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• Interventions with perpetrators of domestic 

violence can, and do work. We just need to be 

clearer about what we do, for whom and under 

what circumstances. 

• If we can achieve this we will reduce the 

prevalence of domestic violence through 

changing the behaviour and beliefs of some 

individuals, and through using scarce resources 

much more effectively and efficiently.



Prevention Strategies

Primary: To stop the abuse occurring in the first 

instance through public awareness raising; educational 

programmes with children; threat of legal sanctions.

Secondary: To reduce further victimisation through 

public awareness raising; direct work with victims; 

changes in how services are delivered to victims

Tertiary: To reduce future recidivism by holding 

perpetrators to account for their behaviour through 

sanctions and intervention



Progression Through the Criminal Justice 

System

• Victims typically positive about the police response 

at the time of crisis

• Limits to the effectiveness of the criminal justice 

system in delivering prosecutions

• Some behaviours more amenable to this type of 

response

• Some victims do not want prosecution for a variety 

of reasons

• Limited evidence that legal sanctions and 

prosecutions on their own impact significantly on 

recidivism



• Male perpetrators of domestic violence and abuse are 
heterogeneous in terms of both offending behaviour, 
motivation for offending and treatment needs            
(eg Gondolf, 2012)

• Typologies of perpetrators of domestic violence have 
been developed looking at behaviour and motivation 
(eg Johnson, 2008; Dempsey and Day, 2011)

• Violent offenders differentially responsive to existing 
interventions

• But tend to have similar core beliefs about 
themselves, the world and their violence that helps to 
explain their aggression and can inform attempts at 
intervention (eg Gannon et al, 2007)

Effecting Change with Male Perpetrators



• 1/3rd of domestic violence perpetrators may cease their 
behaviour without any legal or therapeutic mandate or 
intervention   (Sartin et al., 2006)

• An (unknown) proportion of men may never change their 
behaviour irrespective of the quality and fidelity of the 
intervention

• Social marketing approaches appear to work for some men 
seeking help  (Stanley et al., 2012)

• Motivational approaches for those who may be amenable to 
intervention (Murphy and Maiuro, 2009)

• Identifying which perpetrators need a legal or social 
mandate to engage in intervention from those who do not

• The importance of the therapeutic relationship within the 
context of care & control (Mahon et al., 2009)

Continuum of Intervention



Key Strategic Objectives in Ireland

• A reduction in violent and controlling behaviour 
by men who complete the programme with their 
current and/or future female partners and 
children ;

• Improved safety for women and children;

• A partnership approach between women’s 
service providers (i.e. women’s refuges, domestic 
violence support services and rape crisis centres) 
and those working with men;

• Improved data on outcomes; and,

• An appropriate community alternative to prison.



Objectives of Perpetrator Programmes in 

Ireland

• To help men stop being violent and abusive;

• To help them learn how to relate to their 

partners in a respectful and equal way;

• To show them non-abusive ways of dealing 

with difficulties in their relationships and cope 

with their anger; and,

• To keep their partner or ex-partner safer from 

further violent and abusive behaviour.



Perpetrator Programmes

• 13 programmes across Ireland

• €650,000 per annum

• Both court mandated and non-court mandated

• 373 referrals; 283 screened in; 134 commenced 

programme; 87 completed a programme (65% 

completion)

• 117 women supported



Three Stages

• An initial screening of the individual and an 

assessment of the risk he poses to others;

• Individual work between perpetrators and 

staff as appropriate for those who pass the 

initial screening to address specific issues 

which might impede engagement in a group 

based intervention; and,

• A group-based intervention programme of 30-

36 weeks with up to ten one-to-one sessions if 

required.



• Range of interventions usually limited

• Challenge of engaging domestically violent men in behavioural and

cognitive change

• Quality of programmes

• Effectiveness of group based intervention programmes are 

typically small                                                                                                             

(d= 0.35 for Duluth programmes; d= 0.29 for cognitive-behavioural 

programmes, Babcock et al., 2004; Smedslund et al. 2011)

• High attrition rates in mandated programmes:

- offender demographics

- time lapse between offence and programme attendance

- legal mandate

- on-going supervision

The Challenges of Intervention with 

Perpetrators



Promising Practice

• Improved safety for women and children

• Collaboration between sectors

• Increasing understanding of how the 

programmes work

• Increased capacity to measure effectiveness



Future Opportunities for Research on Intervention 

Programmes

• Reducing variation within and between programmes 

• Improving the evidence base informing programme 

content

• Improving consistency in how programmes are 

developed and delivered

• Reducing variability of participants within and 

between programmes

• Reaching agreement on outcome measures

• Developing a better understanding of the elements

which work within programmes


