in 
shaping public attitudes, we can also potentially 
play a role in preventing violence. I don’t think 
the media on its own can change or eradicate 
violence, but I do see the media as playing a role 
amongst other institutions — government, the 
courts, us as individuals. We have the capacity to 
inform, educate victims, survivors and perpetrators 
about their rights and also their responsibilities, 
about the way that their actions can have lifelong 
impacts on others, about what we tolerate as a 
society, what we deem to be acceptable, what 
excuses we allow people to use to justify their 
actions, what language we condone.” 

– Nour Haydar, Journalist

“The way that we represent men and women 
becomes critical to the way people within 
communities understand the relationship 
between men and women, whether that just 
be simply what they see on the TV news, or on 
their TV dramas. It could be what they read in the 
newspapers... We’re helping people to understand 
that there are better and more respectful ways.” 

– Ben Smee, Journalist

QUICK GUIDE: OUR WATCH TOOLS FOR JOURNALISTS
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Media tips and guidelines:
Practical, evidence-based 
resources to support 
journalists reporting on 
violence against women.

Workplace tools: Free 
resources to help newsrooms 
prevent sexual harassment 
and build safe, respectful and 
gender-equal workplaces.

STRONGER REPORTING. SAFER NEWSROOMS. REAL CHANGE. 

 Find out more about 
the vital role good 
journalism plays in 
primary prevention from 
prominent journalists 
Nina Funnell, Nour Haydar and Ben Smee. 
Prevention in Media highlights how the stories we 
tell in the media can influence audiences’ attitudes 
and behaviours, and ultimately contribute to the 
prevention of violence against women. 
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✓ Promotes accountability by treating violence
with the seriousness it deserves and avoiding
sensationalist, victim-blaming or perpetrator-
excusing language.

Gives survivors agency using trauma-informed
and survivor-centred interviewing practices.

Provides context to show violence is a
preventable social issue driven by gender
inequality, not an isolated event.

Uses diverse expert sources, including sector
specialists, advocates and survivors — not only
police and courts.

Lists support services and helplines
so audiences know where to go to seek help if
they are impacted by violence, or choosing to
use violence.

Broadens story selection beyond ‘ideal
victims.’

Highlights women’s voices, agency
and leadership in media coverage.

Showcases diverse expressions of
masculinity and femininity to challenge the
norms that fuel sexism, homophobia, biphobia
and transphobia.

Normalises positive male peer relationships
that model respect and care.

https://www.ourwatch.org.au/media-reporting/
https://www.ourwatch.org.au/workplace
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rp2DsBxGd64


Current state of media reporting
Two literature reviews commissioned by Our Watch in 2024 show there’s 
been real progress in how the media reports on violence against women — 
but also some big gaps that still need work.

Public interest journalism outlets and the 
feminist press are leading the way, with 
more stories centred on victim-survivors 
and stronger links to support services. These 
stories are also more likely to frame violence as 
a societal issue, not just an isolated event.1 

We’re also seeing a welcome shift in sources. Instead 
of relying mainly on police and courts, more reporters 
are now including the voices of survivors, advocates, 
experts and service providers.2

And increasingly, stories are moving beyond  
incident reporting to focus on prevention, with many 
now including helplines and referral information  
for audiences.3

Nevertheless, there is still evidence of 
harmful reporting: 

• Media reporting on violence against
women continues to focus disproportionately
on physical violence and homicide.4

Most violence doesn’t make headlines — it includes
controlling behaviour, emotional abuse, financial
abuse and coercion. By overemphasising the most
extreme cases, media can unintentionally suggest
that violence is rare, random or only happens in its
most visible forms.

• Most articles frame incidents as individual or
episodic events, rather than as a preventable
social issue, although this varied across states.5
Episodic framing is more likely to occur with court
reporting,6 as legal restrictions may limit reporting
critical context.

• Some commercial media continues to
be associated with examples of harmful,
sensationalist and rape myth-driven reporting,
which shifts blame and responsibility onto victims
and away from perpetrators.7

• Coverage still favours reporting on
“ideal victims.”
Violence against white, middle-class, educated,
young and attractive women is given greater
attention, while violence against Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander women less frequently makes
the news despite the higher incidence of abuse
these women experience.8 Violence against women
with disabilities and women from refugee and
migrant backgrounds is also often underrepresented
in media reporting.9 When Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander women are reported on, the reporting
is often sensationalised or sexualised, portraying
these women as responsible for the violence
they experience.10

• Many stories show a lack of consideration
for intersectional factors such as race,
class, caste, sexuality, age and ability and how
these factors impact incidences of violence against
women.11 Studies on articles involving Aboriginal
perpetrators often frame domestic violence as a
problem specific to Aboriginal communities, failing
to adequately contextualise the issue.12

• The lack of diversity in media workplaces
persists, and impacts on the quality of media
reporting on violence against women from diverse
backgrounds.13
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How can media organisations better 
strengthen their coverage on violence 
against women?
Based on 10 years of experience, Our Watch has pulled together some 
practical tips to help journalists and newsrooms strengthen their reporting 
and drive change in their organisations.

Use a multi-pronged approach with a range of 
activities and resources, including:

Practical tip sheets to complement more detailed 
guidelines

Intensive capacity-building activities with 
opportunities to apply changes to reporting

Shorter multi-media formats such as webinars and 
mini-videos.

Foster relationships and connections with 
diverse stakeholders — including lived experience 
advocates, specialist organisations and media industry 
representatives — to strengthen reporting on violence 
against women experiencing multiple and intersecting 
forms of discrimination and oppression.

Build organisational knowledge on reporting on 
women from social contexts most affected by 
violence through: 

Ensuring advisory groups include members from 
communities most impacted by violence

Drawing on internal staff with diverse lived 
experience and expertise

Including speakers from diverse backgrounds who 
can share their perspectives in panel discussions 
with staff.

“One of the panels that was really effective [had] a 
trans woman, a nonbinary woman and a woman 
with disability … This was really good because 
all of them had experience with a journalist and 
they were able to speak to what was good about it 
and what was bad about it. We could only occupy 
one side of that discussion, so to be able to see 
that and to know how they feel about the way 
that they’ve been treated by a journalist … was 
incredibly useful.” 

– Fellowship participant

Organise practice-oriented sessions led 
by fellow journalists to build journalists’ 
knowledge, skills and confidence. 
These are effective in helping participants to 
understand how to directly apply good practices in 
their work.

Utilise a whole-of-organisation approach 
that builds broad awareness and support for 
reporting changes among newsroom personnel, 
including at the editorial level. This may include 
examining existing media conventions, for example 
around the right of reply.

“One of the biggest things that I guess stuck with 
me was talking through what you’re going to 
publish about that person before it’s published and 
that has completely changed my workflow … It 
was really a bit of a light-bulb moment during the 
Fellowship when other Fellows and some of the 
guest speakers who were survivors said, ‘Ignore 
that. You have a duty of care to these people to 
talk through what they’re going to be reading 
about themselves, because otherwise it does 
retraumatise them.’ That, I think to me, was this 
very long held journalistic standard that sort of 
flipped on its head for me and really changed the 
way that I work around that now.” 

– Fellowship participant

Build support — and plan for pushback.
Creating peer networks gives journalists a space 
to share experiences, swap tips and counter the 
exhaustion or isolation that can come with reporting 
on violence against women. At the same time, it’s 
important to expect resistance — not everyone will 
be on board straight away. Embedding good practice 
across newsrooms helps normalise change and reach 
those who may not yet be committed, while peer 
support makes it easier to keep going.
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What we have learned about developing 
effective training for journalists reporting on 
violence against women

Tailor to existing 
knowledge levels: 
Use self-paced modules to 
cover foundational concepts 
prior to intensive sessions 
tailored to build on participants’ 
understanding.

Use varied learning 
methods:
Combine online modules 
and presentations with 
participatory activities, panel 
discussions and facilitated 
conversations to support 
participants to apply theory to 
practice.

Utilise a trauma-informed 
approach: 
Some content can be 
triggering for participants 
with lived experience. Include 

sessions on self-care (such as 
those delivered by the DART 
Centre), reflective exercises, 
breaks after challenging 
sessions, and access to an 
Employee Assistance 
Program (EAP).

Use relevant examples 
across reporting formats: 
Use examples of good 
and poor reporting across 
print, digital, broadcast and 
vertical video (e.g., TikTok and 
Instagram).

Prioritise speakers from 
the media industry: 
Sessions led by fellow 
journalists are highly valued, 
offering participants insights 
into how other journalists have 
made changes in their work.

Utilise resources and 
training aligned with 
current evidence:
Ongoing relationships with 
journalism researchers and 
educators, lived experience 
advocates, and media 
stakeholders ensures content 
and recommended practices 
reflect the latest evidence 
and understandings of good 
practice. 

Centre lived experience: 
Hearing directly from victim-
survivors and people with 
intersectional identities can 
foster, or further increase, 
commitment to apply changes 
in reporting. 

“I think the Fellowship was really singing when it had those panels of victim-survivors … That was 
actually probably one of the most useful things that I’ll take away … them talking about what it’s 
like working with the media, because that’s definitely not a perspective that we get to hear a lot of.” 

- Fellowship participant
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Tracking changes in the media industry 
that support the prevention of violence 
against women
Driving change across something as big and complex as the media can feel overwhelming. 
That’s why it’s important to pause, capture progress, and celebrate the wins along the way.

One tool that can help is the Water of Systems Change 
framework. It outlines 6 conditions that need to shift — 
across three different levels — to create lasting social 
change. The more levels you work across, the more 
likely change is to stick.

The diagram below shows how Our Watch’s work 
with the media has contributed to these 6 conditions. 
It’s a practical example of how the framework can 
be used to track progress and see how different 
changes fit together to embed prevention across the
whole system.

Policies
Several media industry bodies 
included material on reporting of 
domestic violence in their advisory 
guidelines or codes of practice, 
influenced by engagement with Our 
Watch and Our Watch guidelines. One 
media organisation made training on 
reporting on violence against women 
mandatory for all staff.

Practices
Many journalists and media 
professionals who completed the 
Fellowships made changes to their 
reporting to integrate best practices. 
Changes include referencing support 
helplines, changing language and 
framing, embedding survivor-centred 
practices, contextualising the story, and 
diversifying sources.

Resource flows
Many Fellows actively shared the 
knowledge, tools, and resources they 
gained with colleagues and networks, 
helping to influence change within their 
newsrooms. For example, one Fellow 
video-recorded content to be used as 
part of an internal training module for 
producers.

Relational change (semi-explicit)

Relationships and connections
Through some activities, participants built strong 
peer support networks. For example, Sports 
Media Forum participants shared that they had 
previously felt isolated, but the forums created a 
support network that better equipped them to 
influence change in their industry.

Power dynamics
Fellowship and Media Masterclass participants 
reported instances where they could influence 
reporting in their newsrooms following their 
involvement in the masterclass. One participant, 
for example, successfully persuaded their editor 
to revise a sensationalist headline.

Transformative change (implicit)

Mental models
Across different types of capacity-building activities, most 
participating journalists and media professionals gained a 
stronger understanding about the media's role in 
prevention. Many participants also felt more committed 
and confident to highlight stories of women experiencing 
multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination.

Structural change (explicit)

The Water of Systems Change framework defines 6 conditions that need to be 
shifted to influence social change. 
The conditions occur at 3 levels in a system, and change is more likely to be sustained if working across 
the 3 levels. The levels and conditions of the Framework are as follows:

Structural change
Policies, Practices,

and Resource flows

Relational change
Relationships and connections,

and Power dynamics

Transformative change
Mental models (beliefs, 

habits, assumptions)1 2 3
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https://www.fsg.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-Water-of-Systems-Change_rc.pdf
https://www.fsg.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-Water-of-Systems-Change_rc.pdf


What’s next:  
Opportunities and priorities
Looking ahead, there are big opportunities for media to strengthen their role in preventing 
violence against women. 

Newsrooms can lead cultural change from the inside, 
journalism schools can shape the next generation of 
reporters, and Our Watch will continue to share tools, 
training and partnerships to support both. Together, 
the sector can push reporting beyond single incidents 
and help shift the broader attitudes that allow violence 
to thrive.

Develop tailored training for different groups 
of journalists and media professionals, such as 
targeted training to support more men in media to 
report on violence against women. 

Support digital content creators to play an 
active role in prevention and reach younger 
audiences, for example by working with creators of 
true crime podcasts or other news and current affairs 
commentary.

Embed a whole-of-organisation approach to 
prevention of violence against women by:

• building broad awareness across all
newsroom staff, including editors and
decision-makers

• strengthening editorial policies and
guidelines to ensure consistent good practice
reporting on violence against women

• driving culture change to promote respectful,
safe and inclusive workplaces. With positive
duty legislation and high-profile reports of sexual
harassment in media, now is the time to act. Safer
newsrooms also attract and retain diverse journalists
with lived experience, which leads to richer, more
nuanced stories.

Collaborate with lived experience advocates, 
government and other media industry 
stakeholders to improve reporting practice as part 
of an industry-wide effort that strengthens media 
freedom and rebuilds public trust.

Anticipate the impact of artificial intelligence 
on reporting and develop prevention strategies  
to ensure technology supports, rather than 
undermines, safe and accurate coverage of violence 
against women.
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Further Information
Our Watch welcomes the opportunity to continue to provide advice or assistance 
in relation to potential opportunities for the primary prevention of violence against 
women and girls. 

PLEASE CONTACT: 

Rebekah Hayden (she/they)
Media Implementation Lead 
mediamakingchange@ourwatch.org.au

ourwatch.org.au
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