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Batterer intervention programs (BIPs) are de-
signed for men arrested for domestic violence and for
men who would be arrested if their actions were pub-
lic. These programs usually consist of educational
classes or treatment groups, but may include other in-
tervention € ements such as extensive evaluation, indi-
vidual counseling, or case management. Because 80%
of batterers are referred by the criminal justice sys-
tem, one set of implicit goalsfor BIPsincludesjustice
and accountability (Healy, Smith & O’ Sullivan, 1998),
goalsthat have not been adequately recognized in evalu-
ations of BIPs. Another goal of BIPsisvictim safety.
Most standardsfor BIPs specify that service providers
consider victim safety implicationswhen implementing
interventions such as contacting victims for informa-
tion about the batterer (Austin & Dankwort, 1997;
1999). A fina goal for BIPsisrehabilitation and be-
havioral changes such asskill building, attitude change,
and emotional development.

Thedetails of conducting batterer intervention
programsarereadily available (e.g. Edleson & Tolman,
1992; Pence & Paymar, 1993; Russell & Frohberg,
1995; Sonkin & Durphy, 1997; Stordeur & Stille, 1989).
The purpose of this paper isto look not at what batterer
programs do, but rather at the effectiveness of these
programs. Knowledge about batterer program effec-
tivenessisimportant for several reasons. Increasingly,
courts are referring men convicted of domestic abuse
to batterers intervention programs, suggesting a cer-
tain level of public confidence in the effectiveness of
these programs. |Isthat confidence justified? Second,
victims of domestic violence often want toremainina
relationship with their partner, and arelooking for help
in changing hisviolent and controlling behavior. Since
a batterer seeking counseling is one of the strongest

predictors that a woman will return to her batterer
(Gondolf, 1988), advocates are justifiably concerned
that batterer programs not hold out a promise of hope
which may become avehiclefor injury. Third, people
who work with batterers are interested in outcomes so
they can improve the level of program effectiveness,
for these people, the concern is less whether batterer
programswork, but how they work, for whomdo they
work best, and which elements of the program are
most important.

I ssuesin BIP Evaluation

The questions we want answered are: (1) Are
batterers held accountable for their crime (or, has jus-
tice been served)? (2) Are victims safe? And, (3) Has
the batterer changed his attitudes and behavior? The
question of whether justiceisbeing served isnot easily
answered by science. Batterer programs often iden-
tify accountability as a key theme in their work, but
BIPs have neither the mandate nor the resources to
hold men accountable for their actions; for that task,
BIPs are but alink in the chain. Victim safety is the
“gold standard” for batterer intervention programs, the
primary criterion by which program effectivenesswill
bejudged. Recidivismisanindicator that victim safety
has been breeched. The third question, behavioral
change, tapsthe skill-building and attitude modification
focus of many batterer programs. Do batterers ac-
quire skills and change their beliefs about women and
the acceptahility of violence asaresult of batterer pro-
grams? Thisisanimportant question for program evalu-
ation. However, attitude and skills changes must be
viewed as intermediate factors that service the most
fundamental goal: safety of past, present, and future
victims.
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How isvictim safety evaluated? One way is
to ask victimswhether they are safe during and after a
batterer’s participation in a BIP. Victims are the best
reporters of current abuse, and they are often reliable
predictors of future abuse (Weisz, Tolman, & Saunders,
2000). Contacting victims may be problematic, how-
ever. Victims of domestic violence often change resi-
dence and phone, and their relatives (if known) are
understandably hesitant about releasing information to
strangers. Victims and batterers are often separated,
and the batterer may reside with another partner dur-
ing and after the batterer program. 1n one large study
of batterer programsin four U.S. cities, 21 percent of
the batterers in the study had new partners by the 30-
month follow-up (Gondolf, 1998). Whilevictim report
isthe most reliable indicator of repeat violence, other
indicators of victim safety may be employed in studies
of batterer program effectiveness.

The most common substitute for victim report
is official records of the police or court, such as re-
straining orders and records of arrest or conviction.
While official records may be amore convenient indi-
cator of program success, use of official records as
outcomeis complicated by the fact that those batterers
most likely to not attend or drop out of batterer pro-
gramsarethe onesmost likely to bere-arrested. Some
studies include only those batterers who complete the
program, but program completersare disproportionately
white, middle class, employed, and married, in part be-
causethefacilitators of batterer programsare also dis-
proportionately white, middle class, employed, and mar-
ried (Williams& Becker, 1994). Moreover, the chances
of being re-arrested for domestic abuseis only afrac-
tion of the chances of re-abuse, so use of official
records as an outcome under-estimates recidivism and
over-estimates the effects of the batterer program. For
example, one careful study found that the proportion of
arrest to victim-reported abusewas 1in 35; that is, for
every reported arrest, there were 35 assaultive actions
(Dutton, et al., 1997).

Use of physical violence as an indication of
recidivism, while overlooking non-physical forms of
abuse and control, al'so complicates BIP outcome stud-
ies. Some researchers argue that non-physical abuse
and control isaqualitatively different form of behavior
than physical abuse, with different risk factors (O’ Leary,
1993). Nevertheless, much of the content of contem-
porary batterer intervention programs is focused on
learning non-controlling behavior (Healy, Smith, &
O Sullivan, 1998). A long-standing suspicion of batterer

intervention is that men may learn to avoid physical
abuse by substituting more economical and legal forms
of control such asintimidation, isolation, and surveil-
lance. Abusive men may also punish both their victims
and their children through protracted child custody and
visitation cases. Consequently, ignoring non-physical
abuse over-estimates the effectiveness of batterer pro-
grams.

Evaluating the effectiveness of batterer inter-
vention programsisfurther complicated by the frequent
co-occurrence of other problems, most notably unem-
ployment, substance abuse, and mental disorders. These
co-occurring risk factors are not usually viewed asthe
cause of violence, but their co-existence makes inter-
vention more difficult and outcomes more negative.
Men with these co-occurring problems are far more
likely to drop out of a BIP. Some evaluations have
attempted to control for substance abuse and mental
disorders by excluding these men from their sample
(e.g. Dunford, 2000). Unfortunately, since these co-
occurring problemsare so common in day-to-day BIPs,
the validity of astudy which excludes*dual problem”
batterersis seriously compromised. Attritionisasub-
stantial obstacle for BIPs, with many studies reporting
that less than half the referred batterers complete the
program. Dropping out of BIPs is further reinforced
by thelack of sanction in many communitiesfor failing
to attend the program. In fact, Frank (1999) has sug-
gested that the most important “outcome indicator” is
not individual behavior or recidivism, but rather com-
munity behavior: specifically, the community response
to batterer non-compliance.

Confidenceln BIP Evaluation Studies
Researchers often divide studies into three
categories. non-experimental, quasi-experimental, and
experimental. These categories reflect the confidence
intheresults of an evaluation, with highest confidence
accorded to experimental evaluations, and lowest to
non-experimental evaluations. Non-experimental stud-
ies cannot attribute the outcome to the BIP. With no
group of battererswho werenot in the program to whom
we can compare the program participants, we are un-
able to differentiate the effect of the BIP from the ef-
fect of the many other factors which may prevent fur-
ther violence. A non-experimental BIP evaluation typi-
cally measuresrecidivism by either re-arrest or victim
report during aperiod following theintervention. If the
results of such astudy report 70% of the men complet-
ing the BIP are non-violent during the 12 months fol -

Controversies and Recent Studies of Batterer Intervention Program Effectiveness (August 2001) Page 2 of 13
VAWNnet is a project of the National Resource Center on Domestic Violence

800-537-2238 TTY 800-553-2508 Fax 717-545-9456



VAWnet Applied Research Forum

lowing program completion B atypical report B itisnot
appropriateto arguethat the BIP prevented violencein
seven of ten participants. Other treatment, medica-
tion, outside events, and any number of unmeasured
variablesarelikely to effect recidivism, and thereisno
way to tell which factorsare at work. So-called“ stake
in conformity” variables such as marital status, em-
ployment, and history of arrest often predict both who
completes batterer programs and whether they re-of-
fend (Feder & Forde, 2000; Toby, 1957). Despitethese
limitations, non-experimental studiesare essential pre-
cursorsto evaluations using quasi-experimental and ex-
perimental methods.

Quasi-experimental designsare morerigorous
than non-experimental designs, and use some form of
comparison group to control for the effects of other
factors. One form of comparison group is that group
whichisnaturally formed by menwho should bein the
BIP but are not, either because they never attended,
were subsequently excluded, or else dropped out after
they started the program. We can have only limited
confidencein these designs using program dropouts be-
cause the characteristics of men who drop out of BIPs
often differ from the characteristics of men who com-
plete the program. In fact, dropout characteristics are
similar to characteristics of those men most likely to
re-offend: unemployed, young, substance abuser, and
not in astablerelationship. When program completers
are subsequently compared to program dropouts, it “low-
ers the bar” and makes the program appear more ef-
fective, because the men who complete the program
are being compared to more marginalized men. One
way of compensating for these differences is to use
statisticsto artificially control for any observed differ-
ences between completers and dropouts.

Men who do not get the BIP, but who get some-
thing elseinstead, such as probation or alternative ser-
vice form a second type of comparison group. One of
the problems with this kind of study is that men who
are sentenced to BIPs are often substantially different
than men sentenced to the alternative condition. To
adjust for these differences, evaluators again use sta-
tistics to control for differences between the two
groups. However, there may be differences between
the BIP men and the comparison group men that are
not measured, and there is no way to account statisti-
cally for these unseen factors. Moreover, some of the
sentencing alternatives provided to men in the com-
parison group may have violence-reducing positive ef-
fects. For example, assigning men to community ser-

vice such as work at a nursing home may increase
their sense of empathy. The end result isthat the com-
parison group gets “treated” and the effects of the BIP
areminimized.

The best solution to the problem of dissimilar-
ity between BI P participants and those men getting other
interventions is random assignment to a BIP or a con-
trol group. Men in the control group get either no ser-
vice (whichisunlikely) or someform of usual and cus-
tomary intervention, such as probation. Batterers may
also be assigned to different BIP conditions such as
treatment intensity (Edleson and Syers, 1990) or inter-
vention model (Edleson & Syers, 1990; Saunders,
1996). Random assignment increasesthe chancesthat
all the unmeasured factors which make one batterer
different than another are as likely to be in the BIP
condition as the control condition, with the end result
being a canceling out of those effects. On paper, this
is the optimal method to evaluate BIPs, but random
assignment isavery difficult procedure. If randomiza-
tion isdone at the point of sentencing, the judge, pros-
ecutor, and defense must all agree to it. Judges often
feel compelled to break with random assignment due
to the characteristics of acertain case, usually to refer
the batterer to a BIP rather than to the aternative con-
dition. Prosecutors also may object to the batterer not
being in a BIP because they view the BIP both as a
deterrent from future crime and as punishment for past
crime. Despitethedifficulty with experimental designs,
anumber of experimental studies have been completed,
and four such evaluations of batterer intervention pro-
grams which used no-treatment or customary treat-
ment control groups are now available: the Ontario ex-
periment (Palmer, Brown, & Barerra, 1992), the San
Diego Navy experiment (Dunford, 2000), the Broward
experiment (Feder & Forde, 2000), and the Brooklyn
experiment (Taylor, Davis, & Maxwell, 2001).

Resultsof BIP Evaluations

The main questions to be addressed are: (1)
Arebatterer intervention programs effective when com-
pared to customary practice (usually probation)? and
(2) Arecertain approachesto batterer intervention pro-
gramming more effective than other approaches? Our
conclusions will be these: (1) Batterers programs as
currently configured have modest but positive effects
on violence prevention, and (2) thereislittle evidence
at present supporting the effectiveness of one BIP ap-
proach over another.

Table 1 (page 5) summarizes the four experi-
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mental studies from which we can best draw conclu-
sions about the first question: are batterer intervention
programs effective when compared to customary prac-
tice? A short description of these randomized control
group evaluationsisin the Appendix of this paper, along
with other important experimental and quasi-experimen-
tal studies which help us answer our second question.
Readers who want more detailed analyses of the em-
pirical evaluations of batterer programs are referred to
the growing body of outcome review literature (e.g.
Babcock & LaTaillade, 2000; Davis & Taylor, 2000;
Eiskovits& Edleson, 1989; Gondolf, 1987; Rosenfeld,
1992; Tolman & Bennett, 1990; Tolman & Edleson, 1995)

Aswe seein Table 1, two of the four experi-
ments (Dunford, 2000; Feder & Forde, 2000) found no
difference in recidivism for men in the batterer pro-
gram and men in the control condition. The other two
experiments (Palmer, et al., 1992; Taylor, Davis, &
Maxwell, 2001) found small but significant reductions
inrecidivism for menin batterer programs. Whileitis
beyond the scope of this paper to provide a detailed
analysis of these experiments, they make such an im-
portant contribution to our understanding of batterers
program that they merit the short descriptionsthat fol-
low.

Ontario Experiment

Thefirst experiment comparing batterer pro-
grams to a control group was conducted by Palmer
and her colleaguesin Hamilton, Ontario. Palmer, Brown,
and Barrera (1992) studied 59 men convicted of wife
abuse, placed on probation, and randomly assigned to
either a 10-week batterer program at a local family
service agency, or to probation with no batterer pro-
gram. The intervention was characterized by the re-
searchers as psycho-educational and client-centered.
Seventy percent of the BIP participants completed their
program, and 87% attended at least half the sessions.
A year after the program ended, all subjects and part-
nersweremailed questionnairesfollowed by phonecdls,
but the response rate was low. Police records were
searched for complaints or arrests. Three of the 30
(10%) men assigned to the batterer program re-of-
fended, according to policerecords, compared to eight
of 26 (31%) men receiving probation only. Most criti-
cism of this study focuses on the small number of par-
ticipants. Had the results not been favorableto batterer
programs, BIP proponentswould have al so pointed out
that 15 hours of group would not meet the program
standards in most states which have such standards

(Austin & Dankwort, 1997; 1999). Despite concerns
about sample size and intervention dose, the Ontario
study isasolid addition to the findings of non-experi-
mental and quasi-experimental evaluations. The study
provides support for the modest effectiveness of short-
term batterer intervention programs.

Navy Experiment

Dunford (2000) reports the results of an ex-
periment at the Navy base in San Diego where 861
men who assaulted their wiveswere randomly assigned
to oneof four conditions: (a) six months of weekly cog-
nitive-behavioral treatment, followed by six months of
monthly groups; (b) six months of group for couples,
followed by six months of monthly group; (c) arigor-
ous monitoring and case management program similar
to prabation, or (d) safety planning, similar to thework
of victim advocates, which serves as a control group.
Seventy percent of the men completed their program.
In Table 1, we consider only (a) the BIP and (d) the
control group. Standard practice in batterer interven-
tion excludes groups for couples as a threat to victim
safety, and in fact, two thirds of the female members
of the couplesin (b) were not present during the couples
group, possibly voting with their feet on the popularity
among victims of the couples' model. Dunford found
no significant differences between the four groups.
Were the experiment generalizable to other batterers
programs, we would conclude that batterers programs
had no significant effect on domestic abuse. The prob-
lem with accepting the Navy experiment isthe charac-
teristics of its participants. Excluded from the Navy
experiment, either by design or by circumstance, were
thefollowing: substance abusers, men with mental dis-
orders, menwith prior criminal records, unmarried men,
and unemployed men. Furthermore, the group was
offered by the men's employer, at their place of em-
ployment. Infact, most of the men who would be seen
in typical BIPs were excluded from this study. The
Navy experiment, while questionable asan indicator of
batterer program effectiveness, is nevertheless useful
asan indicator of coordinated community intervention.
The overall recidivism rate was 30% by spouse report
and 4% by arrest. These figures compare very favor-
ably with other interventions. What we can conclude
from the Navy experiment isthis: If communitiestake
a proactive response to domestic violence, including
assertive probation work, sanctionsfor non-compliance,
victim safety monitoring, and batterer intervention pro-
grams, they will probably reduce the incidence of re-
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TABLE 1

Summary of Batterer ProgramsEvaluationsRandom Assignment to Control Group Designs

Recidivism (%)

Sample
Experiment BIP Control Size By Victim Report By Official Report
Ontario (Palmer, 10-week, 1.5 hour Probation 56 —_ BIP 10*
et al. 1992) Psycho-education group Control 31
San Diego Navy 12 months, cognitive- Safety planning 309 BIP 29 BIP 4
(Dunford, 2000) behavioral therapy group Contral 35 Contral 4
Broward County Probation + 6 months of Probation 404 — BIP 4
(Feder & Forde, 2000) Duluth model group Contral 5
Brooklyn (Taylor,etal.,  40-hour Duluth model group 40 hours of 376 BIP 22 BIP 16*
2001) model group community service Contral 15 Contral 26
Average BIPs 26 Controls 25
Recidivism** BIP 9 Control 17

*  BIP and Control recidivism rates are statistically different
**  Unweighted mean, ignoring sample size differences

wnNioH yodeasay paljddy 1sUAVYA
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peat violence.

Broward Experiment

Feder and Forde (2000) studied all 404 male
defendants convicted of misdemeanor domestic vio-
lencein Broward County Florida(Fort Lauderdal€) over
afive month period. Men were randomly assigned to
either probation and six months of aDuluth model BIP
(Pence & Paymar, 1993) or probation only. Research-
ers collected information on minor and severe abuse,
violations of probation and re-arrests using offender
self-reports, victim reports, and official measures.
Ninety-five percent of the men assigned to the BIP
attended at least 20 of 26 meetings, a rather remark-
able figure when compared to the average BIP attri-
tion rate of 50%. Since less than a third of victims
could beinterviewed at follow-up, these results are not
includedin Table1. At 12-monthfollow-up, therewere
no differences between the BIP participants and regu-
lar probationers on measures of attitude toward women,
beliefs about wife-beating, attitudes toward treating
domestic violence as a crime, beliefs about the female
partner's responsibility for the violence, estimated
chance of hitting partner in the next year, and victim or
official report of recidivism. Oneof the key findings of
the Broward experiment was further support for the
stake in conformity hypothesis: men most likely to re-
offend are those who have the least to lose, as mea-
sured by education, marital status, home ownership,
employment, income, and length of residency. Thisfind-
ing is robust over a number of BIP studies and pre-
sents one of the most formidabl e obstaclesto effective
batterer intervention programs, as well as evaluating
those programs.

Brooklyn Experiment

Taylor, Davis, and Maxwell (2001) report the
findings of 376 men convicted of misdemeanor domes-
tic violence and randomly assigned to 40 hours of a
Duluth model BIP or 40 hours of community service.
Victim reports and official records were used to track
differences at six-month and 12-month follow-up. At
follow-up with partners, BIP participants were more
likely than controls to have been abusive, but the dif-
ference was not significant. Using criminal justice
records, BIP participants were 50% less likely to have
re-offended at both six-month and 12-month follow-
ups. However, enthusiasm for this result is tempered
by thefact that judge, prosecutor, and defendant had to

agree on the man'sreferral to the BIP, aprocess which
effectively screened out men with low motivation.

Considering thesefour experiments, along with
agrowing body of quasi-experimental and non-experi-
mental studies, we conclude that the effect of BIPsis
modest, but nevertheless significant. By significant,
wedo not necessarily mean statistically significant, but
rather practically significant. Askingwhether batterers
programs are more effective than probation alone is
asking the wrong question because batterer programs
were never designed to be used instead of probation.
Augmenting the influence of probation and providing
an additional vehicle for accountability is one of the
goals of batterer programs. If there were no statisti-
cally positive effects for batterers programs, which is
clearly not the case according to the research, then we
could rightly say these programs were not effective.
The best statement we can make at this time is that
BIPs add a small but important effect to overall vio-
lence prevention.

AreSomeApproachesBetter
Than Others?

If BIPs have a small effect - or even if there
were no effect - we would want to know if there are
characteristics of programs which may lead to greater
effectiveness, and whether some approaches are more
effective than others. The program parameters most
often discussed are theoretical foundation, program
length and structure, and the extent to which the pro-
gram attendsto co-existing problems such as substance
abuse or mental/personality disorders. The questions
we might ask of the research are these: (1) Isthere a
"model" of BIPswhich is more effective than others?
(2) Are structured, psycho-education programs more
effectivethan unstructured, process-oriented programs?
(3) Are longer programs more effective than shorter
programs? and, (4) Are integrated, mental health-fo-
cused programs more effective than programs which
do not attend to co-occurring problems?

At present we have only afew studies which
address these issues. Severa studies have compared
models, including psycho-educational and couples
groups (Dunford, 2000; Brannen & Rubin, 1996;
O'Leary, Heyman, & Neidig, 1999), psycho-educational
and self-help groups (Edleson & Syers, 1990, 1991),
and psychodynamic and cognitive-behavioral groups
(Saunders, 1996). The results of studies to date sug-
gest no significant differences in outcome between
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models, with the exception that men with high levels of
dependency may do better in process-oriented groups,
whilegenerally violent, antisocial batterers may do bet-
ter in cognitive-behavioral groups (Saunders, 1996).
However, there may be reasons other than evaluated
effectiveness to use or not use a particular model.
Couple counseling is proscribed in several states, for
example, and anger management as a solo model is
also proscribed by some state standards. Infact, there
may be some empirical support for the latter proscrip-
tion. Babcock and La Taillade (2000), comparing ef-
fect sizes across models, find an average effect size of
0.44 for Duluth-type psycho-educational programs, and
an average effect size of 0.14 for anger management
programs. |nthelanguage of effect sizes, 0.2isasmall
effect, 0.5 is moderate, and 0.8 is considered a large
effect. This may be an unfair comparison, however,
because Duluth-type programs are more likely to be
part of acommunity intervention program, and conse-
guently morelikely to benefit from the additive effects
of arrest and prosecution, assertive sanctions for non-
compliance, victim advocacy and counseling, as well
as a batterer program (Murphy, Musser, & Maton,
1998).

Studies of program length and program struc-
tureyield similar outcomes of no-difference. Thefour
sitesin Gondolf's (1999) multi-site study variedinlength
from three to nine months, but at 15-month follow-up,
there were no significant differences between the four
programsin re-assault, threats, or victim quality of life.
Edleson and Syer's (1990) randomly assigned batterers
toamoreintense condition (32 sessionsover 16 weeks)
and lessintense condition (12 sessions over 12 weeks)
but at six-month follow-up, there were no differences
in victim-reported re-assault. We conclude that, at
present, thereislittle support for an argument that longer
programs are more effective than shorter programs.
There may be other reasons to have longer term pro-
grams, however. To the extent agoal for batterer pro-
gramsinvolvesjustice and accountability, maintaining
the batterer in aregular program for alonger time may
promotethese goals. Another issueimpacting program
length may betheinfluence of third parties. Somethird
parties, such asan insurance company, may want shorter
programs, while other third parties, such as a state
agency, may want longer programs. Another reason
for longer programs is a possible deterrence effect of
batterer programs. whilehe'sinthe program, heismore
vigilant. However, recent evidence suggests most

battererswho re-offend do so within six months of their
admittance to the program (Gondolf, 1999a). How-
ever, even if batterersre-offend in the last six months,
there still may be a safety advantage to having the
batterer out of the house for a predictable three hours
a week.

There is limited evaluation of program struc-
turing. Edleson and Syers(1990) compared more struc-
tured and less structured groups, and found aslight but
non-significant effect favoring more structure.
Saunders (1996) found that less structured groups ap-
peared to be more effective with dependent men, while
more structured groups were more effective with anti-
social men. The effect of structure may have less to
do with the structure of the program itself than with
the structure of the system in which the program oper-
ates. Thereisemerging evidencethat coordinated com-
munity efforts in which the batterer program plays a
necessary but not sufficient role in violence prevention
are more effective than situations in which the batterer
program is viewed as the singular intervention for men
who batter (Babcock & Steiner, 1999; Frank, 1999; Healy,
Smith & O'Sullivan, 1998; Murphy, Musser, & Maton,
1998; Syers& Edleson, 1992).

The co-occurrence of domestic abuse with
mental disorders, personality disorders, and substance
abuse has been amply documented (e.g. Dutton &
Starzomski, 1993; Gondolf, 1999b; Hastings &
Hamberger, 1988; Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994,
Leonard & Jacob, 1988; Murphy, Meyer, & O'Leary,
1993). Men in batterers programs are more likely to
havethese conditionsthan either meninthegeneral popu-
lation or batterers who are not referred to BIPs. Many
professionalsview battering as, if not asymptom of sub-
stance abuse or mental disorders, then at least a con-
founding factor which impedes the opportunity to learn
non-violent behavior. While thereislittle evidence that
substance abuse or mental disorders cause a man to be
violent who would not otherwise beviolent, thefact that
half the men in batterers groups have diagnosable disor-
ders suggest that ethical BIPs should screen for these
problems. Gondolf (1999a) found some evidence that
the program, which explicitly attended to mental health
and substance abuse concerns, had the lowest rate of
severe assault recidivism. Ontheother hand, evaluation
of Seattle's coordinated community response found that
batterers completing substance abuse treatment were
as likely to recidivate as batterers not completing sub-
stance abuse treatment (Babcock & Steiner, 1999).
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Beyond the few caveats from the studies described in
this paper, there is little evidence supporting the belief
that batterers programs should attend to mental health
and substance abuse issues beyond the screening and
referral which is currently the standard of practice.

One additional problem with the evaluation lit-
erature on batterer programs is the lack of information
on culturally competent practice. In many ways, this
deficit reflectsthe current devel opment of thefield. One
national study of batterer programs found that most are
deliberately colorblind, and choose to not address the
redlitiesor concernsof men of color (Williams& Becker,
1994). This finding suggests one possible reason for
ineffective batterer programs. Comparing men who
complete treatment in either racially mixed or African-
American groups, Williams (1995) found race to be a
significantinfluenceontrust, comfort, willingnesstodis-
cusscritical subjects, and participationintreatment. Men
inthe African-American groupsfelt more positive about
their experiences and more willing to discussissues as-
sociated with race that they considered asinfluences on
their behavior. Inthe Pittsburgh setting of the M ulti-site
study, Gondolf and Williams (2001) report that only 52%
of the African-American men in the batterer program
compl eted the program, compared to 82% of white men.
African-American men in the Pittsburgh program were
twice as likely aswhitesto be re-arrested (13% v. 5%),
but were less likely to re-offend as reported by their
partners (32% v. 39%). These limited findings suggest
the need for a concerted focus on culturally focused
batterer programs for African-American men.

Application of Findingsto Practice

Considering the information presented above,
we offer the following summary statements about the
effectiveness of batterer intervention programs, and how
research might be applied to practice. These statements
should be taken as hypotheses generated from research
and practice, not as facts.

(1) BIPshave a small but significant effect.
Batterer programs are not treatments in the medical or
therapeutic sense, so it isnot surprising that their effect
issmall. Batterer programs are critical elementsin an
overall violence prevention effort. The effect of any of
theelementsin thiseffort-education, arrest, prosecution,
probation, victim services, adjunct services, and BIP-is
diminished by the removal of any of the other efforts.
Themost effectivereductionin partner violencewill occur

in those communities with the strongest combination of
coordinated, accountable elements. The challenge to
BIP practitionersis to make sure their practice extends
beyond the level of the individual to the level of the
community. Practitioners should work to educate and
support all elements of a coordinated community
response.

(2) BIPs are more effective for some men
than others. Whether the effect isanalyzed by aman's
stakein conformity (education, employment, relationship
commitment, community bonding), mental status (the
effectsof personality disorder, mental disorder, substance
abuse disorder), or cultura congruity (the more group
facilitators share culture and language with the partici-
pants, the greater the stake in the group), one in four
men referred to a BIP will account for most of the re-
peat violence and most of the serious injury within a
batterer program. Sincethe batterer program alone will
not effectively reduce hispotential for violence, the bat-
terer program'sbest rolefor thesemenisto hold themin
program as long as possible, increasing the time a bat-
tered woman may need to get herself into a safer posi-
tion. Although longer term (26 to 52 week) programs
may not bemoreeffectivein rehabilitating these batterers,
they may serve amore useful function as agents of jus-
tice, accountability, and victim safety than shorter term
programs.

(3) Assessment must occur on an ongoing
basis. Most re-offense occurs early, usualy within six
months of initial program intake. Assessment and ac-
countability must be on-going, not something which is
done only at program intake and follow-up. Ongoing
assessments should include both battering and substance
abuse.

(4) Encourageexperimentation and program
development. No program approaches have shown
themselves to be superior to other approaches, so stan-
dardsthat mandate specific BIP models cannot be based
on effectivenessresearch. Withinthe boundary of safety
and accountabl e practice, devel oping effective programs
ismorelikely under conditionsof supervised experimen-
tation. Dueto concerns about safety, batterer programs
must not only hold their participantsaccountable, but BIPs
must hold themselves accountable as well. The safe
way to engage in experimentation to boost program ef-
fectivenessis to work closely with crimina justice au-
thorities, alocal victim services agency, and victim ad-
vocates.

(5) Evaluate outcomes. Evaluation is one

Controversies and Recent Studies of Batterer Intervention Program Effectiveness (August 2001) Page 8 of 13
VAWNnet is a project of the National Resource Center on Domestic Violence

800-537-2238 TTY 800-553-2508 Fax 717-545-9456



VAWnet Applied Research Forum

mechanism of accountability. Programswhich routingly
evaluatewhat they do—and itseffectiveness—arelikely
safer than programswhich do not conduct routine eval u-
ations. Sincethe hopethat abatterer will be helpedisa
major force for women returning to their abuser, BIPs
are responsible to monitor their own capacity for vio-
lence prevention. A batterers program alone is not
enough.
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APPENDI X:

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF SELECT EXPERIMENTAL AND
QUASI-EXPERIMENTAL BIPEVALUATIONS

Quasi-Experimental Evaluations

City of 200,000. Chen, Bersani, and Denton (1989)
compared 120 convicted batterersin an 8-session BIP
with 101 convicted batterers who did not get the BIP.
Participantsin BIPwere half aslikely to re-offend dur-
ing the year after treatment, but only if they attended
at least 6 of the 8 sessions.

Vancouver. Dutton (1986) compared police informa-
tion records of 50 Vancouver-area men who received
a 16-week cognitive behavioral BIP with the records
of 50 men who were excluded from the BIP for some
reason. Men in the BIP and men in the comparison
group did not differ either demographically or on pre-
conviction records of violence. Results suggest a sta-
tigtically significant effect of BIPs compared to the al -
ternative condition.

Baltimore County. Harrell (1991), supported by the
State Justice Institute, studied batterers ordered to one
of three 12-session BIPs, and batterers not ordered to
a BIP. The BIPs al differed in their orientation to
services. Atfollow-up, meninthe BIP condition (n=81)
were more likely to have been physically violent and
more likely to have been re-arrested than men in the
control condition (n=112).

Pittsburgh, Houston, Dallas, & Denver. Gondolf
(19993, 2000), supported by the Center for Disease
Control and Prevention, followed 840 men in four dif-
ferent BIPs, using both court records and partner in-
terviews, for as long as three years after intake. De-
spite differences in referral (diversion v. conviction),
length of treatment (3 to 9 months), or additional ser-
vices (e.g. mental health, substance abuse) there were
no significant differences between the four groups at
15-month follow-up in re-assault (32%), controlling
behavior (45%), re-arrest (26%), or victim perception
of safety (72%).

Experimental Evaluations

U.S. Navy in San Diego. Dunford (2000), supported
by the National Institute of Mental Health, compared
outcomesfor men randomly assigned to either (a) a 1-
year cognitive-behavioral BIP, (b) a 1-year couples
group, (c) arigorous monitoring program similar to as-
sertive probation work, or (d) asafety planning condi-
tion approximating a control group. Men with sub-
stance abuse problems or mental disorders were ex-
cluded fromthe study. At one-year follow-up, 48 men
in the BIP condition had slightly lower incidence of
recidivism by partner report than 50 men in the control
group, but there were no differences in rate of re-ar-
rest.

Minneapolis. Edleson and Syers(1990) randomly as-
signed 283 batterers to one of three programs (self-
help v. educational v. combined) and one of two pro-
gramintensities (weekly for 3 monthsv. twice weekly
for 4 months). A six-month follow-up with 92 pro-
gram completers and their partners found no signifi-
cant differences between model sor intensities, although
there was a non-significant trend favoring the educa-
tional approaches over the self-help approach.

Broward County, Florida. Feder and Forde (2000),
supported by the National Institute of Justice, studied
404 men randomly assigned to either probation plusa
Duluth-based BIP or probation only. At follow-up, there
were no significant differences between the BIP and
the probation-only group in attitudestoward wife beat-
ing, attitudestoward women, or self-reported likelihood
they would hit their partner in the future. The menin
the BIP were less likely to view their partner as re-
sponsible for the violence, and as more dangerous to
his partner than men in the control group. At one-year
follow-up, men in the BIPs were no less likely than
men in the control group to be re-arrested for domes-
ticviolence.
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Hamilton, Ontario. Palmer, Brown, & Barrera(1992),
with support from the Ontario Ministry of Community
and Social Services, conducted the first experimental
evaluation of BIPswhen they studied 59 men randomly
assigned either to a 10-week psycho-educational group
or to no intervention beyond supervision. Recidivism,
as measured by official records, was significantly
greater for men in the control group.

Madison, Wisconsin. Saunders (1996), supported by
the Centers for Disease Control, randomly assigned
218 batterers to cognitive-behavioral or process-psy-
chodynamic group treatments. In 18 to 54-month fol-
low-up with program compl eters, there were no differ-
ences in arrests or in victim-reported violence or fear
of violence between the two treatment approaches.
However, men who had a higher levels of dependency
did better in the psychodynamic treatment, and men
who had amore antisocial orientation did better in the
cognitive-behavioral program.

Brooklyn. Taylor, Davis, and Maxwell (2001), sup-
ported by the National Institute of Justice, compared
men randomly assigned to either a40-hour Duluth-based
BIP (n=186) or 40 hours of community service (n=190).
Evaluations occurred at 6 months and again at 12
months, and included both officia recordsof complaints/
arrests and victim interviews, although only half of the
victims could beinterviewed. Results suggest signifi-
cantly lower recidivism for menin BIPsusing official
reports, but no difference between BIPs and commu-
nity service using victim report.
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In Brief: Controversies and Recent Studies of Batterer Intervention
Program Effectiveness

Batterer intervention programs (BIPs) are designed for men arrested for domestic violence, or for men who
would be arrested if their actions were public. The goals of BIPsinclude not only preventing further violence,
but also serve as an adjunct form of justice. BlIPsare onelocal hode of acommunity violence prevention effort.
Knowledge about batterer program effectiveness isimportant because:

® Courtsarereferring men convicted of domestic abuse to batterer intervention programs, suggesting a
certain level of public confidence in the effectiveness of these programs;

® Referral of abatterer to a BIP is one of the strongest predictors that a woman will leave shelter and
return to the batterer. Advocates are justifiably concerned that batterer programs not hold out a promise
of hope which may become avehiclefor injury;

® People who work with batterers are interested in outcomes so they can improve the level of effective-
ness; and,

® FEvaluation isone of the best forms of program accountability. A program which evaluates its effect on
batterers (and victims) is likely a safer program than one which does not evaluate.

Outcomesfor batterer intervention program are still relatively few, but a picture of their effectivenessis begin-
ning to emerge. At the present time, we believe studies suggest the following:

® BIPshave asmall but significant effect. Batterers who do not complete their program are twice as
likely to bere-arrested. The effect of any of the elements of a community violence prevention effort are
equally small, including education, arrest, prosecution, probation, victim services, and adjunct services.
The most effective reduction in partner violence will occur in those communities with the strongest
combination of coordinated, accountable elements;

® BIPs are more effective for some men than others. One in four men referred to a BIP will account for
most of the repeat violence and most of the serious injury within a batterer program. The batterer
program alone will not effectively reduce his potential for violence, so the batterer program's best role for
these hard-to-treat men may be to hold them in program as long as possible, increasing the time a bat-
tered women may need to get herself into a safer position. Although longer term programs may not be
more effective in rehabilitating these batterers, they may serve a more useful function as agents of
accountability and victim safety than shorter term programs;

® Most re-offense occurs early, usually within six months of initial program intake. Assessment and ac-
countability must be on-going, not something whichisdone only at program intake and follow-up; and,

® No program approaches have shown themselves to be superior to other approaches, so standards that
specify specific BIP models must do so with criteria other than recidivism in mind. Due to concerns about
victim safety, batterer programs must not only hold their participants accountabl e, but BIPs must also hold
themselves accountable aswell. The best way to do thisisto work closely with local victim services
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agency or victim advocates.

Evaluation of batterer programsisfairly new, and evaluation of the community responses within which
batterer programs operate is even newer. Statements about batterer program outcomes can be understood
only inthe context of their limitations. Specifically:

® Whilenearly 50 empirical studies have been published on batterer program outcomes, in only four of
these studies were batterers randomly assigned to a BIP or a no-treatment control group. Experimental
research isdifficult and expensive, and is, at present, inconclusive;

® Therate of attrition from batterers groups has been on the order of 50%, and the people most likely to
drop out are also most likely to re-offend;

® |tisdifficult to distinguish the effects of batterer programs from the community of sanctions and victim
services in which the BIP operates. Nor should we necessarily try to do so, since such a distinction
contradicts the theoretical premises of most batterer programs; and,

® The primary outcome for BIPs- re-offense- is measured in two ways: victim report and re-arrest. Victim
contact isalways difficult and potentially unsafe. A substantial proportion of battererswill either beliving
alone or moved on to their next partner. Re-arrest data grossly under-estimates re-offense. Batterer
self-report is not considered avalid indicator of outcome.
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