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KEY OUTCOMES

To better understand the operation of this offence, we conducted focus groups and 
interviews with domestic violence service workers. The aim of these interviews was to 
understand how DV workers understood and responded to strangulation, if and how they 
and their clients were experiencing the impacts of the offence, and their opinions on its 
operation. 

Strangulation is the act of restricting a person’s breath through pressure to the neck. This 
can occur manually, for example through hands or limbs, or via ligatures using belts or 
cords. Non-fatal strangulation can cause a range of short- and long-term health 
issues including loss of or change in voice, difficulty in swallowing or breathing, physical 
injuries including bruising around the neck, petechial haemorrhages, and injury to the 
brain through hypoxia resulting in unconsciousness, headaches, depression and anxiety 
and problems with memory and concentration1. Strangulation has also been associated 
with miscarriage and pre-term births2. 

It is a highly gendered form of violence that often leaves few or no injuries, with women 
up to 13 times more likely to experience this type of violence than men. When the act 
is non-fatal and occurs within the context of domestic violence, women are at an 8-fold 
greater risk of becoming a victim of homicide or very serious harm in the near future. The 
recognition of the potential for injury and increased risk of harms led to the introduction 
of the of the non-fatal strangulation offence, s315A, into the Queensland Criminal Code - 
‘Choking, Suffocation or strangulation in a Domestic Setting, with a maximum penalty of 
7 years imprisonment. 

Following the introduction of the offence, 929 matters were sentenced for offences of non-
fatal strangulation in the first 4 years and 96% of those convicted were men 3. Of those 
sentenced, where strangulation was the most serious offence, 99% of offenders pleaded 
guilty. However, this is only part of the story, since about half of cases with strangulation 
charges do not proceed, and fewer still result in a charge at all.  
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T h e m e s :

W h at  d o e s  t h e 
s e c t o r  t h i n k ?
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strangulation 
is a common 
tool to control 
and punish

“…it can be such a powerful control that you don’t need to necessarily exhibit the same 
level of control after you’ve done that. So, we find that some perpetrators seem to use 

it more sporadically because they don’t need to continually use it, because once it’s 
done, we find that women will [be] compliant”

“unless I’m asking it in different 
language and providing different 

opportunities to explore the violence, 
I don’t think many of the women would 

actually go, yes, I have been strangled. 
It’s how you ask the question and how 

you present the question to the woman” 

Participants reported a high prevalence of strangulation among clients 
presenting to domestic violence services. Strangulation was reported as 
being used in various contexts of violence, and was primarily identified as 
an action to control and punish victim-survivors. 

When identifying strangulation, the 
language of disclosure is often non-
technical and goes beyond the 
language provided in typical risk 
assessment tools. Participants agreed 
that disclosure requires trust, rapport, 
and follow-up conversations to explore 
the violence that a victim-survivor has 
experienced, and at times, the victim-
survivor may not recognise they have 
experienced it.

We conducted 12 focus groups involving 23 domestic violence support workers, 11 men’s 
behaviour change workers, and two child and family counsellors. All participants delivered 
services to domestic violence victims or their perpetrators in Queensland. All focus groups 
took place online via Zoom and participants represented domestic violence services across 
Queensland.

Focus groups were semi-structured in nature with the aim of exploring service providers’ 
knowledge and responses to strangulation, how strangulation and the legislation affects 
victim-survivors, and their experience of the new legislation on reports of strangulation. The 
findings reflect the central themes from the interviews.

It’s how you ask 
the  question



“there shouldn’t be consent at 
all. You can’t consent to being 

murdered.”

In Queensland around 7% of non-fatal 
strangulation complainants are children 

under 18 years of age.  Children are 
present when non-fatal strangulation 

occurs to another person in at least 43% 
of cases. (D)

In Queensland around 41% of  complainants withdraw from the prosecution on non-fatal strangulation.   
In those cases where the complainant withdraws the result is that the non-fatal strangulation charge 

was withdrawn and an alternative charge or charges proceeded, or the matter was discontinued.  (D)

Interviews with lawyers  involved in prosecuting and 
defending cases of non-fatal strangulation identified that 

while the presentation of some form of medical evidence 
was common in non-fatal strangulation cases, it usually 

did not assist in the prosecution or defence of these cases. 
Lawyers said that most doctors, if called, found medical 

evidence ambivalent at best.  However, lawyers did identify 
the importance of the complainant’s testimony in non-fatal 

strangulation cases. (A) 
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4
evidence 
gathering and 
reporting

“And so, this is saying to women that this is what men want. And actually, if he’s doing 
it properly, there won’t be a risk to you. It’s just, yes, it’s very prevalent in porn…”

“He was in the process of 
choking her, and she bit him 

and scratched him… The police 
came. They got his story. She was 
hysterical. She was named as the 

respondent because they saw 
scratch marks and a bite mark 

on him.” 

“Some women in DV relationships, they have sex 
consensually but for their safety…Is consensual 
meaning they enjoy it or that they’ve said yes? So 

even that language is a little bit hard.” 

“…there’s no follow-up from police or child safety 
or anyone… unless that parent is going to put in 
a charge, police won’t do anything because it’s a 

family law court matter and that’s federal.” 

Participants described a culture of normalisation and minimisation in relation 
to strangulation. At times, victim-survivors described strangulation as a 
routine part of sex with the perpetrator. Participants also noted the popular 
culture references to strangulation as a normalised and ‘safe’ part of sex  
perpetuated by magazines and pornography.

Most clients chose not to, or were not able to, 
pursue charges for strangulation. In part, this 
was due to mistrust in police ability to ensure 
their safety, and a lack of evidence gathering 
and minimisation from police, particularly when 
victims had no visible injuries. The consequences 
of a lack of injuries, and sometimes visible 
defensive wounds on perpetrators, sometimes 
resulted in victims becoming respondents on 
domestic violence orders. 

Family counsellors identified 
a lack of evidence gathering 
was especially prevalent where 
children had been strangled.

strangulation 
is normalised 
and minimised

This normalisation and minimisation of the harms also prompted concerns around 
‘consent’ in the legislation. That strangulation may not be objected to, particularly 
during sex, where protest may lead to other forms of violence and control.

https://www.menshealth.com/sex-women/a26471117/choking-during-sex/
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Prison as a 
time for safety 
and change?

“[A client] actually identified that she has had such difficulty in getting that 
referral [for scans]. She’s been to a number of different GPs who don’t… She said 

she feels just don’t have the knowledge around the impact and how significant that 
can be even as time passes.” 

“He’s aware of what’s being 
said... and then if he only got 
a three-month sentence, it 

doesn’t give her much time to 
get her life in order... because 

he’s got three months to sit 
there and stew.” 

“In the five years, I’ve never had 
[training]. I’ve just had some resources 

shared by colleagues...”

“For one particular 
client, he was sitting 

there seething and 
brewing and he was 

almost worse when he 
came out”

Since the introduction of the legislation, participants felt knowledge of 
the dangers and appropriate responses to strangulation has increased 
dramatically among domestic violence workers. However, this did not 
translate to health practitioners or police who have often been difficult to 
engage with and convince regarding health needs of a victim following an 
incident of strangulation. 

Generally, participants felt 
imprisonment lengths were short 
especially when accounting for 
time served on remand and 
eligibility for parole. This was 
seen as only providing a short 
window of opportunity for safety 
where women had certainty in 
the sentence.

A lack of opportunities for rehabilitation 
of perpetrators both during remand or 
imprisonment and in community was 
criticised with men’s behaviour change 
programs being seen as inaccessible. 
This was notable during remand, 
where programs are not available 
before sentencing and this was seen 
as increasing the risk for perpetrators 
to reoffend against victim-survivors 
after release.

inconsistent 
Knowledge & 
Training across 
sectors 

Training about strangulation has not been 
made available to all service workers. 
Instead, there was a trend of training only 
being available for a select few members 
within a team, whose responsibility it 
then becomes to share knowledge and 
pass that training along. 

5 “But the problem is afterwards, that 
normally people who have experienced 

strangulation are so vulnerable 
because they’re at such risk of 

domestic violence. And then there 
can be this, then isolation from the 

court process and not knowing what’s 
happening. 

Navigation of the justice system 
is complex where advocacy from 
service workers could only go so far 
to alleviate a sense of lost agency 
and lack of safety resulting from the 
court process for victim-survivors. 
This was predominantly indicated by 
a lack of information regarding bail 
and courts.

safety & bail 
and courts

In Queensland, 
offenders spend an 

average of 8-9 months 
on remand with an 

average sentence of 25 
months. This means a 

significant proportion 
of the sentence is served 

on remand without 
access to rehabilitative 

programs.  (D)
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“there’s no point of creating a policy or changing it if there’s no community 

education and the people that are supposed to be able to police it or report it.”

Services workers consistently discussed community lack of awareness of 
the dangers of strangulation and its association with domestic violence. 
Suggestions from workers were clear that educational campaigns around 
the dangers and the offence similar to previous domestic violence awareness 
campaigns would be beneficial toward broader recognition and reporting of 
strangulation.

Community 
education
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