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ccording to the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ annual
victimization reports, approximately 691,000 nonfatal
intimate partner violence (IPV) victimizations occurred
annually in the United States between 2013 and 2017.1
In a small number of incidents, the violence became lethal. Incident
data reported by law enforcement agencies to the FBI over the
past 15 years indicate that, each year, about 1,400 people were
killed by their current or former intimate partners. In the majority of
these homicides, the victim was a woman killed by her male (ex)
partner.2 As a result, there were approximately 6,400 more female
intimate partner homicide victims than male victims over the past
decade. While homicides in the United States predominately involve
offenders and victims who are young adult males, intimate partner
homicides largely involve men killing their female partners.3
Beginning in the 1980s, advocates and legal scholars sought to
criminalize IPV by implementing pro-arrest and mandatory arrest
policies, supporting preferred prosecution policies, enforcing protective orders, or requiring intervention programs
for abusers.4 They also sought consistent and coordinated responses across criminal justice and communitybased organizations that were effective and focused on the safety of victims.5 Over the past several decades,
these efforts have ranged from establishing second-responder programs within law enforcement agencies, where
crisis response teams make home visits following an initial police response, to instituting innovative pretrial
strategies, such as increased involvement by the judge in managing IPV offenders during the pretrial period,
restructured court procedures, and expanded victim services.6
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Although current evidence is
promising, a more in-depth study
is needed to establish these
collaborative risk assessment
models as evidence-based.
A more recent development in how law enforcement
responds to IPV incidents involves assessing the
victim, offender, or both for risk and needs and
then connecting one or both parties to appropriate
resources regardless of whether an arrest occurs.
In 2015, the Police Executive Research Forum
(PERF) found that 42% of surveyed law enforcement
agencies reported using a structured risk assessment
to determine if a victim is in danger of future violence.
The PERF report also indicated that 39% of U.S.
agencies use a risk-assessment approach to identify
repeat offenders.7
Currently, two victim-focused models of IPV risk
assessment are used in the United States: the
Lethality Assessment Program (LAP) and the
Domestic Violence High-Risk Team (DVHRT) model.
Although current evidence about these interventions
is promising, particularly in terms of an LAP leading
to women’s use of more protective strategies,
a more in-depth study is needed to establish
these collaborative risk assessment models as
evidence-based.8 As a result, in 2012 NIJ and the
Office on Violence Against Women (OVW) launched
the Domestic Violence Homicide Prevention
Demonstration Initiative to further expand the evidence
base about how these models work in practice and
how they impact survivors and the criminal justice and
service systems.

Victim-Focused Models
LAP is a police-led model that largely follows the
Lethality Assessment Program–Maryland Model,
which was created in the early 2000s through a
collaboration of advocates, researchers, and law
enforcement practitioners.9 The LAP assessment
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is based on Dr. Jacquelyn Campbell’s Danger
Assessment instrument, which she developed with
the support of NIJ and other federal agencies to
determine the likelihood that a man would kill his
female intimate partner. The assessment instrument
uses a calendar to guide the victim’s recall and to
document the frequency and severity of assaults
over the past year, along with 20 questions about
the offender’s behaviors and threats or about other
circumstances in the survivor’s life, to calculate a
weighted risk score for each victim. A validation study
illustrated that danger levels or scores that resulted
from the Danger Assessment instrument captured
more than 90% of potentially lethal cases.10 This
finding led others to assert that if IPV homicides are
predictable, they are preventable — this has been the
impetus behind OVW funding the implementation and
testing of such tools.11
The LAP protocol — an 11-item screener conducted
by law enforcement as well as other allied
professionals — focuses on identifying those who
are most at risk of becoming a homicide victim or
experiencing a serious, lethal-like assault. Officers
at the scene of an incident connect high-risk victims
with an advocate by phone; the advocate has a brief
discussion with the victim about safety planning.
Following the incident, the law enforcement agency
and service program personnel are encouraged to
follow up with victims, particularly those who are most
at risk, to connect them with services.
The immediate connection with an advocate —
initiated by law enforcement — is likely a critical
component, as victims who call the police do not
often follow up with victim services. Although the rate
of women who call the police to seek help increased
from 40% in 1992 to 60% in 2014, the rate of victims
across the United States who seek victim services
remained at about 30% during this same period.12
Thus, LAP aims to better connect victims who come
in contact with law enforcement to victim advocacy
services for assistance with safety planning, obtaining
orders of protection, and shelter.
The second victim-focused model of IPV risk
assessment, the DVHRT or high-risk team approach,
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has also gained traction across the country over the
past decade.13 Under this approach, law enforcement
personnel seek to identify victims at high risk for
lethal-like violence using the Danger Assessment–Law
Enforcement tool.14 They then forward information
about the highest risk victims to their community’s
multidisciplinary DVHRT. These teams often include
representatives from victim service organizations, law
enforcement agencies, pretrial services, prosecutors’
offices, corrections, and batterer intervention
programs. They meet regularly to review the referred
victims and decide, as a team, which victims warrant
intensive assistance and monitoring.
Victims identified as needing intensive assistance
must agree to share their information with the
DVHRT. The staff then gathers more information
about the victim and abuser from the team’s member
agencies — as well as from the victim — to
develop a protection plan that allows each agency
to contribute in a manner that fits its mission and
resources. The team also collects case-level outcome
information and reviews the status of existing cases
each month to plan follow-up actions as needed.
Prosecutors who are members of the team can use
this information to inform bail and pretrial release
recommendations. Eventually, the team decides if a
victim’s risk has decreased to a point where this level
of monitoring is no longer indicated.
By design, the DVHRT serves many fewer victims than
LAP, which serves all high-risk victims. At least one
U.S. municipality is trying to implement both protocols
simultaneously.

Offender-Focused Model
Several U.S. law enforcement agencies are adopting
an IPV risk assessment approach built on the focused
deterrence model that served as the framework
for the U.S. Department of Justice’s Project Safe
Neighborhoods initiative.15 This model — a problemoriented policing initiative — seeks to prevent
violence by directly contacting offenders and sending
them a message that their “violence is no longer
tolerated.” When violence does occur, an enforcement
strategy guided by state and federal statutes is used.16
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With support from the Office of Community Oriented
Policing Services, North Carolina’s High Point Police
Department and researchers evaluated whether an
offender-focused approach reduces IPV homicides.17
Their approach uses criminal history information
to classify offenders into four groups organized
by severity of risk. The lowest risk group includes
offenders who have no criminal charge for IPV-related
cases but have had a complaint filed against them.
The second group is made up of those with one
IPV-related charge. The third group includes offenders
with a second IPV charge or offenders who were in
the second group but have now committed a courtprohibited behavior (e.g., violation of a protection
order). The fourth group comprises offenders with
three or more IPV-related charges, a violent criminal
record that could include at least one IPV-related
incident, a violation of a civil protection order, a
weapon used during an IPV-related incident, or a prior
felony conviction.
The department deploys a series of graduated tactics
for each group, beginning with an offender-notification
procedure — that is, those in the lowest risk group
receive a letter stating that law enforcement sees
them as a potential offender. The department then
uses adaptable monitoring (e.g., an offender is
flagged in the records management system) and
service provisions such as referring the offender to
mental health and substance abuse programs, and
at the highest level, a series of increasingly swift and
severe criminal justice sanctions (e.g., enhanced
prosecution resources). This sanction regimen
includes periodic call-in meetings, during which law
enforcement officials and community members meet
with selected offenders to review both the sanctions
used to punish the most serious offenders and the
community services available that may help them
avoid these sanctions.18

The State of the Evidence
Over the last two decades, various federal agencies
(including NIJ) have supported research that has led
to the development and testing of programs to assess
for serious and lethal violence, particularly among
females.
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For example, Campbell and colleagues — with
support from NIJ, the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, and the National Institutes of Health —
completed a multicity study to assess which factors
in relationships, beyond the occurrence of IPV,
predict intimate partner femicide.19 This research
identified 11 factors that distinguished victims who
were abused and killed by their partners from those
who experienced abuse only. These factors include
the abusers’ employment status, the victim-offender
relationship type, the presence of a child from the
victim’s previous relationship, the offender’s use
of control tactics after separation, the offender’s
threatened or actual use of a weapon, and the lack
of a prior arrest among active offenders. The findings
suggest that criminal justice practitioners could
combine these risk factors into a score that would
identify more than 90% of potentially lethal IPV
cases.20
In 2008, Jill Theresa Messing and colleagues — with
support from NIJ — examined whether the use of
the LAP screen decreased the rate of repeat, severe,
lethal, and near-lethal violence and increased the rate
of emergency safety planning and help-seeking.21
Their research found that a majority of victims who
were willing to participate in a study interview also
spoke to the hotline advocate during their encounter
with law enforcement. Their outcome analyses further
indicated that women who spoke to the advocates
reported using significantly more protective strategies
over the next six months and experiencing significantly
less victimization than women in a comparison
group.22 The women who participated in the LAP
intervention were also significantly more satisfied with
law enforcement’s response and more likely to report
that their advocate was at least somewhat helpful.23
These findings are promising, but more rigorous
research is needed to determine the effectiveness of
these IPV interventions. To fill in gaps and expand the
knowledge base, in 2012 NIJ and OVW collaborated
to launch the Domestic Violence Homicide Prevention
Demonstration Initiative.24 Through this initiative, NIJ
supports a multidisciplinary team of researchers and
practitioners who are examining the implementation
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of the LAP and DVHRT models across six sites. The
project, which began in 2014, is seeking to validate
previous findings related to LAP and to establish
baseline evidence on the functioning and outcomes
of the DVHRT model. The evaluation design includes
collecting data about intimate partner incidents from
each site’s criminal justice system and linking these
data with information from victim service providers
and confidential victim interviews conducted in two
sites. This data collection will allow policymakers to
see how overlapping systems can manage risk and
how this process influences further victimization.
In addition to studying how communities are
implementing the interventions, the NIJ-supported
evaluation team25 is interviewing victims, victim
service professionals, police officers, and key
executive members of the local law enforcement
communities at multiple points during the
implementation process. These interviews will provide
information about program implementation in each
community and also reveal how implementation has
affected the community’s response to IPV.
“As a direct result of being part of the Domestic
Violence Homicide Prevention Demonstration Initiative,
I now incorporate much thought, along with specific
conversations surrounding data collection and the
potential for future research, into any decision that
will impact our agency from the perspective of policy
and/or practice,” explains John Guard, Chief Deputy
of the Pitt County Sheriff’s Office in Greenville, North
Carolina.
“The days of making agency decisions based on
one’s gut feeling are fleeing,” Guard adds. “We need
programs supported by solid research that can be
replicated. This is why NIJ’s support of research
within the criminal justice system is so valuable to law
enforcement agencies around the country.”
Results from the multisite evaluation effort are
expected to be available in 2021.

NIJ Journal / Issue No. 282

About the Authors
Christopher D. Maxwell, Ph.D., is a professor in
the School of Criminal Justice at Michigan State
University. Tami P. Sullivan, Ph.D., is an associate
professor of psychiatry and director of Family Violence
Research and Programs at Yale University. Bethany L.
Backes, Ph.D., is an assistant professor in the
Violence Against Women Faculty Cluster Initiative
at the University of Central Florida and holds a joint
appointment in the Department of Criminal Justice
and School of Social Work. Joy S. Kaufman, Ph.D.,
is a professor of psychiatry and deputy director of
the Consultation Center at Yale University, where she
directs the areas of Program and Service System
Evaluation and Evaluation Research.

For More Information
For more information on NIJ’s IPV work, go to
NIJ.ojp.gov, keyword: IPV.
Read more about the Domestic Violence Homicide
Prevention Demonstration Initiative at NIJ.ojp.gov/dvh.

This article discusses the following grants:
• “Risk Assessment Validation Study,” grant number
2000-WT-VX-0011
• “Police Department’s Use of Lethality Assessments: An
Experimental Evaluation,” grant number 2008-WG-BX-0002

5

Rachel E. Morgan, Criminal Victimization, 2015, Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics,
October 2016, NCJ 250180, https://www.bjs.gov/content/
pub/pdf/cv15.pdf; Rachel E. Morgan and Grace Kena,
Criminal Victimization, 2016: Revised, Washington, DC:
U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics,
October 2018, NCJ 252121, https://www.bjs.gov/content/
pub/pdf/cv16re.pdf; and Rachel E. Morgan and Jennifer
L. Truman, Criminal Victimization, 2017, Washington, DC:
U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics,
December 2018, NCJ 252472, https://www.bjs.gov/
content/pub/pdf/cv17.pdf.
2. Alexia Cooper and Erica L. Smith, Homicide Trends in
the United States, 1980-2008, Washington, DC: U.S.
Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics,
November 2011, NCJ 236018, https://www.bjs.gov/
content/pub/pdf/htus8008.pdf.
3. James A. Fox and Emma E. Fridel, “Gender Differences
in Patterns and Trends in U.S. Homicide, 1976-2015,”
Violence and Gender 4 no. 2 (2017): 37-43, doi:10.1089/
vio.2017.0016.
4. Jeffrey Fagan, The Criminalization of Domestic Violence:
Promises and Limits, Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Justice, National Institute of Justice, 1996, https://www.
ncjrs.gov/pdffiles/crimdom.pdf.
5. Jill Davies, Eleanor J. Lyon, and Diane Monti-Catania,
Safety Planning with Battered Women: Complex Lives/
Difficult Choices, SAGE Series on Violence Against Women,
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1998.
6. Christy A. Visher, Adele V. Harrell, and Lisa C. Newmark,
Pretrial Innovations for Domestic Violence Offenders and
Victims: Lessons From the Judicial Oversight Demonstration
Initiative, Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice,
National Institute of Justice, August 2007, https://www.
ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/216041.pdf.
7. Police Executive Research Forum, Police Improve Response
to Domestic Violence, But Abuse Often Remains the ‘Hidden
Crime,’ Washington, DC: Police Executive Research Forum,
January/February 2015.

• “Evaluation of the Domestic Violence Homicide Prevention
Initiative,” grant number 2013-ZD-CX-0001

8. Jill Theresa Messing et al., “The Oklahoma Lethality
Assessment Study: A Quasi-Experimental Evaluation of the
Lethality Assessment Program,” Social Service Review 89
no. 3 (2015): 499-530, doi:10.1086/683194.

Notes

9. Maryland Network Against Domestic Violence, Lethality
Assessment Program – Maryland Model (LAP): Protocol for
Law Enforcement and Domestic Violence Service Programs
(DVSPs), Lanham, MD: Maryland Network Against Domestic
Violence, 2013.

1. Jennifer L. Truman and Lynn Langton, Criminal Victimization,
2013, Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau
of Justice Statistics, September 2014, NCJ 247648,
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cv13.pdf; Jennifer L.
Truman and Lynn Langton, Criminal Victimization, 2014,
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of
Justice Statistics, August 2015, NCJ 248973, https://www.
bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cv14.pdf; Jennifer L. Truman and

December 2020

10. Jacquelyn C. Campbell, Daniel Webster, and Nancy Glass,
“The Danger Assessment: Validation of a Lethality Risk
Assessment Instrument for Intimate Partner Femicide,”
Journal of Interpersonal Violence 24 no. 4 (2008): 653-674,
doi:10.1177/0886260508317180.

National Institute of Justice | NIJ.ojp.gov

6

New Approaches to Policing High-Risk Intimate Partner Victims and Offenders

11. Office on Violence Against Women funding opportunity,
“OVW Fiscal Year 2012 Domestic Violence Homicide
Prevention Demonstration Initiative,” grants.gov
announcement number OVW-2012-3379, 34, https://www.
justice.gov/sites/default/files/ovw/legacy/2012/09/05/
dv-homicide-reduction-initiative-call-for-concept-papers.
pdf.
12. Christopher D. Maxwell, “Risk-Led Policing: Experience and
Challenges From the U.S.,” paper presented at conference
on Domestic Abuse, Risk and Policing: Research, Policy
and Practice from the UK and US, Cardiff University, Cardiff,
Wales, 2016.
13. One of the domestic violence service programs using
this model is the Jeanne Geiger Crisis Center located
in Newburyport, Massachusetts. Its DVHRT is led by a
nongovernmental domestic violence agency with members
consisting of professionals from law enforcement,
prosecution, pretrial services, corrections, the public
defender’s office, and community-based service
providers. Jeanne Geiger Crisis Center Inc., Greater
Newburyport Domestic Violence High Risk Team: Safety
and Accountability Report 2005-2013, Newburyport, MA:
Jeanne Geiger Crisis Center Inc., 2013, 17.
14. Jill Theresa Messing and Jacquelyn Campbell, “Informing
Collaborative Interventions: Intimate Partner Violence Risk
Assessment for Front Line Police Officers,” Policing: A
Journal of Policy and Practice 10 no. 4 (2016): 328-340,
doi:10.1093/police/paw013; and Jill Theresa Messing,
Jacquelyn C. Campbell, and Carolyn Snider, “Validation and
Adaptation of the Danger Assessment-5: A Brief Intimate
Partner Violence Risk Assessment,” Journal of Advanced
Nursing 73 no. 12 (2017): 3220-3230, doi:10.1111/
jan.13459.
15. Stacy Sechrist, John Weil, and Terri Shelton, Evaluation of
the Offender Focused Domestic Violence Initiative (OFDVI) in
High Point, NC & Replication in Lexington, NC, Greensboro,
NC: The University of North Carolina at Greensboro, North
Carolina Network for Safe Communities, 2016, 132.
16. David M. Kennedy, Deterrence and Crime Prevention:
Reconsidering the Prospect of Sanction, Routledge Studies
in Crime and Economics series, New York: Routledge Taylor
& Francis Group, 2009.
17. Marty Sumner, “Creating a Community Focus on Domestic
Homicide Prevention: What We Did and Who Made it
Happen,” presented at conference on Broadening Your
Multi-Agency Responses: Increasing Access to Justice,
Denver, CO, September 16-18, 2015; and Sechrist, Weil,
and Shelton, Evaluation of the Offender Focused Domestic
Violence Initiative.
18. Stacy M. Sechrist and John D. Weil, “Assessing the Impact
of a Focused Deterrence Strategy to Combat Intimate
Partner Domestic Violence,” Violence Against Women 24 no.
3 (2017): 243-265, doi:10.1177/1077801216687877.

National Institute of Justice | NIJ.ojp.gov

19. Jacquelyn C. Campbell et al., “Risk Factors for Femicide in
Abusive Relationships: Results From a Multisite Case Control
Study,” American Journal of Public Health 93 no. 7 (2003):
1089-1097, doi:10.2105/AJPH.93.7.1089; and Janice
Roehl, Chris O’Sullivan, Daniel Webster, and Jacquelyn
Campbell, “Intimate Partner Violence Risk Assessment
Validation Study, Final Report,” final report to the National
Institute of Justice, grant number 2000-WT-VX-0011, May
2005, NCJ 209731, https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/
grants/209731.pdf.
20. Campbell, Webster, and Glass, “The Danger Assessment.”
21. Messing et al., “The Oklahoma Lethality Assessment Study”;
and Jill Theresa Messing et al., “Police Departments’ Use
of the Lethality Assessment Program: A Quasi-Experimental
Evaluation,” final report to the National Institute of Justice,
grant number 2008-WG-BX-0002, July 2014, NCJ 247456,
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/247456.pdf.
22. Ibid.
23. Messing et al., “Police Departments’ Use of the Lethality
Assessment Program,” 109.
24. Office on Violence Against Women, “OVW Fiscal Year 2012
Domestic Violence Homicide Prevention Demonstration
Initiative.”
25. National Institute of Justice, “Evaluation of the Domestic
Violence Homicide Prevention Initiative,” New Haven,
CT: Yale University, National Institute of Justice grant
number 2013-ZD-CX-0001, https://nij.ojp.gov/funding/
awards/2013-zd-cx-0001.

Image source: NYPARK/Shutterstock.

NCJ 254468
Cite this article as: Christopher D. Maxwell, Tami
P. Sullivan, Bethany L. Backes, and Joy S. Kaufman,
“New Approaches to Policing High-Risk Intimate
Partner Victims and Offenders,” NIJ Journal 282,
December 2020, https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/
new-approaches-policing-high-risk-intimate-partnervictims-and-offenders.

