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Across Victoria, creating and ensuring safety within acute adult inpatient units presents a range  
of challenges. Mixed-sex environments, limited physical space, and the acuity of patients’ illnesses 
are just some of the difficulties. Because there are typically more males than females in acute 
wards, service providers need to be sensitive to the safety and privacy needs of women admitted  
to these units. To examine these issues, the Department of Human Services’s Mental Health Branch 
undertook the Improving Gender Sensitivity and Safety in Acute Mental Health Inpatient Units 
project. The scope, methodology, findings and recommendations of this project are the subject  
of this report.

An advisory committee was established to oversee this project. The committee was involved in 
identifying current gender sensitivity and safety policies and practices, exemplar policies, and key 
gaps in policy and practice. The committee also extracted key findings from the evidence and 
contributed to developing recommendations for future actions.

This project comprised five main components: a literature and policy review, key stakeholder 
interviews, local mental health service policy audits, inpatient unit audits, and an environmental 
grant funding review. Outlined in this report, the literature and policy review provides a background 
to the local and international work on gender sensitivity and safety within acute psychiatric inpatient 
units. The key stakeholder interviews, local mental health service policy audits, and inpatient unit 
audits detail the extent to which gender sensitivity and safety is incorporated within Victorian 
inpatient psychiatric facilities. The allocation of environmental grants was made to enhance inpatient 
unit physical environments to improve the delivery of gender-sensitive and safe treatment. The key 
stakeholder interviews, local mental health service policy audits, inpatient unit audits, and work on 
the environmental grants occurred concurrently. 

The overall findings of the project are as follows.

1.	There are key gaps within, and variable implementation of, existing policy relating to gender 
sensitivity and safety.

2.	There is evidence of effective strategies from other jurisdictions, and locally within services,  
but the challenge is the systematic implementation of policy.

3.	There is a need for Mental Health Branch and service-level leadership to ensure sustainable 
implementation of policy.

4.	This project increased awareness of gender sensitivity and safety issues within services.

Eight recommendations are provided. They pertain to how gender sensitivity and safety guidelines 
should be developed, reviewing and expanding the set of mental health service key performance 
indicators to include gender issues, producing guidelines for responding to allegations of sexual 
assault and for promoting sexual safety on inpatient units, offering a choice between single-sex and 
mixed-sex inpatient environments, improving gender sensitivity in current bed-based environments 
through existing annual provision processes, establishing a steering committee to oversee the 
implementation of these recommendations, and evaluating the outcomes of this project.
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