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Executive summary 

Domestic and family violence (DFV) is a major societal problem with profound individual health 
consequences and significant economic burden to the community. Despite current DFV surveillance 
efforts, significant information gaps remain. Existing DFV reporting is based on hospital presentations, 
court outcomes, one-off surveys, and in-depth qualitative interviews which fail to capture the scope 
and nuance of DFV necessary for effectively targeted prevention efforts. The National Plan to End 
Violence against Women and Children 2022-2032 recognises that “a key focus of the National Plan is 
to improve data collection, coordination and consistency”, and makes good on Action 2 from the 2023-
2027 strategy “…strengthening collection and sharing of data and evidence”. 

Police are almost always the first responders to attend DFV events, recording their observations and 
accounts from victims and perpetrators in detailed reports. These reports are written with a view to 
matters progressing before the courts and so contain rich information, yet they are never used for 
statistical purposes. However, innovative approaches such as text mining enable the extraction of 
textual information which can fill key knowledge gaps and guide effective DFV intervention protocols 
and feed into policy. 

Working in collaboration with the NSW Police Force, we developed a system, referred to as DV-Watch, 
to automatically extract information from approximately 500,000 DFV police reports proving 
feasibility of the approach to deliver population-based insights on mental illness in DFV, abuse types, 
victim injuries, DFV in key population groups, across different settings, coercive control, threats of 
future violence, and DFV risk prediction.  

We propose an extension of this work by including 4 other jurisdictions (Queensland, Western 
Australia, South Australia, Tasmania) retaining all the relevant evaluation, governance and risk 
management protocols previously established. This proposal is supported by the Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare, the National Women’s Safety Alliance (ANROWS), and the NSW Women’s 
Community Shelters.  

The proposed approach is proven, efficient and cost-effective and utilises an existing data source. 
Preliminary discussions have been held with the four additional jurisdictions. This proposal requests 
$5.4 million over five years to establish DV-Watch across five jurisdictions covering 70% of the 
Australian population, with the option for national scale-up.  
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2.4 National DFV data collection network 
A collateral benefit of this proposal will be the establishment of a national network of experts 
comprised of stakeholders across the police, public health, mental health, DFV, not-for-profit 
agencies, government departments, and indigenous organisations. 

2.5 Alignment with Commonwealth and State Government priorities 
1. First Action Plan 2023–2027 (the current delivery mechanism under the National Plan): 

Improve the national evidence base by working towards consistent terminology and 
monitoring and evaluation frameworks, and by strengthening collection and sharing of data 
and evidence11 

2. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare: Provide stronger evidence (data and information) 
for better decisions and improved health and welfare for all Australians12 

3. NSW government: Develop a 10-year NSW cross-agency DFSV Data Strategy to guide data 
collection, performance monitoring and reporting; support service providers to improve 
databases, data collection and reporting to support monitoring and evaluation13 

4. The National Plan to End Violence against Women and Children 2022-2032: Our ability to 
provide quality responses to victim-survivors, hold perpetrators accountable and keep women 
and children safe is predicated on addressing data gaps and building strong data-sharing 
mechanisms11 

3. Our approach 
Text mining is an established field in computer science that deals with automatic information 
extraction from text. It has been used for more than thirty years in areas such as bioinformatics and 
medicine to harvest information by processing large-scale unstructured data. Depending on the task, 
a text mining application ranges from the recognition of single words and complex multi-word entities 
and their relationships to determining the context of a phrase. Its success depends on the syntax, 
grammar (e.g., understanding the use, role and place of prepositions, articles), and the frequency of 
words. Seeking to replicate the human annotation process fast and reliably, text mining can be 
implemented with transparent rules, dictionaries, machine learning, or a combination of all the above. 
Unlike high-tech ‘black box’ approaches where error interpretability is not possible, its results are 
compared with the knowledge of human domain experts to ensure transparency. The proposed 
project will use our fully evaluated and tested text mining method which is ready for immediate 
deployment across the span of five years.  

3.1 Phase 1: Governance, and data access protocols, Year 1 
Conduct a national roundtable with team members and establish a steering group to agree on the 
protocol and data alignment with stakeholder needs. Two groups will be established: an Aboriginal 
one to ensure the work is conducted in a culturally appropriate manner and a victim-survivor group 
to ensure the inclusion of victim voices in this project. Required data will be specified (i.e., police 
narratives, fixed fields) and a data request and approval template will be developed for each of the 
participant jurisdictions (NSW, Queensland, Western Australia, Tasmania, South Australia).  
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3.2 Phase 2: Text mining, data curation and integration, Years 2-4 
Once data sharing and confidentiality agreements are signed, text mining will be applied to the DFV 
narratives for the period 2000 to 2027 in the first instance to extract: abuse types, cause of dispute, 
severity and body part (based on injury type), mental illnesses, substance use, threats of future 
violence, and victim injuries. The project will use GATE, an established text mining platform for 
annotating and categorising text which was used in the proof-of-concept study in NSW. The approach 
is based on rules (i.e., common syntactical patterns indicating the presence of a characteristic in text) 
and manually crafted dictionaries that contain terms, synonyms and abbreviations of interest.  
 
DFV and mental health experts will expand the dictionaries with additional forms of abuse and injuries 
and create new ones for DFV causes, disability types, and commonly used weapons. Despite having 
implemented this approach in NSW, additional calibration of the system may be required in each 
jurisdiction. To ensure reliability, a random sample of DFV narratives from each jurisdiction will be 
selected and annotated by DFV experts which will be used to subsequently train the system. Based on 
the NSW narratives, this approach returned a 90% robust performance, and we do not anticipate 
significant deviation from this in other jurisdictions. Four police data scientists from each jurisdiction 
will be trained to apply the method locally. The text mined results will not have any identifiers (e.g., 
postcode, names, address) maintaining the victims and perpetrators confidentiality. 
 
A technical subgroup will record risks arising from this project documenting the feasibility of this 
infrastructure across all jurisdictions. The extracted information will be linked locally with each 
jurisdiction’s fixed fields to create a jurisdictional dataset with no identifying information relating to 
individuals involved in DFV events. In partnership with the AIHW, each dataset will be aligned with 
current national standards to ensure reporting consistency. Data will be locally encrypted and 
transferred (via Secure File Transfer Protocol) to UNSW’s ERICA platform, a secure cloud computing 
infrastructure. Combining the five jurisdictional data sets will create a composite data source.  
 
Two groups, one Aboriginal focused will be chaired by Associate Professor  (Maladiny 
Research Centre, Edith Cowan University), and one representing victim survivors will be chaired by 

. This will ensure the information presented is culturally safe and trauma informed. 
An additional group comprising experts in data management and information processing will oversee 
the statistical analysis by jurisdiction and will create a national report.  
 
An interim independent evaluation of the proposed approach and the generated results will be 
conducted to examine whether the project is being delivered as planned - including whether the 
Aboriginal and Victim Survivor groups are functioning effectively and their input is being reflected, 
whether text mining is being successfully applied to the narratives in each jurisdiction, whether this is 
generating usable results, and whether jurisdictional datasets are being collated as intended - 
informing any refinements required before the national scale-up option in Year 5.. 

3.3 Phase 3: Outputs from data curation and integration, Year 5 
A national report will be available using data for the period 2000-2030 (depending on individual 
jurisdictional availability) along with the methods, the new research data infrastructure. A final 
technical evaluation report on the implementation across the five jurisdictions will be produced 
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detailing specifications, challenges and risks. Part of the final evaluation will be a plan for national 
scale-up of DV-Watch. A national roundtable comprised by the team, project partners, Aboriginal and 
Victim Survivor groups and representatives of the identified DFV priority groups will discuss the 
translation of findings while reflecting the lived and cultural experiences of emergent populations. 

4. DV-Watch Governance 

Governance meetings will be held every three months. The content and the scope of the national data 
report will be co-designed in partnership with the Aboriginal and Victim Survivor groups. A smaller 
project management group of 4 members will make day to day decisions and discuss any risks that 
might be identified during the project. These will be addressed according to the risk mitigation plan, 
and the group will oversee the new data infrastructure providing guidelines for national scaling and 
scope expansion. 
 
Multi-layered oversight will operate through three governance bodies: 

1. Stakeholder Group. Will provide strategic direction across DFV, health, text mining, Aboriginal 
organisations, child protection, and victim-survivor advocacy, with representation from all five 
jurisdictions; will ensure the translation of findings according to national reporting standards. 

2. First Nations Advisory Group. Chaired by Associate Professor . Will provide cultural 
safety, equity threshold setting, and governance-mandated review authority for the text mined 
results, including Indigenous data sovereignty. 

3. Consumer Group. Chaired by . Will provide community input representing the 
voices and lived experience of victim-survivors co-designing the scope of DFV in the report and 
method. 

5. Feasibility  

The proposed project has previously been endorsed by five jurisdictional police agencies (NSW, 
Queensland, Western Australia, Tasmania, South Australia) who have given written support to access 
their data with ethics approval already obtained from UNSW. Progress though has been hampered by 
the lack of funding. Support has also been forthcoming from the AIHW who will assist in the data 
infrastructure development; and DFV advocates such as the  (NSW Women’s 
Community Shelters) and  (Foundation for Alcohol Research and Education, FARE) 
who will lead discussions to inform the scope of DV-Watch and advise on the translation of findings 
towards policy. Endorsement from the national plan will also give the project greater authenticity. 
 
DV-Watch has been evaluated initially on approximately one million DFV narratives in NSW, 
demonstrating how the rich extracted information can improve DFV surveillance and result in 
legislative change in NSW. Due to the use of similar (if not the same) narratives by other police 
jurisdictions, we are confident that the pipeline can be seamlessly applied to other jurisdictions’ 
narratives within the grant period. To ensure its successful application in non-NSW narratives, we have 
in our project plan a training and evaluation period to calibrate its performance. 
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9. Conclusion 

DV-Watch represents a proven, world-first approach to DFV surveillance that transforms an existing 
but untapped data source into population-level evidence that can be used to guide future prevention 
and intervention policies. Having successfully applied this approach to approximately 500,000 NSW 
police reports evidenced in 20 publications (see below) and four government reports, demonstrating 
policy impact, including its role in informing the 2021 NSW Parliamentary Inquiry into coercive control. 
This team’s proven track record, combined with endorsements from the AIHW, and other peak 
national bodies, confirms both the technical feasibility of the approach and our capacity to deliver the 
project and fill critical DFV information gaps. 

Expanding DV-Watch to Queensland, Western Australia, South Australia, and Tasmania to build an 
internationally unique national resource covering 72% of the Australian population, enabling 
consistent, near real-time reporting on DFV features such as mental illness, abuse types, injuries, 
coercive control, and on priority populations across jurisdictions. Because the proposal leverages an 
already-developed and validated system, and established governance and risk-management protocols 
- including dedicated Aboriginal and victim-survivor oversight groups - the $5.4 million, five-year 
investment offers a low-risk, low-cost pathway to a robust and enduring national DFV data 
infrastructure, to directly inform frontline practice, policy formulation, and legislative reform across 
Australia. 

 

Further information 
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