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“If you’ve always do, what you’ve always done. You’ll always get, what you’ve 

always got”, tells Vic Tamiti, a face of the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign. Family violence is 

an extremely prominent problem in New Zealand (Kahui, Ku & Snively, 2014). 

Police respond to a family violence episode every seven minutes (Women’s Refuge, 

2014). Domestic violence can occur at any level of society, and anyone can become a 

victim or a perpetrator (Ministry of Social Development, 2014). It is not only physical 

abuse that victims of family violence can experience but also sexual, verbal, 

emotional, financial and spiritual abuse (Ministry of Social Development, 2014). It is 

however most commonly women and children that suffer domestic violence at the 

hands of a male perpetrator (Kahui et al, 2014). It is estimated that one in three 

women will be victims of physical or sexual violence from a partner throughout their 

lives (Snively, 1996). Family violence impacts on all areas of a person’s life and the 

impact of the violence does not stay at home (Kahui et al, 2014; Ryder-Thomas, 

2013). Domestic violence is very much a workplace issue in New Zealand, and this 

can no longer afford to be ignored (Kahui et al, 2014).  

The Public Service Association (PSA), recognising that family violence is a 

workplace issue, are currently running a campaign ‘Family Violence and New 

Zealand Workplaces’ (PSA, 2014). New research commissioned by the PSA has 

found that for the year of June 2014, domestic violence will cost employers in New 

Zealand an estimated $368 million dollars (Kahui et al, 2014). This cost arises from a 

loss of productivity and needing to recruit and train new employees – all of which will 

arise from the effects of domestic violence (Kahui et al, 2014). Research has shown 

that women who are experiencing domestic violence usually have lower incomes, 

tend to be employed on a part time or casual basis, have had to change jobs often and 

have an overall unsettled work history (Australian Domestic and Family Violence 

Clearinghouse, 2011). Research has also shown that a stable job helps victims to 

escape and overcome domestic violence because it provides them with the economic 

and social resources to do so (Kahui et al, 2014). It is therefore crucial victims can 

stay in employment (Kahui et al, 2014). However in some instances victims are fired 

because employers do not recognize that it is domestic violence that is impacting their 

employees work ability negatively (Yragui, Mankowski, Perrin & Glass, 2012). In 

other cases the victim may resign in an attempt to satisfy their perpetrator’s desire for 

dominance (Yragui et al, 2012). This again leads to the loss of financial and social 

security that may help the victim escape the domestic violence situation (Yragui et al, 
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2012). Employers are slowly beginning to recognise that domestic violence is a 

workplace issue, but few have programmes in the workplace that help deal with the 

effects of domestic violence (Kahui et al, 2014).  

 A recent Master’s thesis by Margaret Ryder-Thomas (2013) conducted a 

survey with 1626 PSA members in order to asses the effects of family violence on the 

workplace, and what needs to be done. The majority of respondents were female and 

26% of the respondents, who had personal experience with domestic violence, said 

that abuse at home very much affected their work performance and ability. Members 

said that they would feel anxious, distracted, tired and unwell at work and that they 

would often arrive late. Some had difficulty getting to work in the first place, with 

their abuser attempting to prevent them from leaving the house or because of physical 

injuries. More than half of the respondents said they needed time off from work due 

to the effects of the abuse or to see a doctor, counsellor or to go to court. More than 

half of the respondents had not mentioned the abuse to anyone at their workplace, 

most commonly due to reasons associated with perceived privacy and shame.   

The effects from domestic violence suffered by one employee can extend 

further into the workplace and have negative effects on co-workers (Ryder-Thomas, 

2013). Due to the victims decreased work ability, more responsibility and work is 

placed upon co-workers, which in turn can have detrimental effects on colleagues 

work productivity (Ryder-Thomas, 2013). Also because the victim is often distracted 

and tired, there is a threat posed to the health and safety of others in the workplace, as 

well as the victim themselves (Ryder-Thomas, 2013). The work productivity of 

perpetrators of domestic violence is also negatively affected, which is often forgotten 

(Ryder-Thomas, 2013). A study by Rothman and Corso (2008) found that 78% of 

perpetrators used work time and resources to engage in abusive behaviour towards 

their victim. Almost all of the participants in the study who identified as a perpetrator 

of family violence had missed at least one day of work resulting directly from their 

engagement in domestic violence. ‘Family Violence and New Zealand Workplaces’ is 

advocating strongly for protections in the workplace for the victims of domestic 

violence, but is not overlooking the support perpetrators may need too if they are 

looking for support to become violence free.  

Murray and Powell (2007) suggested that the workplace is a prime place for 

offering interventions for domestic violence. The workplace cannot only help by 

assisting and significantly reducing the impacts of domestic violence for employees, 
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but by raising awareness of the problem in general (Kahui et al, 2014). There is still a 

stigma surrounding domestic violence because it is very much thought of as a private 

issue (Carrington, 2012). Providing opportunities for support at the workplace will 

help to lift the stigma from family violence and bring it out as more of a public issue, 

which it very much is (Carrington, 2012). Victims are vulnerable at work because 

their perpetrator will usually be aware of when and where they work (Kahui et al, 

2014). Victims therefore may be stalked and harassed during their working hours 

(Kahui et al, 2014). Employees are entitled to feel safe at work and when their 

violence from home is following them to work this is not the case (Kahui et al, 2014). 

In the worst-case scenario where victims have been killed or injured as a result of 

family violence, colleagues have often suspected or known about the violence 

(Rayner-Thomas, 2013). Co-workers however have not known what to do, where to 

refer the victim and have had no policy to refer to for guidelines about the situation 

(Carrington, 2012). If an employee is killed or injured at work due to effects of 

domestic violence, the employer can be held liable for not ensuring a safe workplace 

(Carrington, 2012). Having formal policies in place would guide employees on what 

to do surrounding the issue, encourage victims to speak up, and make the workplace a 

safer environment for all (PSA, 2014). Workplace guidelines and interventions would 

help to minimize the prevalence and effects of domestic violence, save businesses 

huge amounts of money, and increase the overall productivity of the businesses.  

It’s not OK in the Workplace 

My research has investigated ‘It’s not OK in the Workplace’, a pilot 

programme which has involved PSA members from the Department of Corrections 

working alongside the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign. I interviewed two of the co-ordinators 

of this programme, PSA organizer Sheryl Cooney and Michelle Williams from the 

Ministry of Social Development. Sheryl and Michelle provided insight into the 

background and development of the programme, how the programme is run, and their 

aims and future visions for the programme. This programme is using the workplace as 

a place of intervention for family violence. A few years ago the National Chair from 

the PSA had discovered recent work commissioned in Australia, ‘Safe at Home, Safe 

at Work,’ and began thinking about how the PSA in New Zealand could become 

involved in advocating their support for domestic violence and the workplace. In 2010 

Australia introduced one of the first domestic violence clauses in the world that 

entitles employees to paid domestic violence leave (Baird, McFerran & Wright, 
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2014). At PSA Congress in 2012, delegates voted for the PSA to put their support 

behind the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign. Sheryl felt very strongly about seeing domestic 

violence acknowledged as a workplace issue and she begun talking to PSA delegate, 

Marshall Tangaroa, from Whanganui prison. Marshall proposed the idea of running 

workshops in the prisons around the country raising awareness of domestic violence 

and the workplace. He suggested that they start the workshops with prison staff and 

they in turn could reach out to prisoners as well. Corrections management agreed to 

support the implementation of the programme and the initial workshops were run in 

all of the prisons across New Zealand.  

Prior to the workshops employees from each prison, regardless of his or her 

position, were invited by the PSA to attend the sessions. Sheryl, Michelle and one of 

the faces of the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign, Vic Tamiti, ran these workshops. The 

workshops used resources on domestic violence, which were developed by ‘It’s not 

OK’ alongside community partners. Vic Tamiti, a former perpetrator of family 

violence, told his own story of domestic violence and how he overcame this and 

became violence free. At the end of each workshop employees were offered the 

chance to volunteer to become ‘violence-prevention champions’. As a ‘champion’, 

these employees will become a point of contact within their workplace that co-

workers can approach about family violence. They will not be counsellors or social 

workers, but they will be identified as a support person within their workplace that 

both victims and perpetrators can approach.  

Violence-prevention champions 

If a colleague approaches a ‘champion’ about domestic violence the 

‘champion’ will know what to say, where to refer the person or be able to provide him 

or her with the appropriate resources. The ‘champions’ will also advocate for their 

colleague, and will ensure that their co-worker has someone to go with them to 

discuss the matter with their manager or boss if they want to. The ‘champions’ will be 

trained in domestic violence identification and response, and so will be comfortable 

approaching the topic of domestic violence with their colleagues and lifting some of 

the taboo from the subject. The ‘champions’ will also be involved in raising family 

violence awareness within their workplace by distributing resources such as posters 

and leaflets. Having something as simple as a poster up in the workplace may 

potentially allow someone access to the help they need, even if they do not feel 

comfortable going any further and talking to co-workers about their situation.  
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 Employees who volunteered to become workplace ‘champions’ were later 

invited to attend a ‘champion training session’. The first ‘champion training’ was held 

at PSA house in Wellington in May and was for ‘champions’ from the lower North 

Island prisons. Around 20 ‘champions’ attended this session and Corrections were 

fully supportive of the workshop, allowing employees paid release for the day. 

Michelle said that Corrections have been “really supportive of the whole 

programme”. Sheryl agrees saying, “there has been a real understanding from 

Corrections that this is real issue affecting New Zealand workplaces.” Throughout the 

day the ‘champions’ first explored family violence in general, and then moved more 

specifically to family violence as a workplace issue. At this training session, another 

face from the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign spoke about her experiences with family 

violence. She was a former victim of domestic abuse and noted during her 

presentation that all she needed was someone to ask if she was okay, which no one 

ever did for a long time.  

However, recognising the signs of domestic violence can be difficult, and if 

someone is suspicious that abuse is happening to a co-worker they often do not know 

what to say or what can be done to help. The National Domestic Violence and the 

Workplace Survey (2011) conducted in Australia found nearly half of those who had 

experienced family violence informed a manager or supervisor, but only 10% found 

them helpful (Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse, 2011). This 

is why trained ‘champions’ will have a significantly positive impact on the workplace. 

They will have a proper understanding of domestic violence and what support 

services can assist people going through family violence. As mentioned, the 

‘champions’ will also be trained to be able to talk to their co-workers in an 

appropriate and constructive manner if they are showing signs of being a victim. 

Asking a colleague if they are okay could make all the difference in a co-workers life. 

During the ‘champion training day’ the ‘champions’ were also provided with example 

workplace guides including domestic violence policy and procedures, domestic 

violence safety planning, and managing abusive calls and emails.  

Domestic violence policies and clauses  

After the ‘champion training day’ two groups of employees from the prisons 

compiled a list of what provisions and clauses they would like to see in place on a 

policy about domestic violence within their workplace. The PSA and ‘It’s not OK’ are 

aiming to create a very ground up policy so workers feel mobilized within their 



 7 

workplace. As Sheryl points out, “the workers are the ones who know what they 

really need.” Once this list has been compiled, and the strongest ideas from across the 

prisons have been extracted, the PSA will get assistance from their policy team to 

draft a national policy. This draft will then be given to the CEO of Corrections and 

hopefully a policy that is agreed upon by both parties will be formalized. This policy 

will not only give employees direction so they have something to refer to in case a 

domestic violence situation arises, but will also allow workers to know what they are 

entitled to and what can be done before the situation gets out of hand. Including a 

policy within the workplace clearly shows that a business is recognizing family 

violence as a workplace issue, and taking responsibly for keeping their employees 

safe with direction and provisions. 

So far some of the strongest themes arising from what employees from the 

prisons would like on a policy include having a clearer process in regards to what the 

steps are that a victim/perpetrator of family violence can take in order to seek help. 

Employees would also like to have information available on their intranet system, 

Corenet, so information and resources are readily available to everyone. Workers also 

believe that having it noted in their contracts that time off is allowed for both victims 

and perpetrators of domestic violence would be greatly beneficial. This would allow 

victims the time they may need to attend doctor’s appointments, appointments with 

lawyers, or counseling. It would also provide support for perpetrators who may be 

attending stopping violence programmers or going to other programs that allow them 

to get the help they need. Having this officially written into employee’s contracts 

would allow them to feel supported by their workplace, and that they do not need to 

make excuses surrounding the time off that they made need resulting from domestic 

violence. Other themes that have been prevalent so far include having more 

information around the workplace about family violence and more information about 

what community supports are available. Employees have also stated that because they 

are shift workers, increased security for them getting to their vehicles late at night is 

an important issue in case a victim is being followed or harassed by a perpetrator.  

These ideas for a workplace policy that the prison employees have compiled 

fall in line with exactly what the PSA are advocating for with their ‘Family Violence 

and New Zealand Workplaces’ campaign (PSA, 2014). Employers for more than one 

million Australian workers have already agreed to the following workplace 

protections (PSA, 2014), and it is time New Zealand employers do the same. 
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Workplaces in Australia have management or human resources training as a contact 

for employees seeking support or managers seeking guidance about family violence 

(PSA, 2014). They also provide training for delegates and health and safety 

representatives that victims of domestic violence can approach and disclose to (PSA, 

2014), which is exactly what the ‘champions’ will be here. Many Australian 

workplaces have policies on how to handle family violence situations that could arise, 

and staff training to ensure that the policy is understood (PSA, 2014). As mentioned, 

Australia has taken great initiative with providing paid domestic violence leave, along 

with a commitment by the workplace not to discriminate against victims of family 

violence (Baird et al, 2014). Finally many Australian employers also have safety 

measures in place for employees at work, and processes to protect a victim’s privacy 

(PSA, 2014). The employees from the prisons in New Zealand can see that they need 

these things established in their workplace, as would employees from other 

workplaces across the public sector. It is time that employers and management step up 

and provide these imperative steps and resources for their employees.  

Both Sheryl and Michelle agree that the prisons were a valuable place to pilot 

the programme because of the amount of family violence that employees are exposed 

to. As Sheryl points out, “employees from the prisons are always dealing with people 

that are either victims and/or perpetrators of violence. They see it and hear it every 

day – from telephone calls back to family, to visits, to the conversations they hear 

between inmates.” Michelle also stressed the prison as a valuable location to try and 

change some of the societal attitudes towards domestic violence. Michelle notes that 

because Corrections staff do work in such a violent environment, they may develop a 

jaded view of perpetrators of domestic violence. She hopes the workshops will not 

only bring the topic of family violence out from behind closed doors and provide 

support for victims, but also bring awareness of some of the struggles perpetrators of 

domestic violence have faced. Having Vic Tamati tell his own personal story has been 

valuable because as he explained, when you grow up knowing nothing but violence, 

you are more than likely going to continue that violence cycle within your own family 

when you have one. Domestic violence is a common problem in New Zealand and the 

violence itself can be become normalized (Ministry of Social Development, 2014). If 

a ‘champion’ hears a colleague talking about using domestic violence, or even just 

joking about it, Sheryl wants them to know it is appropriate to stand up and say, 

“actually that is not okay”, and provide them with the resources they may need.  To 



 9 

help break the cycle of domestic violence attitudes about domestic violence in the 

workplace need to be challenged, as community and social attitudes about domestic 

violence filter through into the workplace (Ryder-Thomas, 2013). 

Future Direction   

At the time this report was written, the next ‘violence-prevention champion 

training’ that will be held is going to be for the ‘champions’ from the central North 

Island. Michelle is expecting there will be another solid turn out there, and hopes at 

the completion of all the ‘champion training workshops’ there will be a strong 

network of a diverse range of ‘champions’ around the prisons in New Zealand. Some 

‘champions’ will be responsible for putting up flyers and posters around the 

workplace. Some will want to go further and attend additional training sessions and 

investigate more ways they can help prevent violence and advocate for the 

recognition of domestic violence as a workplace issue. Either end of the spectrum is 

going to be very beneficial in helping support victims and perpetrators of domestic 

violence, help make the workplace a safer and more productive environment, help 

raise the overall awareness of the seriousness of domestic violence in New Zealand, 

and aid the PSA and ‘It’s not OK’ in their campaign to see domestic violence 

recognized as a workplace issue.  

As Michelle says, “The PSA are leading the conversation surrounding 

domestic violence and the workplace across New Zealand.” Sheryl sees this as only 

the beginning, and hopes to see this programme run out across the whole public 

sector. Sheryl is also aiming to follow on from Australia and especially push for paid 

domestic violence leave for employees of the prison when bargaining time comes 

around. If Corrections implements a mandated, written or agreed to workplace 

response to domestic violence that includes employment clauses and employment 

contracts for prison staff, then it will hopefully lead the way for other public sector 

organizations to follow. It will hopefully generate the interest of other managers and 

CEOs who are crucial to the implementation of policies within the workplace (Ryder-

Thomas, 2013). The PSA has already had other organizations such as Probation 

officers contacting them about having the programme implemented in their 

workplaces. Sheryl sees Probation and Child, Youth and Family as the next important 

organizations to share the programme with because they too deal with and see the 

effects of family violence on a daily basis. Due to the leadership of the PSA, other 
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Unions have also made contact expressing interest in supporting the domestic 

violence and the workplace campaign.  

The next step is to get more workplaces on board with the programme, and in 

order for that to happen the PSA needs more of its members and colleagues to get 

involved. Marshall has demonstrated that it is possible for a delegate to instigate a 

programme like this in order to better the workplace. As Sheryl points out, “with 

prisons we were quite lucky because there is only 13 of them. Other places are very 

large organizations and we need other people on board so we can reach a wider 

network.” She also mentions the need for PSA members to keep supporting the work 

that the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign are doing, “they only have 2 permanent and 2 part 

time staff, it’s amazing the amount of work they get done.” If everyone realizes not 

only that domestic violence and the workplace is an issue that does affect everyone in 

New Zealand, but also that everyone can do something about it, then we will begin to 

see changes across the workplace.  

Domestic violence affects every level of the workplace. For staff their safety 

and work productivity and ability is compromised, for managers their overall work 

environment is jeopardized, and for businesses on a whole there is a massive financial 

loss involved with ignoring domestic violence. As Ryder-Thomas (2013) argues, 

leadership plays a major role in shaping the workplace environment. The PSA needs 

leaders to step up who will help to support and advocate for their colleagues, and help 

to reduce the substantial effects of domestic abuse within the workplace.  The 

National Domestic Violence and the Workplace Survey (2011) showed that 100% of 

respondents felt domestic violence impacts a persons work life.  Similarly nearly 80% 

felt that domestic violence workplace entitlements would reduce the effects that 

domestic violence has in the workplace. In particular, respondents felt that formalized 

policies implemented within their contracts would provide the guidance they need 

surrounding domestic violence. It is time New Zealand workplaces stand up, 

recognize and support that domestic violence is a workplace issue. One first step that 

anyone can take is next time you are concerned about a co-worker ask them, ‘are you 

okay?’ It could change their life.  
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