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A cross-national comparison of police attitudes about domestic violence: a focus on 

gender 

Since the latter part of the 20th century there has been a renewed interest in 

comparative criminology, as researchers and practitioners have started to look externally for 

more practical and effective criminal justice system responses to crime. Examining crime 

across diverse cultural conditions enables theory and model testing across diverse sampling 

contexts and informs our understanding of practical issues related to response to crime, since 

much can be learned from comparing and contrasting different nations’ experiences. A 

comparative criminology approach may be particularly important in developing appropriate 

responses to domestic violence (DV). DV is internationally recognized as a pervasive and 

widespread problem, with global prevalence estimates suggesting that around one in every 

three women age 15 years and older has experienced some form of physical DV in her 

lifetime (World Health Organization, 2013). Official statistics, which are generally based on 

data from formal sources such as law enforcement agencies, are likely to under-estimate the 

occurrence of DV.   

In recognition of the important role that police attitudes about DV may play in 

shaping police responses to DV incidents, many developed nations have implemented 

measures designed to change police attitudes to DV and/or to reduce the extent to which 

attitudes are likely to impact on police actions. Such measures typically adopt a multi-faceted 

approach, including enhanced education and training programs for police, reducing the use of 

police discretion via implementing ‘pro-arrest’ policies and/or legislation, and broader 

legislative changes to expand police powers and responsibilities in relation to DV. According 

to Garner (2005), attitudinal changes can occur among officers who receive proper training. 

Overall, “[l]earning about the perceptions police have of domestic violence is essential to 

understanding their response to such events” (Sinden & Stephens, 1999, pp. 313). A deeper 
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understanding of law enforcement officer attitudes about domestic violence can lead to 

efforts that improve such responses.  

Researchers have documented a wide range of barriers to victims reporting DV to 

police, including the police response itself (Gover, Mitchell, Belknap, & DePrince, 2013). 

Understanding reasons that prevent and discourage victims from seeking formal assistance 

from the police is crucial to implementing practices that encourage victims to make police 

contact. The purpose of the current study is twofold. The first goal is to conduct a cross-

national examination of law enforcement officer attitudes about domestic violence by 

comparing officer attitudes from the United States with officer attitudes in Australia. The 

second goal is to examine law enforcement officer attitudes about domestic violence using a 

gender lens to identify whether patterns in attitudes among male and female officers in the 

United States are similar to those among male and female Australian law enforcement 

officers.       

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Since police play a vital role as ‘first responders’ to DV incidents and are typically the 

first ‘formal’ service that victims of DV come into contact with (among cases that come to 

the attention of law enforcement), the way in which police handle an incident can be closely 

connected to a range of subsequent outcomes. These include a victim’s willingness to seek 

help for future incidents of violence, their behaviours and attitudes towards the justice 

system, and longer-term safety and protection from violence (Apsler, Cummins, & Carl, 

2003; Lila, Gracia, & Garcia, 2013; Logan, Shannon, Walker, & Faragher, 2006; Stephens & 

Sinden, 2000).  

Factors that Impact Police Attitudes 

Police attitudes about DV have been argued to represent a vital influence on police 

responses to DV incidents (Trujillo & Ross, 2008), which in turn may lead to inconsistent 
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and sub-optimal responses from the victim’s perspective (e.g., Brownlee, 1990; Ferraro & 

Pope, 1993; Stewart, 2001) as well as reduced trust and confidence in police (e.g., Novinsky 

& Peralta, 2015). For example, it has been suggested that the perceived level of commitment 

a victim will give to formal proceedings may affect decision making by officers, and that 

police are unlikely to arrest and charge the perpetrator unless they believe that the victim is 

committed to the prosecution process (e.g., Cretney & Davis, 1997; Hoyle, 1998; Stanko; 

1995). It has also been proposed that, historically, police culture has encouraged sexist 

attitudes (Meyer, 2011) and an unwillingness to interfere in the ‘private’ domain of intimate 

relationships (Gover et al., 2013).   Studies have also found empirical evidence of violence-

supportive or victim-blaming attitudes among police (Sinden & Stephens, 1999; see also 

Stewart and Maddren, 1997).  

Operational and administrative factors may influence the way in which police respond 

to DV; for example, DV incidents can pose difficult and potentially dangerous challenges for 

officers (Alpert & Dunham, 2004; Oppenlander, 1982; Ragonese & Stainback, 1991), may 

involve numerous visits to the same addresses, and can consume a significant amount of 

police time and resources (Crime and Misconduct Commission, 2005). Additional factors that 

have been found to impact police decision making in cases of DV include the presence of an 

offender (Feder, 1999; Robinson & Chandek, 2000), the presence of witnesses (Holmes, 

1993), the presence of serious injuries (Buzawa, Austin, & Buzawa, 1996), and whether the 

offender is affected by alcohol (Berk, Fenstermaker, & Newton, 1988). 

The Impact of Gender 

In the distant past only males were permitted to work in the male-dominated law 

enforcement profession (Garcia, 2003; Martin, 1989; Paoline, Myers, & Worden, 2000). 

However, as recently as 2003 women still represented just 11-14% of officers in most U.S. 
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police departments (Hickman & Reaves, 2003; Lonsway, Moore, Harrington, Smeal, & 

Spillar, 2003). The degree to which officers continue to internalize masculinity as a 

requirement to carry out their duties is unclear. For example, researchers have conjectured 

that in comparison to male officers, female officers experience fewer confrontations and less 

resistance in their interactions with community members, in turn causing their overall 

attitudes towards the public to be more positive (Paoline et al., 2000). However, Paoline et al. 

(2000) did not find any meaningful gender-based disparities in officer attitudes and 

behaviours. Others have argued that female officers conform to the male-dominant law 

enforcement culture by adopting masculine personas of their own (Parsons & Jesilow, 2001). 

As to the differences between male and female officers’ policing tactics and attitudes, 

research is somewhat mixed. For instance, DeJong (2004) reported that male officers were 

less likely than female officers to exhibit compassion and trust in their interactions with 

citizens. Likewise, Sun (2007) observed that in incidents of domestic violence, female 

responding officers were more responsive and supportive to community members than male 

officers. To the contrary, Rabe-Hemp (2008) found that male and female police officers 

conducted themselves in a similarly supportive manner towards the general public.  

Nevertheless, findings indicate that male officers exhibit “extreme controlling behaviour” 

more often than their female counterparts (Rabe-Hemp, 2008, pp. 431). Additional research 

has shown that female officers are more likely than males to utilize verbal problem solving 

skills with offenders (Tewksbury & Collins, 2006). Still other research confirms disparities 

between male and female officer approaches to domestic disputes, with female officers being 

less likely than their male counterparts to make an arrest (Robinson & Chandek, 2000). 

O’Dell (2007) speculated that factors behind masculine ideology, paramilitary structure, 

internalized myths around mutual combat, and poor training combine to affect improper 

decisions to arrest. According to a sample of 365 police officers enrolled in a police stress 
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study, gender differences exist in sources of stress for law enforcement officers. For example, 

female officers reported higher levels of stress and felt less supported than male officers by 

their peers and the department. Female officers also report that they feel male officers 

question whether they can do the job (Morabito & Tobin-Gurley, 2011). This supports 

research by Cuadrado (1995) who reported that female officers are viewed as less 

professional and have performance levels below their male counterparts. Overall, while an 

officer’s gender should not factor into their adherence to departmental procedure and judicial 

requirements, research continues to suggest otherwise.  

Domestic Violence Policy and Legislation in the USA and Australia 

Historical Context 

Prior to the 1980s domestic violence was viewed in the U.S. as a private matter that 

did not require law enforcement attention (Parnas, 1967). Feminists and advocates from the 

battered women’s movement, however, demanded that the criminal justice system hold 

individuals accountable for abusing their intimate partners (Gover, 2009). As of 1980 there 

were no official law enforcement protocols to follow for DV calls and very little time was 

given to train law enforcement officers on DV. A highly influential study, the Minneapolis 

Domestic Violence Experiment, indicated deterrent effects of arrest on subsequent violence 

(Sherman & Berk, 1984). These results, despite issues with external validity, had a profound 

impact on criminal justice policy and practice regarding the law enforcement response to 

domestic violence. As a result, states across the U.S. passed mandatory arrest statutes and/or 

implemented mandatory arrest for law enforcement response to domestic violence calls. This 

approach removed officer discretion when probable cause existed indicating that an intimate 

partner was harmed.  
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Australian policy development has followed a similar trajectory to the US, in terms of 

reflecting a gradual shift away from the view that DV is a private matter and towards the 

view that DV is a serious matter requiring appropriate law enforcement responses.  In 

Australia, changes in criminal justice policy and practice regarding law enforcement 

responses to DV began to emerge in the late 1980s, with the 1990s seeing the gradual 

implementation and subsequent expansion of initiatives such as DV training for officers, 

specialist DV units within police forces, ongoing reviews of policy and practice, and 

appointment of specialist liaison officers (e.g., Clarke, 1993; Knowles, 1996; Stewart, 2001). 

 Legislation 

The most significant legislation passed at the federal level in the past 20 years in 

America is the Violence Against Women Act of 1994. The Violence Against Women Act 

included many provisions to increase resources and victim safety among women, including 

the development of domestic violence courts for case processing, coordinated community 

response, protection order legislation, sanctions and treatment for offenders, direct service 

provisions for victims, national domestic violence hotlines, and funding for research and 

evaluation. Despite strides made since the Violence Against Women Act, domestic violence 

remains a pervasive problem throughout the country.  

A range of legislative initiatives addressing violence against women with the aim of 

strengthening police responses to DV have been implemented in Queensland, Australia since 

the early 2000s. Significant legislation passed in Australia to protect victims of intimate 

partner violence includes the Domestic and Family Violence and Protection Regulation 2003 

and the Domestic and Family Violence and Protection Act 2012. The Domestic and Family 

Violence and Protection Act included revisions to definitions of domestic violence to now 

recognize emotional, psychological and economic abuse. The Act also made changes to 

police powers and functions, including but not limited to: mandatory investigation of DV 
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incidents, the introduction of ‘police protection notices’ (in lieu of waiting for the courts to 

process domestic violence/apprehended violence/restraining orders), and changes to detention 

powers (assailants may now be held for up to 8 hours, if intoxicated). Overall, llegislation in 

both America and Australia represent similar efforts to increase victim safety and improve 

protective resources for victims.  

Colorado & Queensland 

As of July 1, 2007, the population of the City and County of Denver, Colorado was 

588,349, making it the 26
th
 most populous city in the United States. The five-county Denver-

Aurora Metropolitan Statistical Area had an estimated 2007 population of 2,464,866, ranking 

as the 21
st
 most populous U.S. metropolitan statistical area (United States Census Bureau, 

2015). According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, as of 2011, the population served by 

the Queensland Police Service was 4,476,778, including the Greater Brisbane (metropolitan) 

population of 2,083,315.    

The Denver Police Department employs approximately 1,500 officers who are an 

average age of 40. Eighty-nine percent of officers are male. Department officers are 

predominantly White (68%), followed by Hispanic (20%), Black (9%), Asian (2%) and 

Native American (1%). In 2012, the year of data collection for the present study, the 

Queensland Police Service employed 10,695 officers, around two-thirds of whom are males. 

The Denver Police Department includes a specialized domestic violence unit under its 

major crimes division that involves DV victims training and integration between the DPD, 

the Denver District Attorney’s Office, and local shelters. Since 1985, individuals convicted of 

domestic violence in Colorado are statutorily required to complete domestic violence 

treatment. The Queensland Police Service also changed its operational policy environment by 

implementing a Domestic and Family Violence Strategy (2009-2013), which included 

education and training programs for police with a view to both familiarizing officers with 
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legislation and shifting violence-supportive and/or victim-blaming attitudes. This strategy 

highlighted the importance of developing conceptual and interpersonal skills amongst officers 

including appropriate behaviours, cultural awareness, and attitudes, to ensure that police 

responses are appropriate, professional, consistent and ethical. 

Objectives of the Present Study 

The current study begins to fill the gaps in the extant literature by undertaking 

comparative analysis of police attitudes towards DV in two different jurisdictions (Colorado 

and Queensland) in two different countries (the USA and Australia, respectively). The study 

further aims to examine and compare patterns in attitudes about domestic violence among 

male and female officers in the U.S. to patterns in attitudes among male and female officers 

in Australia. It was not within the scope of this study to test policy impacts within and 

between the different countries; rather, the goal was to provide baseline data about attitudinal 

similarities and differences between two different jurisdictions, plus provide new knowledge 

about police attitudes from a cross-national perspective based on gender.  

METHODS 

Survey Design and Attitudinal Measures 

The U.S. survey was modelled after an instrument developed by Toon and Hart 

(2005), and was constructed specifically to assess police officer attitudes about domestic 

violence issues (see Gover, Paul, & Dodge, 2011, for further detail). The survey followed a 

mixed-methods design with both quantitative and qualitative components. For the purpose of 

the present study – conducting cross-national comparisons – only the quantitative section of 

the survey was analyzed, in order to enable direct comparisons with the quantitative 

Australian adaptation of this survey (further details below). Officers responding to the U.S. 

survey were from a large police department in Denver, Colorado. Respondents were asked to 
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indicate their level agreement with 28 attitudinal statements such as ‘DV calls take too much 

of officers’ time and effort’, ‘DV is best handled as a private matter rather than by police’, ‘A 

mandatory arrest policy is the best approach to DV calls’, and ‘Most DV incidents stem from 

abusers’ need for power and control’. Statements were scored using a 6-point Likert-style 

scale ranging from ‘strongly agree’ (= ‘1’) to ‘strongly disagree’ (= ‘6’).  

Surveys were administered to officers in the fall of 2006 during roll call by the 

supervising lieutenant or sergeant, resulting in a convenient sample of 398 officers, yielding a 

response rate of 38%. The average age of the American officers was 26 and 91% of the 

sample were male.  

The Australian survey adapted the Gover et al. 2011 instrument by including 24 of the 

28 attitudinal statements. The data were collected as part of a larger study to gather 

information about a wide range of matters concerning policing and DV, including but not 

limited to police officer attitudes towards DV (for further detail, please contact the authors).  

In keeping with the Gover et al. 2011 instrument, statements were scored using a 6-point 

Likert-style scale. The survey was distributed in 2012 online to a random state-wide sample 

of 216 police officers in Queensland, with responses also made online. This survey 

represented a follow up to an earlier survey of 450 police officers in 2004 in Queensland 

(Crime and Misconduct Commission, 2005) and elicited a response rate of 16%. The average 

age of the Australian officers was 28 and 61% of the sample were male. The Australian 

sample was compared with the relevant published officer profiles for the Queensland Police 

Service. The sample closely reflected the overall profile of officers, suggesting that from a 

demographic perspective, the sample is representative of that police service as a whole. 

Data Merging 
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Results from the two surveys were merged to create one dataset. In most instances, 

this was a direct merge with no further data manipulation required. However, for a small 

number of survey questions, minor variations in wording existed. For example, the American 

version used the terms ‘arrested’, ‘probable cause’, and ‘whites’, while the Australian version 

used the terms ‘detained’, ‘enough evidence’, and ‘Caucasians’. In these instances, wording 

from the U.S. version was adopted during analyses and presentation of results, in the interest 

of simplicity to the reader. It should be noted, however, that the original differences in 

wording for each survey were very small, and that the substance of those questions went to 

identical issues and concepts (such as the role of race), despite the minor variations in 

wording. As such, the wording variations – although important to keep in mind - are unlikely 

to introduce any interpretive difficulties into the dataset or create any problems with 

comparing the two countries’ data. For two questions, concerning the likelihood of minority 

victims calling the police, and whether DV laws should provide the same protections to same 

sex partners, the U.S. version used the terms ‘more likely’ and ‘should’, respectively, while 

the Australian version used the terms ‘less likely’ and ‘should not’, respectively. To take this 

difference into account, and noting that the wording difference was simply one of the 

directionality of the question rather than a difference that changed the actual nature of the 

question, Australian responses were recoded such that (for example) levels of disagreement 

with the proposition that minorities are less likely to call police were instead coded as levels 

of agreement with the proposition that minorities are more likely to call police. 

Analyses 

Following Gover et al. (2011), response options were recoded to create a dichotomous 

response of ‘agree’ (consisting of ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, and ‘somewhat agree’) and 

‘disagree’ (consisting of ‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’, and ‘somewhat disagree’) for each 

attitudinal question. The recoded responses were only used in univariate analyses. Bivariate 
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analyses were conducted using the original Likert-style responses. Univariate statistics were 

calculated separately for each attitudinal question. Bivariate analyses were conducted to 

determine whether attitudes varied by gender and age of the responding officers. Analyses of 

attitudinal questions and categorical variables (e.g., gender) were conducted using t-tests. 

Analyses of relationships between attitudinal questions and continuous variables (age) were 

conducted using bivariate correlation. It must be highlighted that the present study was 

designed to address a relatively straightforward set of research questions focused on 

comparing two countries, which from an analytic perspective were best suited to bivariate 

analyses. For this reason, multivariate analyses were not performed. Unless otherwise 

specified, missing data are excluded from analyses. 

RESULTS 

The final sample consisted of 396 U.S. officers (of whom 359 (91%) were male, and 

37 (9%) were female) and 216 Australian officers (of whom 153 (70.8%) were male and 63 

(29.2%) were female) who provided complete data. The mean age of American officers was 

35.9 years (SD = 7.9; range = 22 - 61), and for Australian officers the mean age was 38.4 

years (SD = 8.5; range = 21 - 60).  

As Table 1 indicates, Australian and American officers shared similar attitudes about 

half the time. As a result, Australian and American officers have dissenting attitudes about 

many domestic violence issues. For example, American officers were significantly more 

likely than Australian officers to want more freedom to make decisions in DV cases. 

Australian officers were more likely than American officers to say it is difficult to determine 

probable cause for arrest in DV cases. Australian officers were more likely than American 

officers to view DV as a private matter.  
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Different factors affected officers’ propensity to make a DV arrest. Australian officers 

were less likely to make an arrest if the offender is cooperative at the scene and more likely to 

make an arrest when children are present at the scene. American officers were significantly 

more likely to make an arrest when the victim is cooperating. Finally, American officers were 

more likely to agree that gay and lesbian DV occurs for the same reasons it does in 

heterosexual relationships and while the majority of officers in both jurisdictions felt that 

domestic violence laws should provide protections to same sex partners, Australian officers 

were significantly more likely than American officers to have this view. American and 

Australian officers agreed that DV calls take too much of officers’ time and effort, too many 

DV calls are for family arguments, and that DV calls are the most dangerous in terms of 

likelihood of injury. The majority of officers from both jurisdictions agreed that most 

domestic violence stems from abusers’ need for power and control over victims and that 

women are just as likely as men to engage in DV. Only about one-third of officers from both 

samples view mandatory arrest as the best approach to DV calls. Nearly all of the officers 

agreed that repeat calls from the same address are a major problem. And, the majority of 

officers from both jurisdictions felt that many victims could easily leave their relationships 

but don’t. Only about a third of officers from both jurisdictions felt that they would benefit 

from additional domestic violence training. 

Table 1 Here 

Attitudes About DV and Gender 

Table 2 presents results disaggregated by country and gender. Although there were 

relatively few gender-based differences in the percentage of officers agreeing with each item, 

Australian male and female officers were more likely to disagree than American male and 

female officers. The only item where gender differences were observed for the U.S. sample 
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was in regard to a mandatory arrest policy being the best approach to DV calls; female 

officers were around twice as likely as male officers to agree with this statement.  

Overall, male and female Australian officers had significantly different levels of 

agreement on five of the items. Male officers were significantly more likely than female 

officers to express the need for more freedom when responding to domestic violence calls 

and to view domestic violence calls as taking up too much time and effort and should be 

handled as a private matter, rather than by police. Female Australian officers were more 

likely than male Australian officers to agree with the following two statements: “DV laws 

should provide protections to same sex partners” and “Most DV incidents stem from abusers’ 

need for power and control over victims.” 

Table 2 Here 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Improving knowledge about police attitudes to DV can help to inform future policy or 

practice implementation, as well as training programs and better overall responses to the 

pervasive and ongoing problem of DV internationally. The current study provides a 

comparative analysis of police attitudes to DV in two different jurisdictions within the U.S. 

and Australia. Key findings are highlighted below. 

It is apparent that the majority of police surveyed in both jurisdictions believe that too 

many DV calls relate to verbal arguments. Regardless of that perception, most respondents 

also believed that DV is a matter that should be handled by police, although this view was 

significantly more common among American respondents than in the Australian sample; the 

majority of that difference is attributable to the percentage of male Australian respondents 

who believe DV is best handled as a private matter. The reasons for this discrepancy between 
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jurisdictions/genders is unclear; given the lack of relationship between that item and age, it 

does not appear that the demographic composition of the Australian police sample provides a 

satisfactory explanation for the observed results. However, a potential explanation is that a 

proportion of male officers in Australia continue to hold attitudes about DV that indicate an 

unwillingness to interfere in the ‘private’ domain of intimate relationships (Jennet, 2012), 

while female Australian officers and American officers in general do not share this view.     

Officers’ attitudes about the effectiveness of arrest (or detention) and its 

appropriateness varied depending on the actual item assessed. For example, in terms of arrest 

as a measure to reduce repeat incidents, slightly more than half of respondents in each 

jurisdiction agreed, while support for a mandatory arrest policy was considerably lower at 

just over one third of respondents in each jurisdiction. Coupled with the high levels of 

agreement about needing more freedom to decide how to handle DV, this appears to indicate 

that police officers place high value on the ability to use discretion in deciding what the most 

appropriate course of action is at a DV callout. The variations between the two jurisdictions 

may reflect policy differences between the two countries, in the extent to which procedural 

and legislative differences have shaped or limited the use of police discretion at DV 

incidents. It should also be noted that gender differences existed in responses to those two 

items; in the U.S. sample, female officers were almost twice as likely as male officers to 

support a mandatory arrest policy, while in Australia, female officers were significantly less 

likely to agree that they need more freedom in deciding how to respond to handle DV 

incidents.   

Potentially linked with attitudes about police discretion, interesting differences 

emerged between jurisdictions in terms of the influence of suspect/victim cooperation on 

officers’ decisions about arrest (or detention). While American officers were more likely than 

Australian officers to agree that they would make an arrest if the victim was cooperative, 



17 

 

Australian officers were less likely to detain a cooperative suspect. The former finding is 

consistent with literature about police responses reflecting the victim’s attitude to police and 

perceived willingness to co-operate with proceedings against an offender (e.g., Apsler et al., 

2003; Cretney & Davis, 1997; Hoyle, 1998; Lila et al., 2013; Logan et al., 2006; Stanko, 

1995). However, the latter finding, which was consistent across both male and female 

officers, and not associated with age, was unexpected and the reasons for that result are 

unclear. One explanation is that, although further information about the types of incidents 

which may lead to a cooperative suspect not being detained by police was unavailable in the 

present study, it is likely that responding officers’ judgement of risk to the victim, and thence 

their response to suspects, varies considerably across different incidents. From this, it is 

possible that for incidents where the callout is for a verbal altercation, for example, 

Australian officers may take steps to defuse the situation and – if the suspect cooperates with 

those efforts – officers may judge that no further formal action such as detention is required. 

Again, this may indicate a relatively greater degree to which police are able to use discretion 

in Australia, relative to the U.S. 

The results also lend support to earlier suggestions that repeat callouts and the amount 

of time and resources consumed by DV incidents may represent a significant concern for 

police (Crime and Misconduct Commission, 2005). For respondents in both jurisdictions, a 

comparable proportion of officers (over two-thirds) agreed that DV calls take too much time 

and effort, and over nine out of every ten officers in both jurisdictions felt that repeat callouts 

were a major problem. These findings were consistent across male and female officers, and – 

for the item regarding repeat callouts – increasing age of officers was associated with 

stronger levels of agreement in both jurisdictions. Collectively, these findings suggest that 

there may be value in considering police administrative processes associated with DV and 

ways to streamline those processes to reduce the time impost on officers, as well as giving 
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broader consideration – not necessarily within the operational policing context – to programs 

and responses aimed at reducing repeat DV incidents.  

It is also apparent that the possibility of injury represents a key police concern when 

responding to DV, with around three-quarters of respondents in both jurisdictions agreeing 

that they were more likely to be injured at a DV callout than any other callout. While the data 

collected in the current study could not be verified against records of actual injuries sustained 

by police while responding to DV, it is reasonable to suggest that the fear of injury may 

impact on officers’ perceptions and attitudes about DV and responding to DV incidents. 

Given the consistency of this finding across both countries, and between male and female 

officers, it would be beneficial to further investigate the incidence of police injuries during 

DV callouts, and to further explore how police perceptions about the risk of injury (or actual 

experience of injury) may shape attitudes and responses to DV. 

An unanticipated finding was the observation that strikingly different attitudes about 

DV among minority groups emerged between the two different locations studied. While the 

reasons for this are unclear, it is plausible to suggest that the differences may relate to the 

distinctly different demographic makeup of the two regions. For instance, over 20% of 

Colorado’s population is classified as non-Caucasian, with that figure composed primarily of 

Latin/Hispanic individuals (United States Census Bureau, 2015), relative to around 12% 

(comprised primarily of around 5% of Asians and 4% of Aboriginal Australians) of the 

population in Queensland (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). How and why those 

demographic differences may relate to different police attitudes represents a fruitful area for 

additional research. 

A valuable direction for future research would be to gather up-to-date data from both 

countries studied. Not only would this provide useful additional information to augment the 
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present findings but, importantly, would contribute to addressing a methodological limitation 

of the present study; namely, that the US data were collected in 2006, while the Australian 

data were gathered six years later, in 2012. This time variation may contribute to explaining 

some of the observed differences between the two countries in police officers’ attitudes. For 

example, with regard to same sex relationships, Australian officers’ attitudes may represent 

the ‘maturation’ over time of successive epochs of reforms to police training and policies 

concerning domestic violence, or may reflect more general social changes over time 

concerning views about same sex relationships. However, the time variation or ‘maturation’ 

theory is not able to provide a satisfactory explanation for all results obtained in this study. If 

the time variation in data collection between the two countries studied was a substantial 

contributor to the observed police attitudes, then it would be expected that cross-national 

attitudinal differences would have emerged across the board, rather than only on very specific 

items. It remains entirely possible that the differences between countries that were found in 

this study may not so much reflect the influence of time and policy maturation in general, but, 

rather, could be indicative of divergent social or cultural attitudes more broadly and/or 

different emphasis on specific issues during police training (irrespective of time). This 

represents a clear question for further study, which requires new data collection to be 

undertaken simultaneously in the two countries. 

The study had additional unavoidable limitations. First, it must be reiterated that the two 

samples were from discrete regions within each country, and may not be representative of 

officers as a whole. This limitation is somewhat countered by the fact that the overarching 

purpose of the current study was to replicate, regardless of differences among the two 

jurisdictions. In fact, the question at hand is more interesting from a cross-national lens with 

jurisdictional differences. Similarly, the samples enabled self-selection into the study, raising 

the possibility that officers with less favourable attitudes towards DV may simply not have 
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taken the time to complete the surveys. The Australian survey had a considerably low 

response rate, and therefore it cannot be stated with certainty whether the responses given are 

truly representative of the views of Australian officers as a whole, although the demographic 

characteristics of the sample demographic were comparable with the overall police 

population demographic.  

Finally, although both surveys collected more demographic and background variables 

than those included in the present study, not all of those variables were collected by both 

surveys. There would be considerable benefit in conducting larger scale, standardised 

national surveys of police attitudes to DV, to overcome these limitations, and validate and 

extend the present findings. Additional steps for future research involve comparing male and 

female officer attitudes across countries. In this study there was a fairly high level of 

agreement among male and female officers within each country, which suggests that the next 

steps are to see if this finding holds cross-nationally. Following on from this, it is important 

that future studies extend the present findings, using multivariate analyses. 

Despite its limitations, the current research adds to the relatively small body of 

knowledge about police attitudes towards DV and extends that body of knowledge by 

providing a comparative analysis of attitudes in two different Western nations. Results reveal 

a considerable degree of similarity in officers’ attitudes and areas of key concern within 

countries, as well as highlighting regional differences that may reflect different policy 

settings within the two countries studied. This information will assist in developing a better 

understanding of police attitudes to DV internationally, with the long-term goal of facilitating 

better overall responses to this pressing social and justice problem.  
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Table 1: Police attitudes about DV by country  

Item US 

Agree 

(%) 

AU 

Agree 

(%) 

χ
2
  (p. value) 

I am more likely to be injured during a DV call than 

any other type of call. 

76.3 78.9 0.50 (0.48) 

Too many DV calls are for verbal family 

arguments. 

86.6 89.7 1.14 (0.29) 

I need more freedom in deciding how to handle 

situations at DV calls. 

86.1 74.7 11.59 (<0.01) 

Arresting someone at a DV call seldom helps 

reduce future DV incidents. 

58.8 63.9 1.41 (0.24) 

DV calls take too much of officers’ time and effort. 

 

71.2 64.4 2.80 (0.09) 

Identifying the primary aggressor at a DV call is 

difficult. 

50.0 47.4 0.35 (0.56) 

DV is best handled as a private matter, rather than 

by police. 

9.1 23.2 21.87 (<0.01) 

It’s often hard to know who to arrest in DV 

incidents. 

38.1 34.5 0.72 (0.40) 

I am less likely to make a DV arrest if the suspect is 

cooperative at the scene. 

7.1 32.5 64.42 (<0.01) 

A mandatory arrest policy is the best approach to 

DV calls. 

35.9 37.0 0.07 (0.79) 

Many DV victims could easily leave their 

relationships, but don’t. 

71.2 64.6 2.66 (0.10) 

A major problem with DV is repeat calls to the 

same address (eg. the same couple). 

91.4 93.8 0.98 (0.32) 

I am more likely to make DV arrests when children 

are present. 

33.7 46.9 9.56 (<0.01) 

DV offenders must be arrested even when the 

victims don’t feel it is necessary. 

70.5 66.1 1.12 (0.29) 
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It’s often hard to decide whether there’s probable 

cause for arrest in DV cases. 

31.6 55.7 31.61 (<0.01) 

Most DV incidents stem from abusers’ need for 

power and control over victims. 

76.8 78.1 0.14 (0.71) 

I am more likely to make an arrest if the victim is 

cooperative at the scene. 

40.4 28.7 7.49 (<0.01) 

Women are just as likely as men to engage in DV. 

 

84.1 78.7 2.53 (0.11) 

DV is higher among minorities compared to whites. 

 
23.5 42.6 22.23 (<0.01) 

Men abused by their partners are less likely than 

abused women to report DV. 

78.0 87.8 7.90 (<0.01) 

DV laws should provide protections to same sex 

partners. 

80.8 89.9 7.73 (<0.01) 

Minority victims are less likely to call the police 

than white victims. 

80.3 54.8 41.25 (<0.01) 

More training would help me assess DV scenes. 

 

31.1 34.0 0.52 (0.47) 

Gay and lesbian DV occurs for the same reasons it 

does in heterosexual relationships. 

83.3 93.6 11.65 (<0.01) 
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Table 2: Differences in attitudes by country and gender 

Item USA Australia 

 Male 

agree (%) 

Female 

agree (%) 

Male 

Agree (%) 

Female 

agree (%) 

 

I am more likely to be injured during a DV call 

than any other type of call. 

76.6 73.0 77.7 81.8 

Too many DV calls are for verbal family 

arguments. 

87.5 78.4 89.2 90.9 

I need more freedom in deciding how to handle 

situations at DV calls. 

86.6 81.1 79.1 63.6* 

Arresting someone at a DV call seldom helps 

reduce future DV incidents. 

59.1 56.8 67.6 54.5 

DV calls take too much of officers’ time and 

effort. 

71.6 67.6 70.5 49.1** 

Identifying the primary aggressor at a DV call is 

difficult. 

49.9 51.4 47.5 47.3 

DV is best handled as a private matter, rather 

than by police. 

9.5 5.4 28.8 9.1** 

It’s often hard to know who to arrest in DV 

incidents. 

37.6 43.2 36.0 30.9 

I am less likely to make a DV arrest if the 

suspect is cooperative at the scene. 

7.8 0.0 33.8 29.1 

A mandatory arrest policy is the best approach 

to DV calls. 

33.1 62.2** 37.7 35.2 

Many DV victims could easily leave their 

relationships, but don’t. 

71.3 70.3 67.4 57.4 

A major problem with DV is repeat calls to the 

same address (eg. the same couple). 

91.6 89.2 92.8 96.3 

I am more likely to make DV arrests when 

children are present. 

33.5 35.1 47.8 44.4 
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DV offenders must be arrested even when the 

victims don’t feel it is necessary. 

69.1 83.8 64.5 70.4 

It’s often hard to decide whether there’s 

probable cause for arrest in DV cases. 

31.8 29.7 54.3 59.3 

Most DV incidents stem from abusers’ need for 

power and control over victims. 

76.9 75.7 73.2 90.7** 

I am more likely to make an arrest if the victim 

is cooperative at the scene. 

40.7 37.8 28.7 28.8 

Women are just as likely as men to engage in 

DV. 

83.8 86.5 77.2 82.7 

DV is higher among minorities compared to 

whites. 

23.1 27.0 44.1 38.5 

Men abused by their partners are less likely than 

abused women to report DV. 

77.2 86.5 89.7 82.7 

DV laws should provide protections to same sex 

partners. 

79.9 89.2 86.8 98.1* 

Minority victims are less likely to call the police 

than white victims. 

79.9 83.8 51.5 63.5 

More training would help me assess DV scenes. 

 

30.9 32.4 33.1 36.5 

Gay and lesbian DV occurs for the same 

reasons it does in heterosexual relationships. 

82.5 91.9 92.6 96.2 

* p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01 

 

 

 




