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Highlights
Batterer intervention programs were
originally established in the late 1970s
as feminists and others called attention
to the victimization of women through
domestic violence, grassroots programs
sprang up, and service providers recog-
nized that the offenders’ behavior
needed to be addressed. The require-
ment that batterers attend intervention
programs as a condition of probation or
as part of pretrial or diversion is fast be-
coming a part of the response to do-
mestic violence in many jurisdictions.
However, judges and probation officers
often lack basic information about
program goals and methods.

This report, a summary of the full-
length study, attempts to meet that
need by presenting information about
batterer intervention programs operat-
ing throughout the country. The inter-
ventions described were selected to
represent the range of programming
available and include the established
or “mainstream” programs as well as
innovative approaches.

• All programs are structurally similar,
proceeding from intake through as-
sessment, victim contact, group treat-
ment, and completion, but each
program is based on one of several
theoretical approaches to domestic
violence. Most of the pioneers in inter-
vention use the feminist model, which
attributes the problem to societal val-
ues that legitimate male control. This
model, exemplified in the “Duluth
Curriculum,” uses education and skills

This report is intended to bridge the
information gap and thereby enable
criminal justice professionals to make
informed choices among programs and
communicate more effectively with pro-
gram providers. Program staff should find
the report useful as an explanation of the
constraints faced by the criminal justice
system, its procedures, and its underlying
goals—to protect victims and to deter
reoffending. In this way, the information
should help staff to better align their
program practice with criminal justice
expectations.

After exploring the nature and causes of
domestic violence, the report describes
the batterer interventions currently in
operation—the larger, “mainstream” pro-
grams as well as innovative interventions
being explored—examines the theories
on which they are based, reviews the
most critical issues being debated, and
examines criminal justice practices that
can improve batterer intervention. The
information was obtained from observa-
tion of several batterer intervention pro-
grams; interviews with program directors,
criminal justice professionals, and aca-
demics; and extensive review of docu-
ments. (See “Sources of Information for
the Study.”)

In the late 1970s, activists working with
battered women realized that although
they might help individual victims, no
real progress could be made in reducing
the problem of domestic violence unless
steps were taken to reform perpetrators
and challenge the cultural and legal sup-
ports for battering. Batterer intervention
programs were established as a first step
in changing offenders’ behavior and in-
creasing awareness of the problem. For
their part, criminal justice agencies have
responded by referring an increasing
number of batterers to these programs,
through pretrial or diversion programs or
as part of sentencing.

Although requiring batterers to partici-
pate in programs to deter further violence
is fast becoming an integral part of the
response to domestic violence in many
jurisdictions, judges and probation offic-
ers may lack sufficient information about
the content and structure of these local
programs and their goals and methods. In
addition, the complexity of State guide-
lines and standards for batterer programs
and the seriousness of the ongoing threat
to battered women when offenders’ cases
are mishandled suggest the need for
criminal justice professionals to be
knowledgeable about the types of inter-
ventions available.continued…

Batterer Programs: What Criminal
Justice Agencies Need to Know
by Kerry Murphy Healey and Christine Smith

July 1998



2

R  e  s  e  a  r  c  h    i  n    A  c  t  i  o  n

ers better predict the level of danger and
the potential of batterers for reoffending,
as well as match batterers with special-
ized forms of intervention.

Who are the victims? The victims of
battering are disproportionately women.
In a single recent year, almost 1 million
women, in contrast to 148,000 men, were
victimized by intimates (boyfriend, girl-
friend, spouse, or ex-spouse).6 A similar
disproportionality holds for murders
attributed to intimates: in three of every
four instances, the victim was female.7

Race is one of the factors that determine
the chances a woman will be the victim
of intimate violence. African-American
women are more likely than women of
other races to be victimized, as are women
who live in urban areas.8 Intimate victim-
ization affects younger women (ages
16–24) most frequently.9 Moreover, the
classlessness of domestic violence is
a myth, because victims also tend to
be poor, with family incomes under
$7,000.10 It may be, however, that vic-
timization of lower income women is
more likely to be reported to the police,
since women with higher incomes and
more status in the community have the
resources to deal with domestic violence
privately without involving the criminal
justice system.11

Domestic violence is also associated with
low marriage rates, high unemployment,
and social problems,12 and, according to
the intervention providers interviewed
for this report, women in cross-cultural
relationships may also be at unusually
high risk.13 The last factor may be due to
cultural differences in expectations
about sex roles and acceptable behavior.

What works to stop battering?

Although some evaluations of batterer
interventions have been conducted, re-
searchers concur that the majority of

The nature and impact of
domestic violence

Although the legal definition of battering
varies from State to State, many interven-
tion providers explain it as a constellation
of physical, sexual, and psychological
abuses that may include physical vio-
lence, intimidation, threats, emotional
abuse, isolation, sexual abuse, manipu-
lation, using the children as pawns, eco-
nomic coercion, and the assertion of male
privilege.1 Only some of these behaviors—
most commonly, physical and sexual as-
sault—are illegal in and of themselves.

The cost of domestic violence to society
and to the victims is immense. Battering
results in physical and psychological in-
jury and sometimes even death; prenatal
injuries; physical and psychological harm
to children exposed to violence; increased
homelessness among women and children;
higher health care costs; and correspond-
ing increases in the demands for social,
medical, and criminal justice services.
Much of the toll is not calculated because,
in the estimate of some researchers, as
many as six in seven domestic assaults
go unreported.2

Who batters? Although similar propor-
tions of men and women admit to engag-
ing in violence against their partner,3 the
majority of batterers arrested are hetero-
sexual men.4 Prosecutors and probation
officers interviewed estimated that between
5 and 15 percent are women, although
many are thought to be “self-defending
victims” who have been mistakenly ar-
rested as primary or mutual aggressors.5

A small percentage of those arrested for
battering are gay or lesbian.

Efforts to identify key demographic, psy-
chological, and criminal characteristics
of men who batter have led some research-
ers to propose profiles or “typologies” of
these men. These tools could help criminal
justice professionals and service provid-

Highlights
continued…

building to resocialize batterers. The
less common family systems interven-
tions, based on the notion that violent
behavior stems from dysfunctional
family interactions, emphasize building
communication skills within the family.
Psychotherapeutic and cognitive-
behavioral interventions are based on
the belief that domestic violence is re-
lated to the offender’s psychological
problems and, as a result, emphasize
therapy and counseling. The EMERGE
and AMEND models represent a blend
of the feminist educational approach
with more indepth and intensive
group work.

• Increased awareness of the diver-
sity of the batterer population has
given rise to the belief that more spe-
cialized approaches are needed. One
trend reflects the idea that interven-
tions should be based on various
typologies or categories of batterers.
Of these, the typologies that group
offenders by their psychological fac-
tors may be less useful for criminal jus-
tice purposes than those that do so by
degree of risk for dropping out or
reoffending. Other specialized ap-
proaches are designed to enhance pro-
gram retention of specific populations
based on sociocultural characteristics
such as poverty, race, ethnicity, nation-
ality, gender, or sexual orientation.

• Batterer intervention programs can-
not deter domestic violence unless they
are supported by the criminal justice
system. Criminal justice responses to
domestic violence can be coordinated
to support batterer intervention. For
example, the integrated criminal jus-
tice responses studied for this report
included coordination among agen-
cies; use of victim advocates through-
out the system; designation of special,
dedicated batterer intervention units;
and provision of training for agency
personnel. Probation officers have a key
role as the critical link between the jus-
tice system and batterer interventions.
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these studies are inconclusive because
of methodological problems.14 Among
the few considered methodologically
sound, the majority have found modest
but statistically significant reductions
in recidivism among men participating
in batterer interventions. Frustration
with the lack of empirical evidence
favoring one curriculum or length of
treatment has led some researchers
increasingly to look at batterers as a
diverse group for whom specially tai-
lored interventions may be the only
effective approach.

At the same time, the question of how
to evaluate batterer interventions may
need to be reframed to include the
broader context of criminal justice
support. Even if research identifies the
perfect match between interventions
and offenders, criminal justice and
community support will have a crucial
impact on the effort’s success. Research
by Edward Gondolf, who is evaluating
four sites in a study sponsored by the
Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention, points to the importance of
systemwide assessments of batterer
intervention.15 Gondolf is particularly
concerned about the often long delay
between arrest and enrollment in a pro-
gram. Systemwide evaluation could an-
swer the question of whether the speed
of the criminal justice response and
program enrollment is more important
than either program content or length.

The causes of domestic violence
The origins of domestic violence are
the subject of intense debate. More
than in most other fields, in disci-
plines and professions dealing with
domestic violence the theoretical de-
bate affects practice. Each of the three
categories of domestic violence theory
locates the causes differently: in
society and culture (the feminist or
profeminist model), in the family

rarely do batterer programs reflect a
single theory of domestic violence.
Among the programs studied for this
report, the majority combine elements
of different theoretical models.

When criminal justice professionals
work with batterer intervention provid-
ers, they will find it useful to under-
stand the primary theory of domestic
violence that the particular program

(the family systems or interactional
model), or in the individual (the psy-
chotherapeutic or cognitive-behavioral
model). In the past two decades, a
number of practitioners representing
specific, divergent theoretical camps
have begun to move toward a more in-
tegrated, “multidimensional” model of
batterer intervention to better address
the complexity of the problem. Very

nformation was obtained from
observations of batterer intervention pro-
grams and a number of other sources,
including interviews with key program
directors and staff and a review of the lit-
erature on the topic. All data on program
enrollment, completion, and success rates
were provided by the staff of the pro-
grams discussed in this report. The 13
programs in 5 States that were selected
for this study represent a range of
approaches:

• EMERGE, in Quincy, Massachusetts; and
AMEND, in Denver, two of the largest and
most established programs, are modified
continually to keep up with the most
recent trends in batterer intervention.

• Domestic Abuse Intervention Services of
Des Moines is based on the “Duluth model.”

• Family Services of Seattle, also based on
the Duluth model, serves low-income clients.

• Harborview Medical Center, in Seattle,
is based on a public health model of
intervention.

• House of Ruth, in Baltimore, is based
on the Duluth model and serves interra-
cial clients.

• The Third Path, in Arapahoe County,
Colorado, treats high-risk offenders based
on a batterer typology and using psycho-
logical approaches.

• The Compassion Workshop, in Silver
Spring, Maryland, uses cognitive restruc-
turing techniques to address “attachment
abuse.”

In addition to these eight, five smaller
programs serving specialized populations
were studied in Seattle. They are dis-
cussed in the section, “Current trends
and innovations.”

Other sources of information were
as follows:

• Telephone interviews with directors
of 22 batterer intervention programs
located throughout the country.

• Interviews with more than 60 criminal
justice professionals, batterer program
directors and service providers, battered
women’s advocates, and domestic vio-
lence policymakers at the sites of the
13 programs.

• Interviews with experts in the field of
batterer intervention from institutions of
higher education throughout the country.

• Review of the literature and of State
and local criminal justice protocols on
batterer intervention.

Information was also obtained from
observing training programs and from
presentations on domestic violence policy
for service providers and criminal justice
professionals.

I Sources of Information for the Study
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espouses. It is also useful to under-
stand the content of the intervention
programs, which may draw on two or
more theories. The mix of types leads
experts to caution criminal justice
agencies against uncritically accepting
an eclectic curriculum and to aim for a
coherent approach.

Major theories and
related interventions
Because the three categories of theo-
ries dominating the field offer diver-
gent explanations of the root causes of
battering, they produce distinct inter-
vention models with different strategies.

Feminist approaches. Batterer
intervention programs were started in
the 1970s when feminists and others
brought public attention to the prob-
lem of domestic violence and grass-
roots services began to be established
in response. The feminist perspective
has influenced most batterer interven-
tion programs. Central to the perspec-
tive is a gender analysis of power,16

which holds that domestic violence
mirrors the patriarchal organization of
society. In this view, violence is one
means of maintaining male power in
the family. Feminist programs, which
attempt to raise consciousness about
society’s sex-role conditioning and
how it constrains men’s behavior,
present a model of egalitarian relation-
ships based on trust instead of fear.

Support for the feminist analysis
comes from the observation that most
batterers, when “provoked” by some-
one more powerful than they, are able
to control their anger and avoid resort-
ing to violence. Further support comes
from research showing that batterers
are less secure in their masculinity
than nonbatterers and from studies

batterer intervention. (For a summary
of what these standards cover, see
“State Standards for Service Providers.”)

Psychotherapeutic approaches.
These perspectives, which focus on the
individual, hold that personality disor-
ders or early traumatic life experiences
predispose some people to violence.19

Being physically abusive is seen as
symptomatic of an underlying emo-
tional problem, which may be traced to
parental abuse, rejection, and failure
to meet a child’s dependence needs.

From this perspective, two forms of
batterer intervention—individual and
group psychodynamic therapy and
cognitive-behavioral group therapy—
have evolved. The former involves un-
covering the batterer’s unconscious
problem and resolving it consciously.
Although a recent study revealed that
the approach retained a higher percent-
age of men in treatment than did a femi-
nist/cognitive-behavioral intervention,20

critics fault psychodynamic therapy for
not explaining what can be done to stop
the behavior, allowing the behavior to
continue until the underlying problem
is solved,21 and ignoring the cultural
acceptability of male dominance.

The cognitive-behavioral approach fo-
cuses on the conscious rather than the
unconscious and the present rather
than the past to help batterers function
better by modifying how they think
and behave. The approach is compat-
ible with a criminal justice response,
simply addressing the violent acts and
attempting to change them, without
trying to solve larger issues of social
inequality or delve into deep-seated
psychological problems. Feminists
fault the approach for failing to explain
why many batterers are not violent in
other relationships.

documenting the sense of entitlement
batterers feel in controlling their
partners’ behavior.17

Critics claim the feminist perspective
overemphasizes sociocultural factors
to the exclusion of traits in the indi-
vidual, such as growing up abused.18

In their view, feminist theory predicts
that all men will be abusive. Other
criticisms hold that feminist educa-
tional interventions are too confronta-
tional and as a result self-defeating
because they alienate batterers, in-
crease their hostility, and make them
less likely to enter treatment. Another
concern, revealed in some evaluations,
is that the education central to the
feminist program may transmit infor-
mation but not deter violent behavior.

The family systems model. This
model regards the problem behaviors
of individuals as a manifestation of a
dysfunctional family, with each family
member contributing to the problem.
Both partners may contribute to the
escalation of conflict, with each striv-
ing to dominate the other. In this view,
either partner may resort to violence.
Intervention involves improving com-
munication and conflict resolution
skills, which both partners can de-
velop. It focuses on solving the prob-
lem rather than identifying the causes.

Of particular concern to feminist and
cognitive-behavioral proponents is the
format of couples counseling espoused
in the family systems model. They be-
lieve it can put the victim at risk if she
expresses complaints, prevents a frank
exchange between counselor and
victim, and is conducive to victim-
blaming. For these reasons, couples
counseling is expressly prohibited in
20 State standards and guidelines for
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Pioneering programs
and their models

Many of the larger, more established
batterer intervention programs are
based on the Duluth Curriculum.
Other pioneers in batterer interven-
tion, EMERGE and AMEND, share
the Duluth Curriculum’s basic struc-
ture but depart slightly from Duluth in
technique and focus. All three of these
long-established batterer interventions
include a feminist educational approach
and, to varying degrees, incorporate
cognitive-behavioral techniques.

No single theoretical intervention
model has yet proved more effective
than any other in reducing recidivism.22

For this reason, many program direc-
tors and criminal justice professionals
stress structure over content. They
believe that regardless of a program’s
philosophy or methods, any respon-
sible intervention can help contain
batterers’ abuse by closely monitoring
behavior. Thus it is important to high-
light the common structural elements
(procedures) of the programs studied
for this report.

Program procedures. Program
procedures used by all mainstream
programs consist of intake and assess-
ment, victim contact, orientation, group
treatment (discussed in the section on
“Program content,” below), leaving the
program, and completion.

Intake and assessment. The batterer’s
first contact with the program occurs
when he arranges for an intake inter-
view. First contact with program staff
may occur at the courthouse, following
contact with a probation officer. In a
number of jurisdictions, however, it is
the responsibility of the batterer to ini-
tiate program and probation contact.
Intake assessment, which may last up
to 8 weeks, is designed to convince the

client to agree to the terms of the inter-
vention, begin the behavior assessment,
and screen for other problems. Ideally,
the initial session begins to foster rapport
between the clinician and the batterer.

Not all batterers are accepted at intake.
The most common reason for denying
service is that the batterer is part of a
group that another program can serve
better. For example, batterers who are
found to have other problems (such as
substance abuse or mental illness) may
be referred elsewhere or to a program
that addresses these issues in an inte-
grated format. Another common reason
for nonacceptance is unwillingness or
inability to pay, although some programs
offer assistance to those who cannot af-
ford the intake fee and a sliding scale
for payments. Some programs consider
batterers inappropriate for treatment if

they deny having committed violence.
Apart from information gathering and
initial instruction in program rules,
overcoming denial is the primary task
of intake.

Victim contact. A number of States
require that partners be notified at
various points in the intervention,
and programs with a strong advocacy
policy typically contact the partner
every 2 or 3 months. Assessments and
monitoring often involve separate in-
terviews with the victim to obtain addi-
tional information about the relationship.
Contacting the victim when the batterer
enters the program ensures that she re-
ceives accurate information about pro-
gram goals and methods, can raise her
awareness of her situation, and provides
her the opportunity to obtain help with
safety planning. As part of the ongoing

s of 1996, more than half the
States and the District of Columbia had
adopted standards or guidelines govern-
ing programs or individuals providing
batterer intervention, and 13 others
were developing them.

What the standards govern. Most
standards are designed to institutionalize
the current norms of mainstream batterer
interventions. They may specify the agency
that certifies programs; prescribe the in-
terval for certification renewal; indicate
what the court contact or referral, the
length of treatment, the screening crite-
ria, and the fee should be; and stipulate
elements of program content, such as
the curriculum and structure.

Accommodating innovation. Local
networks of intervention programs and
criminal justice agencies that are develop-
ing standards may want to avoid standards

that stifle innovation. Not enough is known
about the efficacy of current interventions
to avoid creating new standards that may
not accommodate innovation. Ideally,
standards should be crafted to foster in-
novation while providing safeguards for
victims. State and local boards governing
batterer intervention providers could pro-
vide oversight and evaluation of newly
proposed interventions and integrate the
findings into their practice models. Better
evaluations of existing programs would
allow standards to focus on performance-
based outcomes.

State standards may be controversial
because of concern that they result in a
“cookie cutter” approach to intervention
(when research points to the need for
diverse approaches). On the other hand,
some advocates argue that having no
standards might be more dangerous than
having overly restrictive ones.

State Standards for Service ProvidersA
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skills is emphasized to help batterers
understand and change their behavior.
By contrast, the two other mainstream
models—EMERGE and AMEND—
include more indepth counseling and
are longer term. As with the Duluth
Curriculum, reeducation and skills build-
ing are part of these models, but their
founders hold that psychoeducational
approaches alone do not address the
full problem. Thus, EMERGE and
AMEND combine cognitive-behavioral
techniques with confrontational group
processes that force the batterer to
accept responsibility for his behavior.

The Duluth Curriculum
Many batterer intervention programs
adhere to, or borrow from, a psycho-
educational and skills-building cur-
riculum that is a component of the
Duluth model developed in the early
1980s by the Domestic Abuse Inter-
vention Project of Duluth, Minnesota.
The model places battering within a
broader context of a range of control-
ling tactics such as intimidation, coer-
cion, threats, and social isolation25

and emphasizes the importance of a
coordinated community response to
the problem.

The preset curriculum is taught in
classes that emphasize the develop-
ment of critical thinking skills around
several themes, including nonviolence,
respect, support, trust, partnership,
and negotiation. Two or three sessions
are spent on each theme. For each
theme, the first session begins with a
video demonstration of the specific
controlling behavior being highlighted.
Discussion centers on the actions used
by the batterer depicted in the demon-
stration to control his partner. During
subsequent sessions devoted to the
theme, each group member describes
his own use of the controlling behavior.
Alternative behaviors are then explored.

lethality assessment, the batterer’s
counselor will inform the victim and
the probation officer if further abuse
is imminent.

Raising the victim’s awareness is a key
component of victim contact. Just as
important, however, is guarding her
against false hope that the program
can guarantee her partner will change.
This caution needs to be balanced
against respect for the victim’s right to
make her own decision, even if that
involves remaining with the batterer.

Orientation. The assessment process
continues during orientation, the ini-
tial phase of group intervention. New
clients meet together for one or more
sessions during which the reeducation
process begins; at the same time,
counselors more accurately appraise
the extent of the batterer’s problem.
Orientation also establishes rapport
between participants and counselors
that can reduce the former’s defensive-
ness. In this phase, program goals and
rules for participating in the group are
spelled out, and batterers are taught
the program’s underlying assumptions.

Orientation sessions tend to be more
didactic than later sessions, which
may take on more of a therapeutic
tone. Their lecture format is intended
to maintain order and avoid digression,
as well as to establish norms for par-
ticipation that can be carried over to
the more informal groups. In the orien-
tation sessions, counselors make clear
that active participation is required.

Leaving the program. Batterers leave
the program either because they com-
plete it successfully or are asked to
leave. Programs are cautious about ter-
minating a batterer before completion
because of the potential danger early
release may pose to the victim. How-
ever, there are a number of reasons for

termination, among them noncoopera-
tion, nonpayment of fees, or revocation
of parole or probation. The most com-
mon reason for the threat of termina-
tion is not attending group sessions
regularly. Another is violating crucial
program rules (for example, being dis-
ruptive or aggressive).

Before resorting to termination, a warn-
ing may be issued or the batterer may
be required to begin the program again.
When clients do not attend sessions,
or when clients with substance abuse
problems fail to maintain sobriety, the
probation officer may be informed.

Completion. Some programs have spe-
cific exit criteria that must be met be-
fore completion, such as requiring that
the batterer write a “responsibility
letter” acknowledging his behavior
and read it to the group. In defining
completion, some programs distinguish
between mere attendance and the ac-
complishment of intervention goals.
Either way, with court-mandated cli-
ents the final report to probation indi-
cates whether the client has worked
successfully in the program. Comple-
tion rates, however, tend to be low.23

Some programs offer followup or after-
care for clients who complete the pro-
gram successfully.

Program content. Depending on the
type of program, the intervention con-
sists of either a set educational cur-
riculum or less structured discussions
centered on relationships, anger man-
agement skills, or group psychotherapy.
The group therapy modality is the
intervention of choice.24

Of the three mainstream program
models, the Duluth Curriculum uses a
classroom format to focus on issues of
power and control. Violence is viewed
as linked to male power and control,
and the development of critical thinking
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EMERGE
EMERGE, of Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, begins intervention with an
orientation phase consisting of educa-
tional and skills-building sessions.
Clients who complete this phase and
admit to domestic violence graduate
to an ongoing group that blends cogni-
tive-behavioral techniques with group
therapy centered on accountability.
The approach is more flexible and in-
teractive than that of programs based
on the Duluth model, which uses a
preset curriculum.

The programs begin with a long
“check-in” conducted in the group
session led by a facilitator. New mem-
bers introduce themselves, describe
the incident that brought them to the
program, and admit their violence.
They are then asked questions that
elicit details about the acts of violence
they committed. Short check-ins for
regular group members follow, center-
ing on their actions of the previous
week. There may then be discussion
of incidents disclosed by a group
member during check-in.

EMERGE focuses on the broader rela-
tionship between the batterer and the
victim—not simply the abusive behav-
ior. One technique promoting this ap-
proach is to require that a client refer
to his partner by her first name rather
than by her relationship to him (e.g.,
“my wife”) to avoid perceiving her as
an object or possession. Each client
develops goals that address his favored
control tactics, such as behavior signi-
fying extreme jealousy. In establishing
the goals, the partner’s concerns are
incorporated, and the group helps the
client develop ways to address these
concerns.

appropriate for the diverse population
of batterers. To accommodate diver-
sity, two categories of program refine-
ments are emerging from practitioners’
innovations and cooperative field re-
search: those tailored to specific types
of batterers (“batterer typologies”),
based on psychological profiles or
criminal histories, and those tailored
to sociocultural differences such as
poverty and ethnicity.

Batterer typologies. Assuming there
can be a consensus on groups of indi-
vidual attributes (typologies), ques-
tions remain about how to treat them
and whether programs can be modified
to meet the needs of every group.
Feminist-based programs view the
focus on psychological attributes unfa-
vorably, and researchers do not agree
on what a typology of batterers might
look like.

Although psychological typologies are
interesting from a theoretical stand-
point, they do not yet offer much assis-
tance to the criminal justice system
because of the indepth assessment
needed to identify characteristics and
the lack of typology-based interven-
tions available. No consensus on psy-
chological categories for batterers has
emerged from the research community.
Criminal justice-based typologies offer
a more practical frontline approach.

The criminal justice system routinely
categorizes offenders, making deci-
sions about the danger they pose and
the appropriateness of interventions.
However, systematic assessment tools
based on an articulated theory of
batterer typology have not been avail-
able. Recent research may offer a
practical, standardized approach that
can aid criminal justice agencies in

AMEND
AMEND aims to establish client ac-
countability, increase awareness of the
social context of battering, and build
new skills. Its group therapists use the
Duluth cognitive-behavioral techniques,
but whereas the ordinary therapy group
might try to support the client and
help him express his feelings, AMEND
group leaders serve as “moral guides”
who take directive, value-laden posi-
tions—in particular, a firm stand
against violence.

AMEND’s long-term approach has four
stages. The first two consist of several
months of education and confrontation
intended to break through the batterer’s
denial. The third stage follows with sev-
eral months of advanced group therapy
in which the batterer begins to recog-
nize his own rationalizations for his
abusive behavior and to admit the truth.

Ongoing contacts with the partner are
important, because they may be able
to reveal relapses or more subtle forms
of abuse. The last phase of recovery for
those in the advanced group is the be-
ginning of real change. Because this
is a difficult time for the client, the
group process takes on a more sup-
portive tone. As the client prepares to
end therapy, he is encouraged at this,
the third stage, to develop a plan that
includes a support network to avoid
future violence. The fourth and final
stage (an optional stage that few men
enter) consists of involvement in com-
munity service and political action to
stop domestic violence.

Current trends and innovations

Practitioners and academics have long
been concerned that “one size fits all”
intervention is neither effective nor
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classifying offenders. Using demo-
graphic information, criminal histo-
ries, and substance abuse data, this
research proposes several classifica-
tion strategies26 focused on predicting
batterers’ retention in treatment and
the likelihood they will reoffend with
the same or another victim.

Categorizing batterers on these two
dimensions (risk of dropout and re-
arrest), researcher John Goldkamp was
able to draw some potentially useful
distinctions among offenders. For ex-
ample, he found that more than one-
third of the batterers he studied fell
into the lowest dropout risk and lowest
same-victim rearrest categories. In
other words, they should be good treat-
ment prospects and pose little risk to
their battering victims. He also found,
however, that some offenders who pose
little threat to the victim are not likely
to stay in treatment.27 This type of
analysis could be helpful to probation
officers, prosecutors, and judges in
sentencing and assigning batterers to
programs (after which there would be
additional intake assessment).

Tailoring interventions to cultural
differences. The batterer’s socioeco-
nomic status, racial or ethnic identity,
country of origin, and sexual orienta-
tion can affect his expression of
domestic violence and his response
to treatment. (For example, although
domestic violence may be found in all
social milieus, there is evidence it is
more prevalent among less affluent
families.28) For this reason, some inter-
ventions adapt to accommodate these
factors. All programs may be able to
improve program retention and de-
crease resistance to treatment by
adopting culturally sensitive ap-
proaches that accommodate race,
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation,
and socioeconomic status.

Culturally competent interventions.
Cultural competence in an organiza-
tion refers to activities the organization
undertakes to prepare itself to work
with a culturally diverse client popula-
tion and program efforts that demon-
strate preparedness and willingness to
work with this population.29 Culturally
competent interventions are those that
draw on the strength of the culture,
whether it is spirituality, a value placed
on family, or communal social systems.
Such interventions also address such
problems as substance abuse and gen-
der roles condoning wife abuse.

Batterer interventions need to become
culturally competent if they are to re-
tain minority referrals and improve
minority participation. They can do so
by building on the positive values and
strengths of minority cultures and by
tapping the solidarity felt by members
of the same minority culture that can
promote mutual support in the group.
In sum, culturally competent interven-
tions can be used to diversify and re-
fine interventions.

Programs for men of African descent.
Some see racially mixed batterer inter-
vention groups as preferable because
they believe battering has nothing to
do with socioeconomic or race issues.
Others reject these groups as allowing
men to use cultural differences to avoid
identifying with others in the group, thus
escaping responsibility for battering.
By contrast, African-American groups
can enhance participation by enabling
men to focus on what they did instead
of on social injustice or racism.

If groups consist exclusively of African-
Americans, the members are also able
to avoid assuming roles that some
whites in the group might ascribe to
them. With a culturally focused cur-
riculum, African-Americans are able

to construct their own reality rather
than accept the constructs and limita-
tions society places on them.

Issues for recent Asian immigrants.
Because of cultural barriers against
speaking openly in a group, special-
ized groups for Asian batterers, who
may be recent immigrants, may in-
clude initial individual counseling.
One-on-one encounters may help
avoid humiliating men whose culture
places a high value on peer accep-
tance. The counselors in the programs
visited for this report who work with
Asian immigrants agreed that the men
could not participate effectively in the
standard Duluth-style intervention
because many of them are averse to
group work and abhor confrontation.

Certain cultural values can militate
against treatment. According to coun-
selors interviewed for this study who
are themselves Asians, domestic abuse
is regarded throughout Southeast Asia
as a private matter and as socially ac-
ceptable; for this reason, some Asian
batterers have great difficulty accept-
ing that these behaviors are illegal in
the United States. Notions of gender
equality are difficult for both women
and men to accept. To deal with these
and other Asian cultural characteris-
tics, the Asian counselors interviewed
for this report had developed a non-
confrontational, Socratic method of
counseling batterers that relies heavily
on metaphors, parables, and analogies.

Latinos who speak Spanish. Efforts to
make a batterer intervention curriculum
relevant to Spanish-speaking Latinos
can flounder on the question of which
specific Latino culture should be the
focus. Because several cultural groups
may share certain characteristics—an
identity as immigrants, economic in-
stability, and low literacy in their native



9

R  e  s  e  a  r  c  h    i  n    A  c  t  i  o  n

language—batterer treatment can en-
compass all of them. In other cases, it
is not feasible to create a group based
on shared experiences. For example, it
may not always be possible that the
group leader be the same nationality
as that of the participants. The short
supply of culturally compatible facili-
tators is a serious issue for Latino
batterer interventions.

Age is also an issue. Among Latino
batterers there is a cultural gap be-
tween young and older men. Counse-
lors see the young men as less family
oriented, more dependent on male
friends who portray positive ties with
women as a weakness, and more violent.

Strategies used with Latino groups in-
clude discussing the batterer’s distor-
tion of the concept of “machismo,”
challenging ownership of the partner,
countering excuses for battering based
on cultural practices, and discussing
and learning to understand the clients’
complex family ties.

Countering the specialized ap-
proach. The trend toward increased
specialization in intervention is now
being challenged by a model based on
“attachment theory.” As applied to
batterers, the theory holds it is pos-
sible to develop positive emotions
such as trust, intimacy, and commit-
ment and thus overcome the anger,
rooted in a sense of powerlessness
or worthlessness, that triggers the
offending behavior. The Compassion
Workshop, based in Silver Spring,
Maryland, which uses the model, em-
ploys cognitive restructuring to short-
circuit the anger before it develops
and replace it with compassion. The
inclusion of several types of offend-
ers—male and female heterosexual
batterers, gay and lesbian batterers,
victims, and child abusers—in the

same program is one reason the Com-
passion Workshop is controversial.

The criminal justice response

Batterer intervention programs alone
cannot be expected to deter domestic
violence; strong criminal justice sup-
port is also needed. The combined
impact of arrest, incarceration, adjudi-
cation, and probation supervision may
send a stronger message to the batterer
about the seriousness of his behavior
than what is taught in an intervention
program. Intervention programs rely
on criminal justice support to add
force to their work. That support needs
to be coordinated systemwide. Coordi-
nation is important because victims
can be endangered by any breakdown
in communication, failure of training,
or lack of followthrough by agency
representatives.

Principal features of a coordinated,
systemwide response. In addition to
coordination among agencies, the prin-
cipal features of a supportive criminal
justice system include use of victim
advocates throughout the system, des-
ignation of special units or individuals,
and provision of training. To be effective,
the response will extend to all compo-
nents of the system, from law enforce-
ment through probation officers. (See
“Key Components of an Integrated
Criminal Justice Response to Battering.”)

Criminal justice issues affecting
batterer intervention. A number
of systemwide issues have an indirect
but serious impact on the efficacy of
batterer intervention. The experience
of the programs studied for this report
suggests that by addressing these is-
sues, the criminal justice system can
support intervention. The first issue is
the time between sentencing and pro-
gram enrollment, which even in ideal

circumstances averages 6 weeks but
may take as long as several months.
Whatever the cause, if the criminal
justice system tolerates slow compli-
ance and noncompliance, it creates an
appearance of unconcern for the crime
and may also endanger the victim.
Additional actions can be taken at all
points in the criminal justice system:

• Probation officers and program di-
rectors contacted for this report indi-
cate that tracking participants can be
made more efficient. In many jurisdic-
tions, referral practices that give pro-
bationers a wide choice of programs
may make it difficult to track enroll-
ment. A better approach might be to
allow probation officers to assign
batterers to a specific intervention.

• Centralized dockets created to
handle domestic violence cases
present a number of advantages for
service delivery. Prosecutors can save
time by not having to travel from court
to court; probation units located
nearby can receive court referrals
quickly; judges can become expert in
domestic violence issues; and court-
based victim advocates would have ac-
cess to a facility in or near the court to
provide support and services for victims.

• Accurate, complete information
about the defendant is key to success-
ful adjudication. If they are to make
proper decisions concerning plea
bargains, sentencing, bail, and super-
vision, prosecutors, judges, and proba-
tion officers need information about
previous arrests, substance abuse his-
tory, involvement with child protective
services, and experience with batterer
intervention.

• Opportunities for coordination by the
criminal justice system include inte-
grating batterer intervention with court-
ordered substance abuse treatment.
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For cases in which the batterer has a
substance abuse problem, courts can
mandate not only treatment but also
batterer intervention, with probation
officers intensively monitoring compli-
ance with treatment. Additionally, at
the court level, judges and probation
officers can be alert to the danger
posed by domestic violence to children
and coordinate with child protective
services and programs that specialize
in domestically abusive families to en-
sure that batterers’ children are safe.

• Low-risk male heterosexuals may be
the category of batterer most amenable
to standard intervention, but they are
not the only category of batterers. Pro-
gram options are needed for the full
range of batterers. Many program pro-
viders and probation officers inter-
viewed for this report voiced concern
that only a fraction of convicted
batterers ever enter interventions. It
would be useful if probation officers
could work with local intervention pro-
viders, when needed, to develop sen-
tencing options for different categories
of batterers that include treatment. As
sentencing and program options for a
fuller range of batterers are developed,
they are optimally followed by assess-
ment tools to assign them to appropri-
ate interventions.

The key role of probation: super-
vision. Probation officers are the most
critical link between the criminal jus-
tice system and batterer interven-
tions.30 Assigning them to specialized
units dedicated to domestic violence
cases can help them do a better job,
although many who work in such units
still feel their caseloads are too heavy
to provide the necessary services and
supervision. If caseloads were re-
duced, officers could work closely with
victims, who may have special needs.
Probation officers may also have to

Key Components of an Integrated
Criminal Justice Response to Batteringa

 coordinated, systemwide response
to battering, extending from arrest through
probation or parole, can reinforce the
message of batterer programs and moti-
vate batterers to comply with treatment.
The principal features are as follows:

• Law enforcement. Officers can be
trained to increase their sensitivity to the
needs of victims and thoroughly investi-
gate allegations of violence. They can in-
crease their effectiveness if they enforce
bench warrants issued for batterers who
have violated the terms of their probation.b

• Pretrial screening. Offenders can be
screened before trial to ensure they are
not released on their own recognizance
or on bail before arraignment. Pretrial
services staff can gather as much back-
ground information as possible for the
prosecutor and judge.

• Prosecutors. Some prosecutors can
specialize in domestic violence cases.
Domestic violence prosecutors need to
receive adequate support from police,
probation officers, and victim advocates
to follow through on cases. Other steps
prosecutors can take include pursuing
cases without victim testimony, if neces-
sary; using “vertical prosecution”; keep-
ing files containing such information as
previous arrests and convictions; using vic-
tim advocates to aid in case preparation;
pursuing probation revocation; and re-
questing offender participation in batterer
intervention programs as a condition of
probation or other sentence.

• Victim advocates. Victim advocates
could be made available at all stages of
the criminal justice process. Based in the
specialized criminal justice units, they
would contact the victim as soon as pos-
sible, explain the criminal justice system,
gather evidence, assist with safety plan-
ning, and notify the victim of key events
in the case. They could also make their
case history records available to prosecutors.

A • Judges. Judges could be assigned to
specialized domestic violence dockets and
issue sentences that include jail time, man-
datory participation in batterer interven-
tion programs, or other sanctions. Judges
could be most effective if they respond
forcefully to batterers who do not abide
by the terms of their sentences; make re-
ferrals to appropriate programs; are familiar
with State standards for batterer programs;
and keep alert to possible co-occurrence
of battering and child abuse. Courts could
process domestic violence cases quickly
and require prompt enrollment in pro-
grams when this is part of the sentence.

• Probation officers. If organized in
specialized units with reduced caseloads,
probation officers could provide intensive
probation supervision. To supervise batterers
as effectively as possible, probation offic-
ers could increase their understanding of
domestic violence issues, batterer interven-
tions, and emerging batterer typologies.
Thoroughly prepared presentencing re-
ports are a necessity, as is quickly obtain-
ing information about batterers sentenced
to probation, monitoring sobriety through
urine screens, and developing assessment
tools or referral policies to assist in assign-
ing batterers to programs. Probation offic-
ers could also take the lead in establishing
meetings with batterer intervention
service providers.

Notes

a For a more detailed description of an
integrated criminal justice response to
domestic violence, see Gelb, A., The
Quincy Court Model Domestic Abuse
Program Manual, Swampscott, MA:
Production Specialists, n.d.

b Because enforcement commonly has
little or no direct contact with batterer
intervention programs, this report does
not include an indepth discussion of the
police response to domestic violence.
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face the problem of how to intervene
with clients who are refused service.

In one program visited for this study,
the probation department emphasizes
coordination among other criminal jus-
tice agencies, batterer intervention
programs, substance abuse treatment
programs, social services, victim advo-
cates, and the community.31 Key de-
partment policies include preparation
of thorough presentencing reports urg-
ing judges to impose strict probation
conditions, maximum-intensity super-
vision, and rigorous monitoring of
compliance. This program also empha-
sizes substance abuse as a factor exac-
erbating recidivism.

Collaboration among community
partners. The greatest contribution
batterer intervention programs make
may not be with individual offenders
but with their ability to bring together
major actors in the criminal justice
and community services sectors to work
together to reduce domestic violence.
This collaboration can be informal,
taking the form of monthly meetings of
probation officers, program providers,
and victim advocates to discuss issues
of mutual concern. Less frequently,
such meetings could be held with do-
mestic violence committees in neigh-
boring jurisdictions to exchange
information.

Criminal justice agencies can also
work with the city- or county-level
committees that in a number of com-
munities are charged with coordinating
domestic violence policy. Some of
these committees make policy; others
are a forum for information exchange.
In some States, they are empowered
by State standards to certify batterer
interventions.

At the State level, criminal justice agen-
cies can work with State committees

and task forces on domestic violence
that address policy issues such as
legal reforms. These committees may
also be charged with developing drafts
of standards for certification of
batterer interventions.
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