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The increased national and international focus
on domestic violence in the last two decades is
not the first time this issue has been on the
public agenda.  (The term ‘domestic violence’ is
an inaccurate naming of the issue.  However, it
is so widely recognised within the national and
international communities that we continue to
use it, rather than the more accurate ‘violence
against women by known men’.)  In the 1800s
‘brutality to wives’ was debated in parliament,
and campaigning took place (see Gordon, 1988;
Pleck, 1987).  Then, as now, intervention by
agencies was circumspect, frequently failing to
provide respite, protection or justice for women.
The strength of the Women’s Liberation
Movement from the early 1970s, the influential
role of the first refuges for women, and the
continuing work of the four national Women’s
Aid Federations in Britain, and their sister
organisations elsewhere, has done much to
increase public awareness of the violence
women suffer within their own homes.

Analysis of the 1992 British Crime Survey
revealed that there are a minimum of half a
million domestic violence incidents per year, of
which 87% are assaults on women, and almost
half of all offences of violence against women
are domestic violence (Mirralees-Black, 1994).
Domestic violence is now recognised as a
problem of alarming proportions; a recent
national study in Canada (Statistics Canada,
1993) and a local study in North London
(Mooney, 1994) both found a third of women
reported violence from a current or ex male
partner at some point, and Mooney’s study also
found that 10% of women had experienced at
least one incident in the previous 12 months.

Research also demonstrates that domestic
violence often increases in severity and
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frequency over time, and can result in death.
This is reflected in the homicide figures – 43%
of female homicides are committed by current
or ex-partners (Grace, 1995).  Research is
increasingly documenting what women have
always known: that leaving is the most
dangerous thing they can do (Daly and Wilson,
1993; Johnson and Sacco, 1995).

Domestic violence is a widespread, ongoing,
consistent social occurrence which cuts across
every social and cultural division in our
communities.  The costs of this persistent,
recurring abuse are vast in terms of individual
harm and in the impact on our communities
with the demands it places on healthcare, social
services, housing and policing (Dobash et al,
1996).  The importance of societies setting
themselves targets to reduce violence against
women, and domestic violence in particular, has
recently been stressed in a Labour Party
consultative document Peace at home (Labour
Party, 1995), the Platform for Action from the
UN Women’s Conference in Beijing, and the
Council of Europe Plan of Action for combating
violence against women.

The current climate

Domestic violence appeared to be high on the
public policy agenda in Britain in the late 1980s
and early 1990s.  Several national reports were
published during this period which recorded
progress to date and the challenges for the
future (see, for example, Home Affairs Select
Committee, 1993; Victim Support, 1992) and the
Home Office Programme Development Unit
funded a number of innovative demonstration
projects addressing domestic violence.  As the
issues have continued to have a high media
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profile, national legislative and policy action has
become less of a priority, while local and
regional action continues to develop, albeit
unevenly (Hague et al, 1996a).  Indeed, in terms
of reform, much recent legislation has impeded
women’s ability to escape violence.  The
implementation of the Children Act, the Child
Support Act, and recent revisions of definitions
and rights in relation to homelessness, have all
limited, rather than extended, women’s ability to
create safety for themselves and their children
(Mullender, 1996).  Recent attempts to introduce
consolidating legislation on protection orders –
hardly the most radical of reforms – were
undermined by a coalition between a few
extreme ‘pro-family’ Tory MPs and sections of
the media, although elements of the legislation
were eventually passed in Part IV of the Family
Law Act.

Voluntary sector funding has become more
varied and complex, with increasing limitations
on local authority budgets, the entry of new
players such as the National Lottery and an
expectation placed on agencies like probation
to enter into partnership with external agencies.
Projects supporting women and those working
with violent men have been affected by these
changes; some long established groups have
folded due to lack of funding, while new
projects have been initiated, and established
ones attracted additional funding to extend and
develop their work.

In short, the current context is one of
incoherence, with local and regional variability.
Some cities and areas are the focus for ongoing
attempts to create change (for examples, see
Mullender, 1996); in others it is a struggle to
maintain the existing level of service.  For
individual women seeking to end violence this
situation amounts to a lottery – the extent and
amount of support they will be able to access
depends on where they are fortunate or
unfortunate enough to live.  For local projects
and national organisations the uncertainty of
future funding means that any impetus towards
innovation and developmental work is tempered
by the necessity of maintaining what currently
exists.  Work with violent men and interagency
work can appear – and in some areas may be –
luxuries, when the basic supports for women
and children are under threat.

Interagency cooperation

Women’s refuges have been doing ‘interagency’
work since their inception (Kelly, forthcoming),
in their advocacy work for residents and in their
campaigning for change locally and nationally.
The promotion of more formal multiagency
responses emerged in the late 1980s, and has
become something of an orthodoxy in relation
to many issues in the 1990s.

Many areas now have coordinating bodies for
domestic violence – often called domestic
violence fora, or interagency groups.  Local
refuges and other women’s support services are
always invited to be part of such bodies,
although the degree to which they are allocated
a lead role varies considerably (Hague et al,
1996a).  Local men’s programmes also tend to
be members, and in some instances work with
violent men has been instigated by local fora, as
part of their ambition to develop coordinated
approaches to domestic violence.

At the most basic level preventing violence
against women in the home involves two
components: increasing safety for the woman
and her children in the short term and ending
the man’s violence in the longer term – in short,
supporting women and challenging men.

Supporting women

The establishment of refuges was a visionary
move by activists in the 1970s.  They provided
immediate safety, support in exploring options,
and a self-help component through other
residents.  From the outset most refuges used
feminist perspectives to inform their work,
although not all would identify as feminist
projects.  A widespread principle, and one
which is adopted by all the national federations
in Britain, has been women providing support
for other women and children.  In the
development of support for women there was
some recognition that men ought to be
challenged about their behaviour, but the
responsibility for this was seen to lie with both
statutory agencies and men.

The 1980s was a period of development, in
which the police were the most obvious
statutory agency to take on the issue at policy
level.  Also evident during this period was the
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emergence of innovative work prompted by
local authorities.  Much of this work paid tribute
to the history and role of refuges, but focused
more on the policy and practices of other
agencies.  During this period the Women’s Aid
networks expanded their provision of refuges,
and explored other routes for supporting
women, such as telephone helplines, outreach,
aftercare and drop-in projects.  The
sustainability of such services were, however,
always subject to the vagaries of funding.

Throughout this period research and local
experience continued to demonstrate the
variability of responses within and between
agencies, and across areas, and the failure of
previous reforms to address the issues
adequately.

A policy statement by the Home Office (Circular
60/90), and accompanying changes announced
by chief constables, directing police to treat
assaults in the home as criminal acts, was the
culmination of pressure from many sources, but
particularly advocacy by women’s groups
(Hanmer et al, 1989).  Despite much reiteration
of this policy at local and national levels, the
level of arrest remains low, at 13-20% of
domestic violence calls (Grace, 1995; Kelly et al,
forthcoming), and even fewer cases proceed to
prosecution.

A guiding principle of the refuge movement has
been self-determination – women should make
their own choices about seeking support, and
the routes they wish to take once they have
decided to seek help.  In the 1990s an
additional approach has emerged in British
responses: a pro-active response, explored in
more detail later in this report.

Challenging men

Challenging work with violent men first
developed in the USA.  Emerge, based in
Boston, was founded in 1977 as a direct
response to demands by activists that men begin
to take responsibility for their own and other
men’s behaviour (Ptacek, 1988).  During the
1980s there was a rapid growth, with an
estimated 200 plus projects by the late 1980s
(Dobash and Dobash, 1992).  Many of these
projects were initiated by men interested in
finding ways to support feminist work on male
violence.  Challenging work with abusive men

now features explicitly in most national and
international policy documents on domestic
violence.  The widespread growth of work with
men and the expectations placed on projects
make it vital that their effectiveness, intended
and unintended consequences, are thoroughly
evaluated.

There is considerable variation in the structure
and content of programmes in the USA, and in
other countries.  Some are free standing; others
exist as one element in an overall coordinated
approach to domestic violence (the most well-
known example here is the Domestic Abuse
Intervention Project (DAIP) in Duluth,
Minnesota).  The philosophical orientation
ranges from therapeutic through to educational,
with variations in between.  Some
internationally respected programmes begin
from a ‘pro-feminist’ stance; two core principles
inform their work – increasing women’s safety
and challenging men to take responsibility for
their behaviour.

In Britain local projects have either been
independent or in partnership with probation
and local domestic violence fora.  A number of
these projects draw inspiration in philosophy
and content from DAIP in Duluth: Change in
Scotland (note: during the process of preparing
this report, Change ceased operating despite a
very positive evaluation – Dobash et al, 1996),
Divert in Northumbria, Agenda in Nottingham
and DVIP in West London (see Mullender, 1996,
for a summary of groups in the UK).

The fundamental question continues to be, ‘do
men’s programmes work?’  This apparently
simple question contains within it a range of
other more specific questions and implications.
How can ‘success’ be measured?  Do men
change, how and why?  Is the level and extent
of change, both in relation to individuals and
the numbers involved overall, sufficient to
justify substantial investment of resources?  Are
programmes merely methods of ‘diverting’
abusive men from the other sanctions which the
criminal justice system ought to be applying?
Do programmes create ‘false hope’ among
women?

There are also a series of other questions which
need to be asked if work with violent men is to
become part of a coordinated approach.  Do
men’s programmes add something to responses

Supporting women and challenging men
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to domestic violence?  Who should do this
work: should it be absorbed into probation, or
done by specialist groups?  Should this work be
limited to men mandated to attend by courts?
How can women and children’s safety be made
a core element in the work?  What components
of the programmes are most and least effective,
and why?

There are different stakeholders in the debate
about work with violent men, whose initial
orientations to each of these questions are more
or less open.  Simply staying with the question
of whether violent men change: some may be
satisfied with significant shifts in behaviour,
whereas others are looking for the kind of
change which would produce what Hart (1988)
termed an “accountable man”.  At issue here is
whether the change anticipated should be
minimal or maximal.  There is some consensus
that the baseline has to be ending physical
violence.  Edelson (1996), in an overview,
concludes that some projects achieve this in the
short term with a proportion of men who
complete the programme.  Why programmes are
effective, and why some men change and others
do not, remain matters of debate and continued
scrutiny.

The research

This study evaluated the Domestic Violence
Intervention Project (DVIP) based in West
London.  One arm of DVIP, the Violence
Prevention Programme (VPP), works with

violent men.  The other, the Women’s Support
Service (WSS), provides support for women.  It
is more of a process than an outcome
evaluation, although we address all the
questions outlined above.  Our intention in this
report is to use research data – predominantly
collected in the two years between October
1994 and September 1996 – to explore policy
and practice issues, in the hope that they can
inform current debates and developments.
Details of the evaluation, tools and data
collected are presented in Appendix A, and
should be read after this chapter.

This report contains information about the
structure, content and process of work within
DVIP including a detailed evaluation of WSS
and VPP.  We explore how the projects work;
what they do; and the tensions and dilemmas in
this kind of work.  This study also examines
what the project has learnt and how it has
changed over the course of the study; where
work with violent men sits in current policy and
multiagency responses; and what pro-active
approaches to work with women have to offer.

[The notation WSS 1, MC 1 etc has been used in
the text following all quotes to indicate the time
the statement was made, to show that the same
individuals have not been used all the time, and
to indicate the relationship status and
involvement with VPP.  They are used to place
the quotes in context.]

Introduction: establishing the context
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The founding and location of DVIP in West
London was the outcome of two interlinked
factors – several men wishing to develop ‘pro-
feminist’ work with violent men and interest in
the Duluth model (DAIP) within the London
Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham’s Police
and Community Safety Unit.  Hammersmith and
Fulham is among the most innovative local
authorities in addressing domestic violence as a
local priority (Mullender, 1996).  Discussions
between the two resulted in a vision of DVIP
that would replicate the Duluth project.

The Duluth model of coordinated community
intervention has developed over many years,
and is viewed by many as a ‘flagship’ example
of what can be done where political will,
visionary activism and adequate resources are
combined (for detailed descriptions, see Pence,
1983; Pence and Paymar, 1988, and for
commentaries, see Dobash and Dobash, 1992;
Hague and Malos, 1993; Mullender, 1996).  DAIP
has a number of goals, and group work with
men is only one element in an extensive
attempt to create community intolerance of
domestic violence.

DVIP as an idea existed for several years before
funding was forthcoming, and when funding
was obtained the steering group transformed
into a management committee.  Initial funding
was later augmented by partnership monies
from the Inner London Probation Service (ILPS).

Domestic Violence Intervention
Project – origins, structure,
development and dilemmas

Throughout the evaluation, DVIP provided a
Women’s Support Service (WSS) for women who
have suffered or are suffering domestic violence
and a Violence Prevention Programme (VPP) for
violent men.  These services were located in
separate premises in order to ensure a safe and
confidential space for women.  (At the time of
writing, funding shortfalls mean the two
premises cannot be continued, although DVIP
remains committed to maintaining safe services
to women through WSS.)  In providing two
linked services DVIP was unique in work with
violent men in Britain, although several groups
have since adopted this structure.

Basic philosophy and aims

The overall philosophy of DVIP begins from an
understanding that men use violence to achieve
and maintain power over their partner (Dobash
and Dobash, 1992; Hart 1988).  It has two basic
aims: to empower women and increase their
safety; and to stop men’s use of violence and
abuse.

The perspective which underpins DVIP’s work
with men and women is that violence is chosen
and instrumental.  However, violent men
frequently offer a range of justifications for their
behavior which disguise this.  These
explanations are often internalised by women,
and reinforced by the responses of other
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agencies.  The historical failure of agencies to
challenge either men’s use of violence, or the
multitude of ways it is trivialised and justified,
means that many men believe, with some
grounds, that negative repercussions from using
violence will be minimal.  The work of DVIP
questions these taken-for-granted ways of
understanding domestic violence.

Management, staffing and structure

Overall responsibility for the project lies with a
management committee, members of which are
drawn from local agencies and current funders.
Key members have been the local authority,
probation and the local Women’s Aid group.

When the evaluation began, both VPP and WSS
had paid part-time coordinators, with much of
the rest of the work being undertaken by
volunteers.  Over the course of the evaluation
the funding base allowed for an additional part-
time post in both arms of the project.  An
interim evaluation report, presented to the
management committee in March 1996, raised
concerns about the increasing separation of VPP
and WSS.  Lengthy debates about structure
resulted in a project coordinator being
appointed in late 1996.

The reliance on volunteer input across the
project meant that both VPP and WSS developed
routes through which volunteers moved through
training into direct work.  By the end of the
evaluation a joint training course had been
completed enabling VPP and WSS to work
together.

The rest of this chapter presents a detailed
description of the work of DVIP, combined with
an exploration of the tensions and dilemmas the
project struggled with during the evaluation.

Women’s Support Service

Work with women is conducted from the
premise that it is the violence and abuse which
is the problem and not the woman’s
psychology.  The model of work used is goal-
oriented and directive crisis intervention which
seeks to increase women’s safety and options.

The objectives of WSS include:

• to provide safety planning sessions for
women and children in immediate danger of
being assaulted;

• to provide support in identifying resources
which would increase women’s control over
their own and their children’s lives;

• to provide emotional support and group
work to facilitate a social and personal
understanding of why violence is happening.

WSS was established as a core element of DVIP
and works with women from across London and
the Home Counties, with service users being
both partners of men on VPP and voluntary
referrals.  Women attend from as far as Essex
and phone contact has extended as far as the
South West of England, Manchester and Ireland.
Throughout much of 1996 WSS was staffed by
two part-time paid workers, and five regular and
committed volunteers.  All the staff of WSS were
female.

In late 1996 the main areas of WSS’s work
comprised: telephone advice and support;
making contact with, and regular follow-up of,
partners of men on VPP; one-to-one sessions;
two weekly support groups; advocacy for
women users; weekly liaison with VPP;
interagency work, including workshops and
training; administration; and training for new
volunteers.

For each woman WSS provides a variable
combination of telephone contact, one-to-one
sessions and group work.  Initial contact with
both VPP women and self-referrals is usually by
telephone, although letters are also used.  At
first, telephone contact initial work is done to
gauge the woman’s current situation and, where
there are concerns about immediate safety, the
woman will be encouraged to attend a one-to-
one session.

The advocacy work of WSS includes: talking
through with women what to expect and how
to present themselves in meetings with various
professionals; providing support letters
especially, but not exclusively, in relation to
housing applications; proceedings under the
Children Act, especially contact; and following
up civil and criminal legal cases.

Supporting women and challenging men
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1Women who contact WSS direct have usually
been referred by someone else, most commonly
by police Domestic Violence Units, social
services and friends.  Responses range between
answering an immediate and specific query
about legal rights to more substantial and
ongoing support.  Priority for regular follow-up
is given to women who are making decisions
about change – such as whether to leave their
partner or follow through on a prosecution.

Recent changes in practice
During the evaluation the way the work of WSS
was structured changed markedly, moving from
structured interventions to a more flexible
format.  There are now no time limits and
women’s individual needs and current
circumstances guide the nature of support they
are offered.  For example, one-to-one sessions
used to be programmed weekly, but in a crisis
situation it is now possible to see someone
several times in one week.  There is now only
one group format, focusing primarily on issues
which members bring to it.  Movement from
one-to-one sessions to groups is no longer seen
as a ‘progression’ but as an option, and the
possibility is always there for women attending
groups to have one-to-one sessions where
considered necessary.

The recent changes in how the work of WSS is
both understood and undertaken reflects a shift
towards fitting the service to what users want
and need, and there is a noticeable preference
for group work.  The sections which follow
describe some of WSS’s work in more detail.

Work with partners of men on the Violence
Prevention Programme
When a man contacts VPP he is required to give
details of his most recent partner.  Whether he is
accepted on the group work programme or not
this information is passed over to WSS who then
send a standard letter with two main messages.
First, to not presume that safety will be
increased by their partner’s involvement with
VPP and second, outlining the services that WSS
offers.  Women are invited to an ‘information
group’ to ensure that they have accurate details
on the structure and content of the VPP
programme.  Offering an ‘information group’ is
a considered strategy encouraging women to
respond who may not otherwise take up WSS
services.

WSS wait two weeks for women to respond to
the initial letter; if there is no reply her name
will be added to a telephone follow-up list.
This contact also functions as confirmation that
women have received the letter – there have
been instances where men have intercepted
them.  However, even extensive efforts to make
contact can be unsuccessful and this was
confirmed by the analysis of WSS case files,
where many examples of multiple unsuccessful
contacts were found.  The importance of
persistence was also clear, with the seventh or
even thirteenth attempts being successful, and
women welcoming this, and sometimes opting
for ongoing contact.

Involvement with individual women depends on
two things – whether they themselves want the
support WSS offers, and weekly feedback from
VPP.  Where women maintain that they do not
need support at the moment they will be put on
a follow-up list for contact at a later date.  VPP
provide WSS with weekly feedback on men’s
attendance and participation, and if they have
been ‘breached’ from VPP for any reason.  (Men
can be ‘breached’ from the programme – not
allowed to attend further sessions – for several
reasons, including: continuing physical violence;
refusal to constructively engage with the
programme; persistent late arrival; drinking
alcohol prior to attendance; and continuous
unexplained absence.)  If VPP and/or WSS have
any concerns, or the man is no longer attending,
or he is due to finish the group, the woman will
be made a priority for follow-up telephone
contact.  In April 1996 there were 41 women in
the follow-up file, 26 of whom had (ex)partners
on VPP.  All women with (ex)partners on VPP
stay in the follow-up file for two to three
months with attempts made to contact at least
once a week and if there is high volunteer input
this may be as frequent as once a day.  All
attempts are recorded including day of week
and time of call, so that subsequent attempts
can be varied.  Where all possible means have
been exhausted a woman’s notes are put into
the filing system.  Further attempts to contact
her will be made if issues of concern arise from
the VPP group reports.

These procedures have become known as
‘tracking’, and prioritising this work increased
during the evaluation.  To be done efficiently
and effectively it requires accessible fail-safe
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systems and availability of staff outside office
hours.

One-to-one work

Initial one-to-one sessions are used to assess a
woman’s needs, her personal safety and support
network, but they may also be used as a space
for women to tell their whole story before
moving into a group.  Efforts are made to
ensure that the same worker (either paid or
volunteer) sees the woman for all one-to-one
sessions.

The preferred model is for women to have one
or two assessment sessions followed by four to
six working sessions.  It is understood within
WSS as short-term semi-structured problem-
solving, with safety planning (see next section)
as a core element.  Assessment involves
working with a woman to get a sense of her
current level of risk and then to explore her
options.

Analysis of WSS case files confirmed workers’
perceptions that about half first-time
appointments for one-to-one sessions are kept.
Failure to turn up is always followed up by
telephone or letter.  Once women become
involved in ongoing work they are much more
likely to keep appointments or contact WSS if
they cannot attend.  A three-week monitoring in
early 1996 found that an average of 12
individual sessions were booked each week.  At
the staffing level at the time that was too many.
The average for most weeks is 8-12, with about
a third being first-time contacts.

Safety planning
The use of ‘safety planning’ distinguishes WSS
from other domestic violence projects.  Some of
the resources used have been adapted from a
Canadian project (the Battered Women’s
Advocacy Clinic, in London, Ontario).  The
format records the forms and frequencies of
abuse, and whether and how it has changed
over time, and discourages the minimising
which is so common a response to domestic
violence (Kelly, 1988).

Workers differ in whether they let the concept
guide more informal sessions, or whether they
use the structured formats.  The method
involves working with the information women
have about their situation and their (ex)partner;

from this starting point they are encouraged to
think what might happen and what they could
do.  The goal is to enable women to shift from
reacting to events as they happen, to
anticipating and planning ahead.  Another way
of conceptualising this is that women are
encouraged to reflect on, and extend their
coping strategies, especially ways they could
take more control.  The paid workers
commented:

“... it shows up how dangerous the
situation is.  But on the other hand it
can show up things that women can do
even if they aren’t ready for big
changes.”  (WSS 1)

“They are all things which make you a
bit less of a ‘victim’, and that to me is
what is good about [it].”  (WSS 2)

In using safety planning WSS combine a
principle of wishing to create ‘absolute’ safety
for women and children with more pragmatic
goals in individual situations.

“One of the things women often want to
do in ongoing work is to start
challenging more, so we ask them what
they think his reaction is likely to be,
and, if there is risk of him reacting with
violence what can women do to protect
themselves.  So, for example, saying if
you are going to raise this thing is it a
good a idea to tell your friend and get
her to ring you at a certain time?  Part of
the work we are doing is to enable
women to state for themselves what
they want, but then recognise that in
itself can create a risk.”  (WSS 2)

Group work

Apart from the initial information groups, all of
WSS’s group work is intended as a form of
ongoing support combining facilitation and self-
help.  The timing of groups takes into account
childcare and employment commitments, with
one daytime and one evening group.  Groups
have a floating and varying membership.
During 1996 average attendance was four, with
the range being from two to eight.  The themes
of any particular group are drawn out of issues
women attending bring with them.  Examples of
the exercises used in group work include:
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• using a basic graph outline to chart a man’s
behavior over time to see if the abuse is
escalating and over what time period, and
encouraging women to use this themselves
to keep track of changes;

• self-esteem work using collages to create
positive images of themselves;

• exploring how domestic violence affects
children.

Some of the work parallels that of VPP in terms
of the themes, exercises and materials used.
For example, both are likely to look at what
men get out of being violent and use the power
and control wheel.  (This was originally
developed in the Duluth project, and is used in
many men’s programmes and in domestic
violence awareness training in Britain.
Depicting wheels within wheels the diagram
shows that the central focus of domestic
violence is men’s ‘power and control’ over their
partner.)

The open entry and exit into groups means that
women are not kept waiting to attend.  It also
maintains average attendance, avoiding the
pattern found in many support groups of
optimal membership at the beginning, but a
rapid fall-off.  Since changing to this more open
format the workers’ perception is that not only
did this prevent any change of mind in the
waiting period, but women were staying in the
group for longer periods of time and those who
no longer attended regularly felt able to drop in
when they needed extra support.  One benefit
of attending groups for longer periods was that
women were increasingly able to notice positive
changes in themselves as new women joined.

Advocacy and interagency work

The advocacy work of WSS involves extensive
contact with many agencies.  Those they are
most likely to be in contact with are housing
departments, the police and lawyers.  WSS used
advocacy where there were pressing issues or
needs, most commonly access to safe
accommodation and problems with child
contact.  Analysis of the case files revealed the
complex needs and circumstances of individual
women: some had issues in relation to
immigration status; others feared their children
being snatched and taken abroad; one woman

was being threatened with dismissal from work,
her coping strategies having broken down
following repeated harassment by her ex-
partner.

Police Domestic Violence Units (DVUs) are one
of the most frequent referrers to WSS, and in
turn WSS encourage women to contact their
local DVU about incidents, even where the
police have not been called out, to ensure that
there is a formal record.  Women who have
separated from men are also encouraged to use
the police, to have incidents – or concerns
about harassment – noted.  In some areas this
can result in a priority rating being allocated to
women.

Advocacy encourages good practice, at least for
individuals.  Where time and resources permit
WSS take up issues of poor practice.  Workers
regretted the limited time it was possible to
allocate to this kind of work, knowing how
possible it is to create localised social change
through ‘chasing an individual story down’.
This process of creating change also occurs
when workers from other agencies phone WSS
to talk about individual cases, and the
conversation turns into a more general
discussion of how to respond to domestic
violence.  The potential for creating better
practice through case advocacy was also
highlighted by the evaluation of Domestic
Violence Matters (Kelly et al, forthcoming).  This
‘bottom-up’ approach has the advantage of
ensuring that local interagency policies and
agreements are translated into practice.

Violence Prevention Programme

VPP offers structured group sessions designed
to assist men in understanding why they use
abusive behaviour, how they can change it and
work towards constructing respectful
relationships with women.  Men are expected to
take responsibility for their actions and to
reassess their expectations of themselves and
their partners.

The objectives of VPP include:

• to provide educational workshops for men
which define violence as intentional acts
intended to assert power and control over
their partners;
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2 • to encourage men to take full responsibility
for their current behaviour, including
reducing the extent to which they use
excuses such as alcohol or childhood
experiences;

• to change the attitudes and beliefs which
support men’s behaviour.

VPP works with men from across London and
the Home Counties.  During the evaluation
staffing consisted of two paid part-time workers
and varying numbers of volunteers, both men
and women.

In late 1996 the main areas of VPP’s work
comprised: one-to-one assessment sessions;
ongoing work with individual men; two weekly
first stage group/s; a weekly second stage
group; a fortnightly third stage group; weekly
liaison with WSS; interagency work including
ongoing communication with probation and
other referring agencies; telephone advice;
administration; and training for new volunteers.

While a proportion of men were referred to VPP
by probation, the majority were voluntary
referrals.  The term ‘voluntary’, however,
requires qualification.  Many of these men have
been given some form of ultimatum by their
partner – that they get help/change or the
relationship is over.  Some have also had recent
contact with formal agencies where the
possibility of future sanction was raised.  These
threats to relationship and personal status act as
a potent impetus for some men.  Some projects
refer to such incentives as a form of ‘community
mandate’.

Structure of the programme

Programme lengths have varied during the
course of VPP’s existence.  At the outset the
group comprised 33 weekly three-hour sessions
– considered an optimum length from the
experience of other (primarily US) projects (see
Edelson, 1996 for a discussion of the
effectiveness of shorter programmes).
Sentencing practices in the UK meant this had
to be substantially revised – a 33-week
condition to attend a programme would only be
used for grievous bodily harm and wounding
convictions, thus excluding the vast majority of
domestic violence convictions.  (Chapter 4 gives
an overview of probation policy and practice

during the period of this review.) The first and
second stage groups were each shortened to 12
weeks to accommodate the likely conditions
attached by courts.  Movement from first to
second stage groups is dependent on there
being no known physical violence for at least
eight weeks.  It became rapidly clear that 12
weeks was insufficient to cover the second
stage material; the second stage group is now
20 weeks long.  The optional third stage
support group has no time frame.

The time-scale for individual men varies.  Court-
mandated men are free to leave when their
orders expire, and many do.  VPP has taken a
policy decision not to work with men who have
12-week orders as this is considered too little
time to do effective work; most mandated men
are on 24-session orders.  Movement between
stages is neither fixed nor automatic, depending
on the man’s involvement, motivation and
behaviour.  Some men move onto the second
stage prior to 12 weeks; others are held in the
first stage for longer.  Men are also moved back
into first stage if there is any evidence of
renewed physical violence.

All groups are co-worked by at least two people
and occasionally three.  VPP prefer groups to be
facilitated by a man and woman, but this has
not always been possible.  However, in the
second year of the evaluation all groups were
co-worked by mixed gender facilitators.  The
preference for mixed gender facilitators is two-
fold: women are considered less likely to
collude with men’s justifications, and it is
possible to ‘model’ respectful relationships
between women and men.  Male facilitators are
expected to take the lead role in challenging
partner blame.  Workers commented that some
men, especially in their early sessions, interpret
women facilitators’ (but not men’s) comments as
biased; accepting such interventions as valid is
an indicator of (small) progress.

Assessment

The first face-to-face contact with VPP occurs at
assessment.  Men are not accepted simply
because they have been court-mandated or
made an appointment themselves.  The
assessment process is intended to gauge
motivation, dangerousness and suitability for the
programme.
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Some men complete assessment on the first
meeting, whereas for others it may take four
sessions.  VPP staff are also hoping to increase
or change men’s motivation: that men have
reasons to change for themselves not just in
relation to others.  The assessment process can
be extremely challenging, and some ‘voluntary’
referrals do not return after the initial session/s.
Men are required to speak about their history of
violence, and for many this may be the first time
they have verbalised the extent and impacts of
their actions.  VPP workers are aware that most
men will still minimise at this point, and that
without an account from the man’s (ex)partner
they are unlikely to have a full and complete
description.  Two basic orientations are required
for acceptance on the programme: a willingness
to question denial and partner blame; and an
acceptance of at least some responsibility for
the violence.

Where a man is not accepted his (ex)partner
will be contacted (via WSS) and given the
reasons for the decision.  For rejected probation
referrals a report is written detailing reasons for
non-acceptance.  Where a man is no longer in
contact with his partner a decision may be made
to do additional one-to-one sessions with the
sole aim of encouraging him to take some
responsibility for his violence.

First stage group

All VPP groups have rolling entry and exit,
meaning that once accepted men do not have to
wait too long before attending the first session.
The aim of the first stage group is to end men’s
use of physical violence through modifying the
beliefs that underpin it.  The tools used are
eclectic, drawing on cognitive, behavioural and
social learning theory; the methods include
teaching relationship skills, role plays,
brainstorming, re-enactments and discussion.

The order of subjects covered is often
determined by group needs.  Below we outline
the core themes and how first stage group work
addresses them.

What counts as violence
Men’s minimising of their behaviour is
underpinned by a narrow definition of violence;
work here expands this definition, looking in
detail at the variety of behaviours participants
have used to control and intimidate.

Taking responsibility
Responsibility is avoided through a combination
of minimising, denial and partner blame.  Each
man has to explore the specifics of how they
have used the strategies, being explicit about
exactly what they have done, and re-enact one
incident in the group.

Partner empathy
Defining and treating someone as ‘other’ is a
key to being able to use violence.  ‘Partner
empathy’ is intended to challenge this through
recognition and understanding of the impacts of
violence on women and children.  Tools used
here include role plays, exercises, and video/
written material representing women’s
experiences.

Choices and decisions to be violent
Men’s perception that their use of violence is
spontaneous, that they were ‘out of control’, is
actively challenged.  Exercises are designed to
reveal underlying intentions to be ‘in control’,
and the benefits (and costs) that accrue as a
consequence of their behaviour.

Recognising signs and signals
Work focuses on choice at the micro level, the
moment-by-moment decisions which are part of
human action.  Re-enactment, discussion and
role play rehearsal of situations are used to
highlight the moments where decisions are
made and the physical, mental and emotional
build-up which occurs prior to action.

Alternatives to violence
Shifting men’s beliefs and attitudes has to be
accompanied by offering examples of how to
act differently.  Work here concentrates on
rehearsing and practising alternative behaviour,
specific strategies include ‘time outs’ (see
below) and negotiating skills.

Expectations of relationships and gender roles
Men are asked to critically evaluate their beliefs
about men, women and relationships, especially
those which connect to their justifications of
violence.  The aim is to encourage commitment
to developing respect and equality in
relationships.

While some of these elements will be familiar to
group work, several may not be, and are
explored in more detail below.
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Time outs
The men are first introduced to the concept of
‘time out’ during their assessment sessions and
this is reinforced during the first stage.  A
strategy commonly used in men’s programmes,
a ‘time out’ involves leaving for one hour at the
point where the man is about to be violent.  He
is expected to say explicitly to his partner “I am
taking a time out”.  This strategy is intended as
a temporary measure, a ‘safety valve’, to be later
replaced by negotiating and relationship skills.

Re-enactments
Here men are asked to ‘re-enact’ an incident of
domestic violence, and then to replay it in slow
motion.  Group facilitators ask questions which
reveal what the man was thinking, feeling and
experiencing as the situation unfolds.  Re-
enactments have several functions, including
making starkly obvious that being violent
involves a series of decisions, making it possible
to pinpoint the moments at which different
decisions could have been made.  Feelings of
solidarity often develop between group
members – re-enactments are powerful
reminders to the man himself and other
participants of how men have behaved.

Second stage group

Movement into second stage depends on an
absence of physical violence for eight weeks,
and having dramatically reduced minimising and
partner blame; in short, considerable evidence
that men are taking responsibility for their
behaviour.  If violence recurs, or responsibility
markedly decreases, men are returned to the
first stage group.  Movement back to second
stage depends on discussions between the first
stage group leaders and WSS.

Second stage groups focus on aspects of control
other than physical violence including (but not
limited to) threatening behaviour; emotional
abuse; isolation; economic abuse; sexual abuse;
manipulating children; and using male privilege.
The men in the group are encouraged to
personalise the work by giving examples of
when and how they have used each control
tactic in their relationship.  Again intentions,
impacts and beliefs are highlighted and
challenged.  In each area men are encouraged
to focus on non-abusive alternatives and more
emphasis is placed on the ways the wider social
context supports domestic violence.  Role plays,

brainstorming, and discussion formats are used
and personalised action plans are developed to
expedite change.

Third stage group

After completion of both stages, at least 34
weeks after their first group session, men can
choose to attend the third stage group.  This
group exists to support men in maintaining the
changes they have made, as for some men this
will have involved withdrawing from peer
groups, friendships and activities.  Third stage
acts as a peer group, a reinforcement for all
participants of the work they have already
undertaken.  Only a small percentage of men
who complete the second stage go on to attend
the third; at the end of the evaluation there
were six men regularly attending.

Sessions take the form of a ‘check in’ (a familiar
process, used in all groups, in which each man
reports on his use of violence and control tactics
since last attending VPP).  If men report any
violence they are required to go back to the first
stage; otherwise contact with the programme
ceases.  Work tends to emerge from issues men
themselves raise, although this unstructured
format is currently under review.

Reasons for not attending the third stage group
are complex and not always clear to the
workers.  It can take up to a year (taking
account of public, worker and participant
holidays) to get to this point, and men and in
some cases their partners may want to recover
some free time.  Clearly those who do attend
have continuing motivation for change.  But
non-attendance can be the outcome of
negotiation within a relationship.

Work across the Domestic Violence
Intervention Project

Joint work between WSS and VPP occurs on a
number of specific issues.  Most obviously they
have to communicate with each other about the
men on VPP and their partners.  This occurs
both through written feedback and weekly
meetings.  The structures in place are complex.

The weekly information VPP passes on to WSS
includes new men seen for assessment; which
men are accepted or not onto the programme;
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3attendance at group sessions; issues or concerns
from groups; and whether men are breached
from the group.  There is no reciprocal
obligation on WSS to provide information to
VPP.  This situation is the result of many
discussions regarding how confidentiality
applies differently to the two sides of the
project; while VPP offers limited confidentiality
to men on the programme, WSS has sought to
offer strong confidentiality guarantees to women
to ensure their safety will not be compromised.

Where WSS have information they think should
be shared with VPP they talk about it first with
the woman concerned.  If she gives her
permission for it to be communicated, there is
no conflict.  However, women often say that
while they want VPP to know, they do not want
their (ex)partner to know that she is the source.
WSS respond by recommending the areas they
think VPP should address in the next group
session.

Debate and discussion is ongoing about
whether and how a common code of
confidentiality can be developed across the
whole of DVIP.  From the perspective of WSS
what matters is building a shared understanding
across the project about how dangerous the
giving of information from WSS to VPP can be
for individual women.

Within DVIP as a whole there is a relatively
constant review of working practices, and the
relationship between WSS and VPP has been no
exception to this.  During the evaluation
feedback from VPP to WSS was extended;
previously it had been limited to whether the
man attended the session.  This in turn means
that an increasing number of follow-ups have to
be undertaken.

DVIP have been involved in the national
network of men’s programmes since its
inception.  At the outset the primacy given to
work with women was a minority position,
represented only by Women’s Aid and DVIP.
Over time this has become more of a priority
with workers from voluntary and statutory
settings recognising its importance.  During the
course of the evaluation the membership of the
network has changed; it was predominantly
voluntary groups but the proportion of
probation workers has increased dramatically.

Taking stock

During the evaluation both arms of DVIP have
chosen to adapt their work to the needs of their
service users and had to adjust to the exigencies
of funding.  VPP has had more difficulty in
recruiting and keeping volunteers than WSS,
and experienced more problems developing
effective personal supervision for workers.

Throughout the evaluation differences in
emphasis and understanding between WSS and
VPP were evident, and the interim report which
we delivered to DVIP explored some
contentious issues in this respect.  In the
concluding section of this chapter we explore
the tensions and dilemmas – gender agendas –
which both threaded through our observations
and are reflected in wider perceptions of, and
responses to, work with violent men.

Gender agendas

The debates surrounding work with violent
men, in Britain and internationally, mean that
gender issues (sexual politics) cannot be
avoided: at the heart of programmes for violent
men is a gender tension.  Simply undertaking
the work from a feminist perspective, as DVIP
and other projects do, means engaging with
gender agendas.  There are echoes of these
tensions in many other settings, so this section
has relevance beyond this project.

While feminists have long called for challenging
work to be done with abusive men, and have
argued that men ought to do this work, projects
responding to this challenge have invariably
been greeted by suspicion and scepticism.
Projects working with violent men have to
manage relationships with advocates for abused
women.  Two concerns predominate: worries
that women are being offered at best false
hope, and at worst placed in increased danger;
and fears that already stretched and inadequate
funding will be siphoned away from direct
services for women and children.

Gender agendas were key to DVIP.  Most
obviously, in taking an uncompromising
position about the unacceptability of violence,
DVIP placed itself within ongoing debates about
gender relations.  The priority of women’s
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safety, reflected in the establishment and
maintenance of WSS, positioned DVIP within
unresolved debates about how work should be
undertaken with violent men.

Within the project itself, the structure – and in
particular the relationship between WSS and
VPP – reflects these tensions, as does DVIP’s
attempt to put the principle of accountability to
women into practice.  The fact that WSS staff
are all women, whereas VPP and the
management committee are mixed gender, adds
yet another element; women and men working
within a project that has explicit grounding in
feminist perspectives.

Structural issues

At the outset VPP and WSS were understood as
separate, but linked parts of a project.  WSS was
understood, and positioned, as both
autonomous from, yet directly connected with,
VPP.  This ambiguity led to a range of
difficulties, and differences in perspective.

At a structural level, funding was forthcoming
for the work with violent men, thus financial
support for WSS was ‘on the back’ of funding
for work with men.  This has been reflected in
both how DVIP is understood by (and at times
represented to) outside agencies and in the
allocation of resources.  Thus:

“... WSS was seen as sort of an ancillary
service to the main project which was
VPP.”  (MC 5)

“... look at things like equity of room
space, access to technology, fax
machines, videos and stuff like that.”
(WSS 3)

This sense of being an unequal partner had a
negative impact on relations between WSS and
VPP; that it reflected the reality for the projects’
service users and gender inequality more widely
was not lost on workers or management.

The original framework for WSS drew on
principles and practices developed within the
refuge movement and other women’s services.
The first WSS worker had grave misgivings
about pro-active contacts with women, and
established a strict confidentiality policy for
WSS.  While considerable movement has taken

place with regard to pro-activity, confidentiality
has been a source of recurring conflict.  The
current situation embodies the tension between
the autonomy of WSS and the accountability of
VPP.  At various points during the evaluation
discussions have taken place about the
confidentiality policy, not least because of
issues raised by the research.  WSS formally
argued for no change, while informally
recognising that a common policy would be the
best outcome.  There was no consensus in VPP
or the management committee, with some
supporting the WSS position and others arguing
strongly for a project policy.  One VPP worker
outlined both the origins of the policy and his
agreement with it:

“... because of reasons of safety we had
decided that we didn’t want a two way
flow of information, that it was in the
best interests of the women, and for us
as workers to some extent, not to know
which women were being seen....  But
in terms of what the workers from the
women’s service were reporting to us,
for me it felt enough to know what the
issues were that were coming across.”
(VPP 3)

This position was supported by a female VPP
volunteer, but three VPP members took a
different position.

“I think this whole issue about
confidentiality is used in a really bad
way.  I think it’s been used to increase
the power of one service or the other,
rather than it being useful for the work.
I think we should have really strict ideas
about confidentiality with clients, not
with each other.  People who work in
VPP should have a real sense and
understanding of what working on the
women’s service is, and vice versa.”
(VPP 2)

At issue here is what level of autonomy WSS
should have, and trust and communication
within the project as a whole.

In our interviews and interactions with DVIP
staff and volunteers if became clear that there
was a strong sense of not knowing enough
about the other side of the project.  In such a
situation it is all too easy for misinformation and
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rumour to take the place of dialogue and
communication.  While there can be different
interpretations and significance accorded to
actions, we were also aware of positions taken
which could have been resolved through more
open communication.  The fact that the senior
workers from WSS and VPP were frequently the
communication vectors to volunteers meant that
the sense of separation and difference was at
times reinforced rather than explored.

Our interim report to DVIP raised the vexed
question of whether the current duality of
service provision was conducive to cooperative
and creative working, including promoting
women’s safety.  These concerns were already
resonating through the management committee,
and resulted in an intense period of reflection
on the structure of DVIP.

After lengthy negotiations the decision was
taken to appoint an overall coordinator for
DVIP, who was expected to represent the
interests of both sides of the project.  This was
linked to a decision for the next training group
to be across the project, meaning that new
volunteers met workers from both VPP and
WSS.  The joint training was strongly supported
by all paid workers within DVIP, and the
possibility of it extending beyond training also
had some support.

This in turn raises further gender agenda
conundrums, since WSS has always, justifiably,
been a service for women by women.  How
male workers from VPP could either work with
women or cover for WSS workers is difficult to
imagine.  Some women in VPP would relish the
opportunity to work in WSS; the same is not the
case the other way round, and there were some
VPP volunteers whose primary interest and
motivation was working with men.

Several management committee members made
explicit references to the fact that internal
tensions within the project ‘mirrored’ an abusive
relationship.  This is a potent, but inaccurate,
analogy since it works by trivialising the life
threatening danger which is so often part of
domestic violence.  Nonetheless, it draws on the
fact that gender politics are at play within DVIP:
the power imbalances that exist in society
cannot be left outside of a project simply
because its intention is to challenge them.
Perhaps the management committee

underestimated the extent to which their work
would be infused by these issues, and that as
well as the normal management functions, they
would inevitably be managing gender agendas.

Accountability to women
Two recent commentaries (Hague et al, 1996a;
Mullender, 1996) raise a number of issues in
relation to work with violent men.  One of the
principles on which the authors concur is the
necessity of such projects being accountable to
women.  Putting principles into practice can be
a complex, fraught and even contradictory
process.

From the outset, DVIP stated explicitly that they
intended to create such accountability
structures, and have used a number of strategies
to make this a reality.  The most central has
been the commitment to have a linked support
service for women.  Other strategies include:
attempting to have mixed gender teams doing
group work with men; having the local
Women’s Aid group on the management
committee; making increasing women and
children’s safety one of the key philosophical
bases of DVIP; and inviting a team of feminist
researchers to conduct the evaluation.  At the
level of policy DVIP has undoubtedly attempted
to implement the accountability principle.  In
terms of daily practice the accountability
principle has created ongoing tensions and
dilemmas, which continue to inform the
projects’ development.  Our intention here is to
explore how these unavoidable conundrums can
be either creative tensions which lead to
innovation, or unresolved dilemmas which
impede best practice.  At different points in the
evaluation of DVIP both have been the case.

The best intentions of DVIP staff and
management can be seen in the choices to
appoint to the paid posts in WSS women who
were strongly committed to providing quality
support for women, but also profoundly
sceptical of work with abusive men.  A healthy
scepticism was evident among VPP workers and
members of the management committee but
they set this alongside a belief in the potential
for change.  It would be untenable for either
VPP staff, or DVIP management, to be
undertaking work with men, without having
some conviction in men’s capacity to choose to
behave differently.  The scepticism from the
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women’s service was seen by many VPP
workers as valuable in their work.

The vexed, and in many ways irresolvable
question is which women VPP should be
accountable to, since this can include: women
partners of men on the programme; WSS staff;
women on the management committee; and the
wider community of advocates for women.  This
is not simply a rhetorical question.  There is an
implicit presumption that all women’s interests
coincide, thus making accountability
unproblematic.  But this is not the case – at
least in the short term.  Many commentaries on
work with men take an uncompromising
position: that if men are violent while on the
programme they should be excluded from it.
Some partners and some workers in WSS would
concur with this position; others do not.  One
woman strongly requested that VPP allow her
partner to continue on the programme, despite
the fact that he had used physical violence,
since the three hours he attended the group and
the two hours travel time were the only time
she had free of his control.  One WSS worker,
when asked whether men should be asked to
leave when acts of violence are revealed,
responded:

“... how does that produce women’s
safety?  That’s my dilemma, as someone
working with women I believe that
piece of work has to be done and for
those men who are violent I prefer that
we are able to do something.  I’m not
sure who does it, and I think that’s the
actual paradox of the whole
programme.”  (WSS 3)

There are times when the interests of a woman
partner did not fit easily within general
principles and policies.  Here DVIP has
managed to create more flexible responses,
which attempt to balance competing interests
and priorities.

An intractable tension has been the concerns
raised by advocates for abused women about
the relative resourcing of work with men and
services supporting women suffering domestic
violence.  But even here the issue is not a
simple either/or.  It became clear during the
evaluation that there is a section of women, and
it may be increasing, who see domestic violence
as men’s problem.  This group of women (or

Supporting women and challenging men

section of women at a particular point in a
relationship) want programmes for violent men.
More than this, they expect programmes which
will take ‘voluntary’ men; if they have reached
the point of giving an ultimatum, there needs to
be some service provision supporting the stand
they have taken.

Research, policy and service provision must
begin to explore these complexities in order to
imbue the principle of accountability with
meanings that enhance practice.

Linked or separate support for women
Creating a project in which services for women
are an integral part of working with violent men
has been difficult for DVIP.  At the end of the
evaluation serious attempts to address some of
the difficulties through structural changes had
begun.  The dilemmas and tensions which DVIP
has struggled with left some project members
pessimistic about the potential for this model.
They mused on the advantages of an alternative
model whereby an existing women’s
organisation is contracted to do the support
work with women.  A management committee
member also noted the model used by the
Change project, of having a woman staff
member responsible for keeping in touch with
partners.

Fundamentally, the pessimist position is an
attempt to limit the extent to which gender
agendas infuse the work.  While they may
remove them from daily routines, they reappear
in other forms, such as Women’s Aid groups
withdrawing support from projects.  The
effectiveness and longevity of DAIP in Duluth is
in part due to their ability and willingness to
work creatively with unavoidable gender
agendas.

Reflections
It is too easy to view the kinds of tensions and
dilemmas documented here as the product of
individual personalities.  One key element in
this work is the different perspective workers
with women and with men have to take.
Working with women to increase their safety
allows a coherent focus, whereas working with
men in order to increase women’s safety
involves complex and varying allegiances.
Work with men cannot be done in ‘good faith’
without trying to find in them some positive



4

13

Domestic Violence Intervention Project

potentials.  Some accommodation between
scepticism and possibility has to be found.

The work DVIP has undertaken to do is
difficult, and there is currently no consensus
about either its effectiveness or its location in
coordinated responses to domestic violence.  It
is unsurprising that the project has not resolved
gender tensions.  Crawford and Jones (1995)
argue that all interagency work involves
structural conflicts and power differentials, but
that these are seldom openly addressed.  Rather,

they are played out through “competing
claims to specialist knowledge and
expertise, as well as differential access to
both human and material resources”
(Crawford and Jones, 1995, p 20);
confidentiality is frequently a contested
area.  They argue for explicit recognition of
power issues, but within a framework that
views power as not just constraining, but
also enabling; it carries both a potential for
division and for productive change.
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2
The Women’s Support Service

This chapter draws on data from all the research
tools developed to evaluate WSS: analysis of
case files; questionnaires to, and interviews with
service users; a focus group; and interviews
with WSS workers (see Appendix A).  We
outline who participated in the evaluation, the
take-up of WSS services, how women accessed
WSS, their assessments of one-to-one and group
work, their decisions to stay in or leave the
relationship, and whether women’s
understanding of domestic violence changed.
The chapter concludes with a discussion of how
the model could be developed, and an
exploration of pro-active approaches.

Women participating in the evaluation

Demographic data was not available from case
files since this is not routinely collected by the
project.  It was evident that at least 20% of
service users came from ethnic minorities; an
indication that WSS was providing accessible
and relevant services (Sen, 1997).  The 32
women who completed questionnaires provided
demographic data and we present some of it
here, but the relatively low number of ethnic
minority women means this group is not
representative of WSS’s users:

• the majority were aged 31-40 (41%), with a
further 24% aged 22-30, 36% were 41 and
older;

• almost all were white, with a proportion
identifying as Irish;

• 62% were in full or part-time employment,
with a further 11% undertaking training or
education;

• length of relationship ranged between under
12 months (4%) to 11 years or more (29%);

the most common length was 3-5 years
(36%);

• 59% were married, and the same proportion
had children;

• 26% had partners on VPP, although a further
9% had partners who were assessed but not
given a place.

Over half of those in paid employment were in
occupations defined as ‘intermediate’ (for
example, teachers, social workers).  While this
may reflect who participates in research, it also
suggests that WSS is reaching a group of women
who currently underuse other support services.

Overall use of the service

In this section we report on the analysis of WSS
files.  Table 1 shows that over the two years
WSS had at least one contact with 796 women.
While Table 2 shows that over a third of
contacts with self-referred women consisted of a
single telephone call, WSS nonetheless work
with a large number of women on a very limited
resource base.

One of the key issues for women is being able
to make contact quickly in a crisis.  WSS cannot
provide telephone cover even for office hours,
so we tracked how long it took for initial
contacts to be made (see Tables 3 and 4).  Most
self-referred women (90%) were contacted the
same day and this is often the result of their
initial phone call being answered in person.
Contact with VPP women is more variable, but
even here first contact is made within a week of
the initial attempt in almost half of cases.
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Table 2: Self-referral – single telephone call

Year 1 Year 2 Total

70 98 168

Table 3: Time to contact self-referred women

Year 1 Year 2 Totals

Same day 83 179 262
One to two weeks 4 21 25
Three plus weeks 2 3 5

Table 5 records take-up of WSS services: 18% of
VPP women have at least one face-to-face
session and 7% attend groups; the comparable
figures for self-referred women are 25% and 8%.

Table 1: Women in contact with WSS

Year 1 Year 2 Totals

VPP women 143 218 361
Self-referred women 149  286 435

Totals 292 504 796

The group attendance figures are, however,
minimum estimates, as attendance records were
not kept until 1996.

The Women’s Support Service

Table 4: Time to contact VPP women

Year 1 Year 2 Totals

Under one week 37 69 106
One to two weeks 22 31 53
Three plus weeks 25 37 62



16

Table 5: Take-up of WSS

Year 1 Year 2 Totals

VPP one-to-one 23 44 67
VPP groups 10 17 27
Self-referred one-to-one 25 84 109
Self-referred groups 4 32 36

Accessing support

The questionnaire data appeared to reflect
overall routes to WSS; with 33% being contacted
by WSS as a result of their partner’s contact with
VPP, and the most likely other referral route
being police DVUs (32%).  Advertising and
publicity material accounted for a further 27%.
Some women noted that they had discovered
WSS by chance, sometimes through asking
telephone operators if there was anything listed
under ‘domestic violence’.  In both
questionnaires and interviews women stated
that had they been aware of the existence and
nature of this type of support they would have
been in contact much sooner.  However, some
of the interviews highlighted more complex
processes.  Four women contacted because their
partners had been assessed by VPP reflected on
their initial resistance; they had asserted that
they needed no support, that there was nothing
WSS could do for them.  The importance of the
pro-active persistence of WSS was clear here, as
each was fulsome in praise of the support they
eventually accepted.

WSS persist with women whose partners are in
contact with VPP for a number of reasons.
Some men misinform women about their
acceptance and/or attendance on the
programme and the strategies they are learning
(for example, that it is women who are
expected to take ‘time outs’).  Understanding
how much hope women may place in VPP
means it behoves the project to ensure they are
aware of non-attendance and/or minimal
engagement.  Alongside ensuring minimal
deception by men, WSS contact also acts as a
check on the veracity of men’s reporting of non-
violence to VPP.

An example will illustrate how pro-activity can
enable women to recognise their own unmet
needs, and thus access support.  Following
contact with the police and Victim Support one
woman was given a telephone number for VPP.
When WSS returned her call she was adamant
that it was her partner who required help not
her.  In common with others, this woman later
recognised that her focus on wanting the abuse
to end meant that she was denying her need for
support.  Her commitment to the relationship
combined with shame, fear and guilt prevented
her from accessing services she knew existed.
After being contacted by WSS on numerous
occasions she eventually attended and
discovered that the service had something very
positive to offer her.

There are several important messages here
about support for women suffering domestic
violence:

• despite extensive media attention women
still do not know how to access support;

• potential routes to support need to be
anticipated locally and nationally (an ironic
coincidence during the evaluation was
several reports from women that telephone
operators did not give the numbers for
Women’s Aid helplines when asked about
domestic violence);

• the kind of service WSS offers may be more
relevant at various points in relationships
and to particular groups of women;

• pro-active contact and persistent follow-up
enables some women to recognise their need
for support.

Supporting women and challenging men
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The following sections reflect in more detail on
the services WSS currently provides.

One-to-one sessions

Fifty-nine per cent of women participating in
the evaluation had one-to-one support sessions.
Women were asked their hopes prior to first
attending and whether or not these had been
fulfilled.  The most common expectations were
support and understanding (75%); advice and
practical support (50%); and explanations (35%).
The majority (75%) had their expectations met;
for the minority who had not (12%), their
dissatisfaction related to the staffing level of
WSS, being unable to access immediate support.
The qualitative data revealed the often
inspirational nature of first contact.

“I think I came away feeling that I
owned this here [gestures to her body],
this is mine, because I hadn’t until then.
It’s always belonged to some violent
man or some violent person, because
violence started since the day I was
born so I hadn’t known anything else.”
(WSS 16 Int separated)

All women who attended one-to-one sessions
found them helpful; and most made explicit
comments about the challenge, insight and
support given by WSS staff.  Responses to
questions on how it had helped included
general support (86%); increased understanding
of domestic violence (38%); and validation of
experience (14%).

The positive impression individual WSS staff
made on women was evident in three women’s
negative responses when their support worker
was changed due to holidays or sickness.  This
tendency to focus on individuals is recognised
by WSS, and is one of the primary reasons for
encouraging women to attend groups as soon as
is practicable.

While workers and volunteers see safety
planning as an important element of one-to-one
work, women rarely mention it specifically,
albeit that many had clearly taken on board and
used the strategies explored in sessions.  What
women saw as important was the validating of
their experience, the naming of violence, and a

clear message that it was unacceptable and that
they should not have to tolerate it.

However, safety planning was apparent in the
strategies women used.  Some of the knowledge
gained could appear rudimentary, for example,
changing the locks, but WSS enabled women to
find the courage and confidence to carry out
such tasks.  Other strategies were more
complex and included recognising the patterns
in their partner’s abusive behaviour, what
signalled an impending assault, making it
possible to adapt one’s own decision making.

Even women who had minimal contact with
their (ex)partner thought they had benefited
from the practical focus, commenting that the
strategies they had learnt would assist them in
establishing secure future friend/relationships.

Women also valued the opportunity of being
able to use sporadic one-to-ones for specific
issues such as guidance on financial and
housing matters and especially in relation to
negotiating the complexities of the legal system.

Support groups

Just over two thirds (69%) of women
participating in the evaluation had attended a
support group.  Again, their expectations and
experiences were explored in questionnaires
and interviews.  Interestingly, while similar to
the expectations of one-to-one, what women
anticipated getting from groups was also
different: increasing support and strength (86%);
understanding why abuse happens (47%);
contact with women in a similar situation (40%);
and practical advice (20%).  Over two thirds
(69%) got what they expected, with the rest
being unsure.  That said, however, every
woman who attended the support group
reported that it was helpful, and 81% defined it
as very helpful.  The ways the support group
was helpful included: validation of experience,
less guilt (53%); knowledge from women in the
same circumstances (40%); general support
(40%); and increased understanding of domestic
violence (13%).

Women’s reasons for initially attending WSS
groups were often mediated by their experience
of one-to-one:

The Women’s Support Service
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“I was back and forward to solicitors
and so on and I needed lots and lots
and lots of support.  I wasn’t getting it
and the only place I was getting it was
from [worker].  Whatever she’d have
suggested I would have done because
everything so far had been good and,
from feeling in the beginning I don’t
need any help I’m fine it’s his problem, I
then sort of looked at myself, I’m a
mess.”  (WSS 27 Int separated, man not
on VPP)

Other women wrote and talked of wanting to
attend the groups in order to gain strength to
make the changes needed within their
relationships.

“It helped me hold my partner
accountable for his actions and to learn I
would not be able to make him change.
I was amazed to hear other women’s
partners behaved in a remarkably similar
abusive way as mine.  I could then
separate the abuse from feelings of self
blame and realised I had to leave him or
things would get worse and worse.”
(WSS 8 separated, man not on VPP)

Women were asked to specify those areas which
presented the major obstacles to maintaining
safety for themselves.  As would be expected
with women who have been deliberately
undermined for much of their adult life, issues
such as isolation and low self-esteem
dominated, and those women who had reduced
friend and family ties in order to appease or
conform with their partner’s wishes were
especially vulnerable.  The support group
provided a space for women to share and work
through the isolation, guilt and low self-esteem
which were legacies of abuse.  The guilt women
feel feeds into their isolation: the knowledge
that their near neighbours and others may be
aware of their situation made even routine
communication difficult.  Women reported
isolation not just in relation to their experiences
of abuse but in their everyday lives.  The groups
provide at least one supportive place for them
to explore who and what they are as women,
not just in relation to their experiences of
violence.  The interactive nature of the groups
served to provide women with an increased
sense of self-worth.

“It brings in other parts of your life as
well.  You don’t live your life in
isolation.  Coming here helps, you can
say what you like here – it’s not right,
it’s not wrong – it just is.  It’s your life
and that’s the way it is, but here is the
only place you can talk about it.”  (FG)

Group support also made it possible for some
women to pursue criminal or civil procedures,
and the failure of the police to fully support and
take their complaints seriously on previous
occasions was noted by many other women.

“[The police station is] five minutes
down the road from where I used to
live.  She [the police officer] was just so
– the attitude was it’s bound to happen
again, and that’s just tough, there’s
nothing you can do about it.  Just very,
very unsympathetic....  I walked out of
there feeling worse than when I went
in.”  (WSS 27 Int separated)

The groups also provided a space where
women’s anecdotal and common sense notions
were constructively challenged by workers and
volunteers leading to their re-evaluation.  The
tendency to take responsibility for men’s
behaviour was mentioned as a specific area
where this occurred.

The focus group gave a clear example of how
weekly groups provide different things for
women depending on their current situation.
Only one woman in the group was actively
continuing her relationship (her partner was on
VPP) while two others were unsure as to
whether theirs would ever be renegotiated.  The
other three women were determined that their
relationships were over.  The woman still with
her partner was isolated in her life, but saw the
group as providing her with the support she
required to negotiate change within the
relationship.  Alongside this she was frustrated
by the limited change she was experiencing
compared to other group members, who from
her perspective were more able to use the
practical skills being offered.  This session
revealed the skill of WSS workers in managing
the varying needs and realities of women within
the groups.  There is a form of conventional
wisdom that it is ineffective to include in the
same group women struggling within abusive
relationships and those who have left.  It

Supporting women and challenging men
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undoubtedly raises uncomfortable issues but
WSS appear to have found ways of using the
differences creatively, encouraging women to
give each other positive support, empathy and
practical help.

To leave or not to leave

At the time of first contact with the service 56%
of women participating in the evaluation were
living with their partner and this had reduced to
31% by the time they completed questionnaires/
interviews; the majority saw the separation as
permanent.  Leaving for short periods of time is
a strategy many women use to increase both
their immediate safety, and their negotiating
power (Kirkwood, 1993).  Over two thirds of
this group had left previously on one or more
occasions.  The reasons for returning included
commitment to their partner; fear (of their own
isolation and their partners reactions); financial
constraints; and ‘family values’.  The responses
feared from partners were not just violence but
included partner’s severe depression for 17%
and suicide threats/attempts for 11%.

Many of the women who maintained separation
was permanent this time made explicit
reference to WSS having made the difference –
both the workers and other service users.  For
some, the support in maintaining separation was
the most important thing WSS had given them,
despite the loss and ambivalence this involved.

“I intended on getting rid of him but
coming here has kept him away,
definitely.  It’s given me the strength
because I’ve spoken to other women
and I know that there are lots of other
women on the end of the phone that I
can speak to.”  (FG)

The priority WSS gives to creating safety was
uncomfortable for some women, as was the
message that violence is a deliberate and
chosen control strategy.  But at the same time, it
was undoubtedly the case that it was precisely
this uncompromising stance which women
found most effective in prompting change.
Living with, surviving and escaping domestic
violence is fraught with contradiction.

Both arms of DVIP concur that for many women
safety can only be attained by separation.
Whether women contact VPP or WSS they may

be informed that leaving is the best short-term
option.  Several women expressed some
difficulty with these ideas.  They hoped that the
service could tell them how to adjust their own
behaviour in order to minimise the impact of
abuse, or ensure their partner changed.  Other
women wanted more space to explore
relationships in a positive way; to envisage
what might be possible in a more equal, less
controlling environment.

“The thing I could have done with is
some way to move on if I wanted to
take the option of staying in and trying
to improve the relationship.  I wanted
some guidance, some strategies I
suppose ... the kind of thing that I’m
now getting from these books.”  (WSS
18 Int returned to partner, man not on
VPP)

Those women who were unsure whether they
would ever renew a relationship with their
partner expressed certainty about the changes
that needed to happen before they were
prepared to renegotiate, or make definite
commitments.

“The problems that led to arguments
that led to violence need to be dealt
with – like his not getting up to help
with children.”  (WSS 9 separated, man
on VPP)

WSS had a variety of effects on women’s
decisions about their relationships, but there
was an emphasis on increasing women’s self-
esteem and confidence.  Some women decided
to stay with (or return to) their current partner,
but with an uncompromising proviso that he
must change, and a conviction they would leave
if the abuse continued.  For other women the
support of WSS enabled them to overcome the
obstacles to leaving, including their fear of
loneliness, poverty, failure, guilt and shame.
Although these issues had not completely
disappeared, many women were increasingly
aware that they (and their children) could live
happily and securely, free from the debilitation
and insecurity which accompanied domestic
violence.

The practice of working with absolute and
relative safety meant that almost all the women
who participated in the evaluation thought that

The Women’s Support Service
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they had made some positive changes as a
direct consequence of contact with WSS.

Understanding domestic violence

A key element in WSS’s work is to challenge
‘taken-for-granted’ ideas about domestic
violence, and we found considerable success in
this respect.  Many women noted that they had
come to understand the extent to which they
had been isolated, others talked of recognising
that the guilt and responsibility they had
previously felt were groundless.  These changes
created a new context where it was possible to
explore the different ways abuse had affected
their lives, and how much they had in common
with other women.

“Contact with WSS plus reading as much
as I can about violent relationships has
dramatically changed my understanding
of what is acceptable and unacceptable
behaviour for me.  I have learnt about
the importance of boundaries.”  (WSS 3
separated, man not on VPP)

How Women’s Support Service was different

Another way of exploring differences in the
WSS approach is to examine the responses
women encountered in their previous
help-seeking.  The questionnaire explored
whether women had sought any kind of support
with their partner; couple counselling; or
mediation.  Seventeen had sought this kind of
help.

Almost all referred to the absence of support
and a presumption of shared responsibility for
the violence; invariably suggestions or
implications encouraged women to look at how
they could modify their behaviour in order to
limit the abuse and/or be more sensitive to their
partners.

“We were told that we were both
behaving like children in tantrum mode
which was infuriating.  She babied us
and played mother thus lessening the
severity of his violence.”  (WSS 1
separated, man not on VPP)

“We went to Relate.  I was too afraid to
mention issues of abuse and we used to

frequently argue after the sessions so I
became even more afraid to speak
openly and honestly in them.  He
seemed to become verbally abusive
afterwards and I ended up hurt and
afraid....  He told counsellors I hit him
and they saw me as abusive, as
provoking.”  (WSS 8 separated, man not
on VPP)

Where women reported early experiences of
couple work as positive, their partners either
quickly stopped attending or the woman was
unable to speak honestly about the violence for
fear of repercussions.  The consistency of either
worker collusion, or the lack of opportunity for
women to safely reveal the reality of the
relationship bodes ill for women who will soon
be required to undertake mediation as part of
arrangements for divorce under the Family Law
Act (see also, Hester et al, 1997).

Developing the model

While there was overwhelming praise for the
support WSS provided, we did ask if there were
ways the service could be improved or
extended.  The predominant request was for an
increase in the hours the service was available
and for more pro-active support projects (many
women travelled considerable distances to
attend sessions at WSS, and for some childcare
and work commitments limited their use of the
project).  Other suggestions included an
extension of the times the telephone service
was available; more older women staff; and an
advocacy service for legal processes/injunctions.

In terms of developing additional services, 11
women emphasised the absence of support for
children.  For some this was inextricably linked
to fears that their children might ‘repeat the
pattern’ (for a critique of ‘cycle of abuse’ see
Kelly, 1994).  Other women wanted support
groups for children, similar to those for women,
so that children could talk together and better
understand the abuse they had witnessed.

While the feedback from service users was that
WSS achieved its aims of increasing safety,
resources and options, that is never the whole
story for any project.  Women who responded to
the evaluation were possibly among those who
had benefited most.

Supporting women and challenging men
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Some of the problems and limitations which
came to light during the evaluation were
undoubtedly the outcome of limited resources.
For example, analysis of the files revealed that
there was a small, but significant proportion of
VPP women for whom no contact was recorded
(this was far more the case in the first year), and
other women, VPP and self-referred, where
urgent follow-ups appear not to have been
done.  This could either be a failure of workers
to record their work, or the kind of slippage
that is inevitable when the scale of work is too
great for staff resources.

We also spoke to several women who perceived
WSS as providing limited support for women
wanting to stay in relationships.  While this has
to be balanced by the positive evaluation of
WSS by other women still in relationships, there
can be a tension between the principles of
increasing women’s safety and offering them
support.  Supporting women to stay in
relationships where violence and abuse are
ongoing, and there is little, if any, indication
that men are interested/willing to change, is not
something WSS is established to do, but it is
something which some women want.  Rather
more complex is the situation of women where
there have been some changes in men’s
behaviour, but not extensive enough to mean
that they feel or are safe.

No project can hope to provide the exact
combination of support each individual needs,
and the WSS model certainly evoked more
praise than criticism.  What this section
highlights is the continuing need to ensure that
there are a range of support options locally
which reflect the different stages in ending
violence in relationships and individual needs.

The pro-active approach

WSS represents one of a small number of
projects in Britain (Domestic Violence Matters in
Islington is another example) that take a pro-
active, interventionist approach to domestic
violence, which in this project encompassed
initiating and maintaining contact, and taking a
more directive approach.

There are important messages here which have
implications for the provision of support
services for women suffering domestic violence.
The view of many organisations is that services

should be provided at the point where they are
requested.  But what we know about domestic
violence is that it saps women’s energy, isolates
them, and frequently distorts their sense of
reality.  Pro-active responses have many
advantages:

• someone other than the woman takes
responsibility for naming the violence;

• the first contact can be one in which belief is
established very quickly;

• women can be invited into a support
network at a much earlier point than they
might otherwise choose;

• even where support is not taken up, the
possibility of it has been registered, and
future access might be made easier as a
result.

The experience of WSS demonstrates that
pro-active work with women whose
(ex)partners are on men’s programmes needs to
be built in, not just for the instrumental purpose
of ensuring that impact on women’s safety is
assessed, but also to enable women to prioritise
their own needs for support.  Meredith and
Burns (1990) conducted a study of Canadian
men’s programmes, using a sample of men and
their partners from a number of projects.  They
comment:

... for many women ... the interviewer
[researcher] was the first person with
whom they had discussed their situation.
Many women are not seeking out
support and need encouragement to do
so.  (Meredith and Burns, 1990, p 47)

This encouragement can only occur where
resources are allocated to pro-active support
services.

Pro-activity was not limited to either making
first contact, or being persistent about
maintaining contact.  Where WSS had serious
concerns about women’s safety, they did not
hesitate to say so.  Women’s accounts also make
clear that while initially disconcerting, the
honesty and explicitness was often a turning
point for them in reassessing the dangers they
had previously minimised.

WSS also makes extensive use of the telephone
in their work – while it is the most common tool

The Women’s Support Service
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used in services for women in relation to rape
and sexual abuse in childhood, it has not been
so extensively used in relation to domestic
violence.  While many refuge groups have
always offered advice, and the number of
domestic violence helplines is increasing, the
public perception of Women’s Aid groups is still
that they provide refuge.  Both WSS paid
workers stressed the importance of the
telephone for women with children, women
who lived far away and women with disabilities.
While not as effective as face-to-face contact
WSS had become proficient at ‘making the
telephone be enough’:

“You have to when it’s the best thing
you have got.  We as workers have got
to be able to use the phone as well as
any other form, then it’s up to the
woman where she wants to take it.
Sometimes it is really difficult – you can
tell she is as tense as hell, waiting to
hear the key in the door.  We always ask
if she is safe to talk, and she’ll say
‘Yeah’, but you can hear that tension,
and that can really get in the way.  I’d
try to encourage a woman to come here
because of that.”  (WSS 1)

The continuing tension for WSS in taking a pro-
active approach is their awareness that this
sometimes means pushing against women’s
short-term coping strategies – such as living in
the good times.  An awareness of this is
essential if pro-active approaches are to be

sensitive to the complexities and nuances in
individual women’s experience.

There are two other important messages in
relation to providing support for women.  One
is the continuing importance of communicating
basic messages to women: that what they are
experiencing is violence; that it is unacceptable;
and that it is not their fault.  This was also
powerfully demonstrated in the evaluation of
Domestic Violence Matters (Kelly et al,
forthcoming).  Both projects serve as timely
reminders that in support work one should
never forget the obvious.  Work with violent
men stresses the importance of challenging
beliefs which justify violence.  It is easy to
forget that there are versions of minimising and
denial which suffuse women’s coping strategies,
and that shame, self-blame and the destruction
of self-belief strongly inhibit women’s attempts
to end violence.

The other is that one-to-one support and
support groups are seen in different ways by
women, and provide for different needs.  The
support group was more effective in decreasing
women’s sense (and for some reality) of
isolation and the guilt and self-blame that they
had internalised.  While WSS expressed a
preference for increasing the amount of work
they did in groups, the women using the service
clearly valued the possibility of combining all
the forms of support WSS provided, including
being able to use telephone contact on
occasion.

Supporting women and challenging men
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In this chapter we use data from questionnaires,
interviews with men on VPP and their partners,
and our analysis of files to evaluate VPP (see
Appendix A for details).  We look at the
assessment process, the attrition rate for the
programme, how men understood and
experienced the content of the group work and
the outcomes of VPP in terms of its impact on
men’s violence and women’s safety.

Our intention was that all men referred to VPP
would complete the Time 1 questionnaire at
assessment, enabling comparison between men
who chose to continue and were accepted and
those who were refused places or who failed to
return.  When we took over the administration
of this element of the evaluation in the second
year it became obvious that there were a
significant number of men for whom we had no
assessment data.  All VPP records were
subsequently read, in order that basic
information for every man referred during the
evaluation period was recorded.  VPP saw 351
men in the two years of the evaluation (the log
sample), of whom 174 took part in at least one
element of the evaluation (the evaluation
sample).  Completion of subsequent
questionnaires and taking part in interviews
depended on men still attending VPP.  Men’s
engagement with the evaluation varied
considerably, with some questionnaires
containing hardly any information apart from
responding to the forced choice questions, and
others containing long discursive comments;
interviews also varied in terms of men’s ability
and willingness to reflect on, and communicate
about, their experience of VPP.  Appendix B
contains demographic details of the sample.

The Violence Prevention
Programme

Assessment, acceptance and attendance

The majority of men had between one and three
assessment sessions.  However, a minority had
substantially more than this.  Three men had
more than 40 sessions each as they were
considered unsuitable for group work.

Overall 12% of assessed men were refused
places; the primary reasons for refusal were
unwillingness either to take responsibility for
violence (including partner blame), or to see it
as a problem which they needed to address
(including low motivation).  Other reasons
included a drug or alcohol problem which
would prevent participation in group work;
refusal to give details of (ex)partner; and mental
health issues.

Attendance was evaluated by extracting data
from VPP files; gaps in record keeping mean
this data is incomplete.  We do know, however,
that there is a substantial drop-out between
acceptance and attendance at first group
session.  Of the 351 men in the log sample, we
tracked 122 who attended at least one first stage
session.  Table 6 shows just under a third only
attend between one and five sessions, but once
men are ‘held’ in the group they tend to
complete more than ten sessions (55%).  There
was also evidence of men being kept in first
stage, or returned to it, with 12% of the log
sample attending 14 or more sessions.  Table 6
also shows attendance for the 16 men who were
court-mandated.  As would be expected, there is
a much higher percentage of mandated men
who complete the first stage.
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File analysis revealed 31 men who proceeded to
the second stage group (Table 7). The attrition
rate is lower here, with almost two thirds
attending more than 10 sessions and 28%
attending between 17 and 25 sessions.  Of the
seven men with court orders of 24 weeks two
men had only just transferred; three completed
the order; one attended five sessions and the
other six.

Attrition
VPP has a marked attrition rate, especially
between assessment and initial attendance (see
also Descher, 1984; Harrell, 1991; Edelson,
1996).  Over two thirds of the log sample (69%)
and the evaluated sample (73%) failed to
complete the programme.  Taking into account
the 12% rejected by VPP this still means that
57% of men accepted on to the programme fail
to complete.  This is higher than the average
50% found in US projects (Burns et al, 1991),
but many of these are short ten-week
programmes and involve only court-mandated
men.  The majority of VPP’s clients are
‘voluntary’, and free to leave at any point.

The information in the case files is not
particularly helpful in explaining why men fail
to start or complete the programme, since the

most common entry was simply ‘dropped out’.
There is more information for 20% of non-
completers and the reasons include breaching a
probation order; being given a custodial
sentence following assessment; being breached
by VPP (reasons here included threatening VPP
workers, continued disruptiveness or refusal to
participate); moving out of the area; the man
believing he had learnt enough; the man being
angry at WSS contact with his partner; entering
a rehabilitation unit; and the man requesting,
but not receiving, one-to-one sessions rather
than attending the group.  There are, however,
some possibilities indicated by other data which
we explore here, since attrition is a problem
common to virtually all men’s programmes.

The impetus for most voluntarily referred men is
to prevent their partner ending the relationship.
Where their motivation is confined to
demonstrating a ‘good intention’ this is unlikely
to carry them through the demands of
assessment and group attendance.  If motivation
is not expanded, if men are able to manipulate
their partner with a mere display of intent, then
there is insufficient reason to even attend one
group session.  Women confirmed the shock
their partners had reported at being questioned
about their use of violence during assessment.

Table 6: Number of first stage sessions attended (%)

Log sample (n=122) Mandated (n=16)

One or two 8
Three to five 24 13
Six to nine 10 6
Ten to thirteen 43 81
Fourteen to sixteen 6
Seventeen plus 6

Table 7: Number of second stage sessions attended (%)

One or two 6
Three to five 23
Six to nine 6
Ten to thirteen 26
Fourteen to sixteen 10
Seventeen plus 28

Supporting women and challenging men
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Several also talked of men attempting to
convince them that they had begun to change,
but it was the unreasonableness of VPP (VPP
insisted on him attending groups and he wants
one-to-one; VPP insisted he has to attend
regularly, but the project is too far away) that
prevented them joining the group.  Two women
wrote of their partners telling them that after
assessment they were free to go to VPP as and
when they felt the need.

Others have slightly higher motivation, attend a
number of sessions, and their physical violence
decreases as a consequence.  Their partners
then decide that this is an opportune moment to
leave, since it now feels safer to do so (for
some this is also backed up by initial support
from WSS).  This group are a significant
proportion of men who drop out having
attended several group sessions.  Their
motivation was clearly limited to retaining this
particular relationship, rather than in ceasing to
use violence within relationships.  For some
men motivation changes through the various
stages of the programme and they shift to
attending for themselves; in the period covered
by this review we have some information from
13 men (three court-mandated) who
substantially completed the programme while
having no current female partner.

Some men feel justified in believing that the act
of attending assessment and/or one or two
sessions is sufficient (another variant of
minimising); it is enough that they have
attended, talked and listened.  They ask women
to believe that the small effort they have
expended is sufficient to have changed their
attitudes and behaviour.  The danger is that
women’s investment in the relationship, and
their hope for change, means that they accept
this as a real and meaningful step towards
change.

“Someone else has the responsibility of
trying to show him his behaviour is
wrong.  Being a victim/survivor and his
counsellor are not mutually compatible
roles.”  (QW 1 435 returned to partner
after assessment, man not on VPP)

This woman’s partner was unable to attend the
programme as his work took him to various
parts of the country.  There was less abuse
immediately after assessment but this woman’s

second questionnaire revealed it soon reverted
to the previous level, confirming Adams’ (1988)
view that early changes in behaviour are
cosmetic and provisional.

Other evaluations and commentaries (Dobash et
al, 1996; Edelson, 1996) have suggested that the
high attrition rates for ‘voluntary’ men are a
strong reason for limiting men’s programmes to
court-mandated attendance.  But there is
attrition with court-mandated men, albeit at a
much lower level.  Of the 20 court-referred men
where we have details, 70% completed stage
one.  Of the remainder, four men were
breached (three for non-attendance and one for
violence to his partner) and two failed to
complete the assessment process.  Two men did
not complete their 24-week orders, but as they
were five and six sessions respectively into the
second stage, their probation officers were
indifferent to their failure to complete.  Despite
breaching several court-mandated men, VPP
have no experience of this having
consequences.  Current practice within the
probation service appears to undermine the
presumption that the possibility of sanctions
provides some additional leverage to attend and
engage for court-mandated men.

From the perspective of VPP the combination of
court-mandated and ‘voluntary’ men has been
productive.  The one group during the
evaluation which comprised predominantly
court-mandated men was notable for its reduced
motivation and group participation.  This group
was gradually wound down with remaining men
being transferred and absorbed into two other
groups, where for some men motivation levels
were enhanced.

None of the statistical analyses we conducted
revealed differences between men who fail to
attend, who drop out and those who complete
the programme.  This confirmed the perception
of VPP workers, none of whom were able to
point to any factors which enabled them to
predict which men would stay with the
programme.

The critical points are getting men to the first
group session, and holding them there for more
than five weeks.  While there will always be
some men who use contact with men’s
programmes as a ploy (confirming that contact
with partners is an essential element of this

The Violence Prevention Programme
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work), some experimentation in how men join
groups might pay dividends in increased
motivation.  Edelson (1996) concurs that this is
an area which needs additional thought and
new strategies.  Our suggestion of small pre-
entry groups is one of the possibilities he
outlines, including the use of motivational
interview techniques.  He also notes a practice
in one project where new men are allocated a
‘sponsor’ – a man who has been attending for
some time.  Encouraging new group members
to arrive for their initial session/s half an hour
early is also worth considering.

Men’s experience of Violence Prevention
Programme – their understanding of content

In this section we use data from questionnaires
and interviews with women, men and workers
to explore the content of VPP group work:
which elements men were affected by; whether
and how they understood the core concepts;
and whether and how they used any of the
skills and alternative behaviours to which they
were introduced.

Men’s initial expectations of the programme are
high, but they appear to change over time.
Only 16% of the 58 men who completed the
second questionnaire stated that the programme
was what they had expected; 46% were unsure.
In explaining their response 39% said the
programme had exceeded their expectations,
16% wrote of attendance being difficult at first,
while 9% argued VPP was failing, that they
would have preferred anger management
courses and saw the focus on domestic violence
as inappropriate.  At this stage 32% of men
reported that in retrospect they had initially
been unsure what to expect.

At questionnaire three 30 of the 36 men stated
that their expectations of VPP had been met,
and that they had acquired new skills and
knowledge, including an increased ability to
handle difficult situations; increased self-
awareness; and recognition that they chose to
be violent.

“It’s taught me that I’m not mad and that
I can practice ways of being non violent,
non abusive.”  (QM 3 339 living with
partner)

“The programme has made me realise a
lot about myself, more than anything I
have ever done before.”  (QM 3 455
separated)

Many of the men we interviewed admitted to
finding their first group sessions difficult, not
least because of how they imagined the other
members.  Men talked of worrying about
walking through the front door and their long-
standing beliefs that they were the only ‘normal’
men who abuse their partners.

Most men thought of others, but not themselves,
as ‘violent’, and many reported feeling
squeamish and scared, to the extent that they
wandered the streets; it is possible that some
men never make it through the front door.  This
insecurity is relatively quickly replaced by a
sense of camaraderie combined with respect for
other men in the group.  The rolling entry and
exit, however, prevents an overly comfortable
atmosphere, and many men commented on the
discomfort they felt when new members joined
the group.  The shifting membership of the
groups thus acts as a block to the temptation to
shift back into minimising and denial.  This is
what men reported as being most difficult in
attending VPP.

“It’s necessary to divulge details of any
relationship which in the past I have
consciously or unconsciously shut out.
Recollection of detail and then admitting
to it is not easy.”  (QM 2 330 man left
during stage two)

The discomfort men recalled on having to report
during weekly ‘check-ins’ about abuse during
the last week, and having to work on their
history of violence, indicate a common desire to
forget about, and disassociate from, their
violence.  The impression many give is that they
want to learn how to change without having to
reflect on their own behaviour.

The explicit naming of violence undoubtedly
produces shame in some men, which some
commentators (see Dobash et al, 1996) have
viewed as conducive to change, whereas others
have raised the possibility of it being
counterproductive.  It is likely that the meaning
is not constant for all men.  But men’s accounts
also revealed additional complexities; the desire
not to ‘lose face’ not just with other men, but
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also in relation to group facilitators, resulted in
some group members rehearsing their
disclosures.

It is essential that this work is done by skilled
facilitators who can pick up attempts to shift the
focus away from violence and guard against
collusion.  Adams (1988) defines collusion as
failing to make men’s violence the primary issue
and/or implicitly legitimising excuses for
violence.  The challenge to workers is to find
ways to pursue this agenda while maintaining
men’s motivation to continue attending.  In the
next three sections several key elements of the
group work are explored in more detail.

Re-enactments
Evaluation forms, questionnaires and interviews
all confirmed that the tool used in VPP which
had the most impact on men was re-enactments.
When a group session involved a re-enactment
by a member previously perceived as
particularly affable the majority of the
evaluation forms included comments on men’s
shock at realising the extent of the abuse he
had perpetrated.  There were also more
predictable references to men’s fears about their
ability to ‘perform’ their re-enactment as well.

All our research data suggest that re-enactments
are a particularly potent method of confronting
men with the reality and impacts of violence.
They also appear to convey powerfully, in a
way that most men can understand, the idea
that they choose to use violence, challenging
their perception that they ‘just lose it’.

“They hit home to me like somebody
pushing a knife into me.  Because every
one that’s been done while I’ve been
here you can see a little bit of it in the
one that I have got to do.  That hits
home.  I have literally gone out of here
after the first one and threw up.  [It] just
made me feel sick.  Seeing the person
do it and trying to understand the fear
that his girlfriend, wife ...  was going
through.”  (Int 312 living with partner)

VPP workers were aware of these advantages,
but some found re-enactments difficult and
draining.  VPP has used re-enactments as the
core tool in stage one work, and it appears that
few other British programmes make such
extensive use of it.

Partner empathy
One of VPP’s objectives is to increase ‘partner
empathy’.  Our data revealed that men who
complete stage one theoretically understand that
their violence has a range of impacts, and the
resulting fear, reduced self-esteem, shame, and
lack of trust may remain with their partners for
a considerable time and possibly continue for
the duration of their relationship.  Some men
also displayed a more sophisticated
understanding – that women’s coping strategies
might change, and this would affect how they
experienced the relationship, for example,
women may opt to distance themselves to limit
further hurt and betrayal.

“She originally blamed herself for it all,
believed that she deserved it.  Now
she’s started to fight back – if you like
enough’s enough.  She’s now become a
lot colder, a lot harder person and to a
certain extent that’s good, but for the
relationship it’s not.”  (Int 354 living
with partner)

One man reported that his partner was so
ashamed of his violence that she had hardly
spoken to him about it and did not want mutual
friends to know about VPP.  This woman agreed
to participate in the evaluation but her concerns
about confidentiality meant she declined to be
interviewed.  She thought he had gained a
heightened ability to communicate inside and
outside the relationship, and writes of them
now sharing their feelings in a way that had
been impossible previously.

For some men it was apparent that their
developing insight into the impacts of violence
on women was combined with continuing
partner blame.  It is important for projects to
understand that these aspects of beliefs and
attitudes can function relatively independent of
one another.

Time outs
In questionnaires and evaluation forms it
appeared that most men had learnt and used
this strategy.  During interviews a more varied
picture emerged; a substantial proportion had
either never actually used one, made
modifications to suit their own particular
circumstances, or failed to use the time out
properly.  Taking a time out is supposed to
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involve the man thinking about and reflecting
on what is happening.  Used properly, with
women being given a full explanation, they may
be an important aid.  Used negatively they can
serve to remind women of the man’s potential
for violence, and become a new control tactic.

“I just sort of walked away and said ‘I’ll
meet you later’.  I went, walked around
the block and by the time I’d walked
around the block she’d gone.  It struck
me I thought well hang on, I never said
where I was going to be, she never said
where she was going to be and so this
time out turned into something like two
and a half hours.  We met up at home
about that time later.”

Q “Did [partner] know it was a time
out?”
A “I’m afraid I didn’t say those words, I
actually just walked away ... it was a
rather bad one.”  (Int 390 separated)

Women also provided accounts of misuse of the
technique.

“What happened was he started to use
time out as a way of hurting me.  [He’d
wait] until I said something about
something I was upset about and then
just get up and walk out and slam the
door, saying he was taking a time out.
His favourite one though was to just
hang up on me on the phone, just
repeatedly slam the phone down and
say he was having a time out in the
middle of whatever I was saying.”  (Int
W 304 separated)

Adams (1988) maintains that men’s programmes
should be educating men to apply new skills in
a non-controlling way.  Our data suggest that
‘time outs’ are a strategy open to ‘abuse’ and
wilful misrepresentation.  Exploring whether
and how such misuse can be prevented, or
whether there are other strategies which could
replace them, is an urgent issue for all involved
in men’s programmes.

What men learnt
Embedded throughout VPP are key elements of
reducing partner blame, minimising and denial
and increasing responsibility.  These are backed
with a range of specific new skills: time outs;

learning to recognise the build up to using
violence; and enhanced communication,
listening and negotiation.

At the end of stage one men were asked what
they, their partner and children had gained.  For
themselves men noted: alternatives to violence
(59%); increased self-awareness (21%); and
partner empathy (12%).  Many of the men
interviewed also talked of changing how they
interacted with others outside the family.

“I think a lot more before I put my
mouth into action, definitely.  I can look
at situations and more or less see
trouble now, as well, whereas before I
wouldn’t necessarily see the trouble
until it was too late.”  (Int 355
separated)

Where the relationship was continuing men
believed their partners had gained increased
communication (20%); increased safety (13%);
renewed trust (10%); and a calmer person to
live with.  There was more certainty and
agreement about what men thought children
had gained: security (72%); and increased
communication and time with the man (17%).

Within the second and third questionnaires
explicit partner blame was extremely rare, a
definite shift from the first questionnaire.  But
residues did emerge in interviews.  More
frequent were accounts of changes in
communication and relationships.

“[For my partner] we’ve been able to
discuss things better.  She’s felt able to
talk about things more openly.  She still
feels guarded in a sense in some things
that she does say, but she admits that.

[For the children] I no longer discipline
them physically, I try and talk to them,
try, but sometimes I have to shout at
them.  So I try to explain things a bit
more: why I might be upset, and what
they could do to maybe change.”  (Int
339 living with partner)

Table 8 records the strategies men reported they
had learnt on VPP, across three questionnaires.

As would be expected, time outs initially feature
prominently but this does not drop off over
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time.  Theoretically time outs should be
replaced by the other two strategies by the end
of stage one, and definitely by stage two.  While
there is some indication of other strategies
increasing over time, the movement is not as
clear and consistent as would be hoped.  The
explanatory questions following asked which
strategies men had used recently, and here there
was evidence of action which averted the need
to use time outs increasingly being taken.

Another key component of VPP is to challenge
the beliefs and attitudes that men use to justify
their behaviour.  The first questionnaire was
designed to assess the history of violence and
men’s understanding of why they had used
violence/abuse.  Almost half (47%) had been
violent in previous relationships and 26% were
violent in every relationship.  Those who had
not been violent in previous relationships were
asked why they were in this one; for over 50%
this was their first serious relationship; over a
third attributed their violence to their partners.
Victim blame was noticeable at this initial point,
including that previous partners had been more
supportive, sympathetic or submissive and the
other strong theme was the intensity or
constraints of long-term relationships.

Men were also asked if anything ever made
them less abusive – 73% reported occasions in
the past when there had been less abuse and
their explanations here give some indication of
their underlying motivation for change with fear
of losing their partner being the highest
category of response at 20%.

“Conviction in my heart that this was
unacceptable behaviour, along with
warnings from police, plus my partner

walking out.”  (QM 1 356 separated at
this point, returned on completion of
second stage)

Only 4% of men were willing to admit they
thought domestic violence was acceptable, and
the following question which probed why they
were violent produced two principal reasons:
partner blame (31%) and inability to control
their own emotions (31%).

“I am unable to cope with the way she
ridicules me.”  (QM 1 456 separated at
this point, returned on completion of
stage two)

“I have a problem controlling my anger
and frustration.”  (QM 1 455 separated)

At initial contact with VPP the majority perceive
themselves to have been provoked and/or to
have acted spontaneously (see Appendix B).
Following the men’s understanding through the
second questionnaire shows that at that stage
95% reported a change from previous
perceptions.

“I didn’t really think I had a problem
and then realising it’s not just the violent
act but all the day to day abuse.
Realising this is me.”  (QM 2 338 living
with partner)

By the end of the first stage, 90% say there has
been a change in their understanding of
domestic violence – the most common being
recognition that they choose to use violence
(43%) and an increased awareness of the
impacts of abuse (37%).

Table 8: Strategies acquired* (%)

Mid first stage (n=39) End first stage (n=34) Second stage (n=9)

Time outs 58 62 56
Recognising/acting on signs/signals 54 29 33
Improved communication 23 85 67

Note: *A multiple response question – percentages do not add up to 100.
n=number responding to this question
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This picture of substantial impact on attitudes is
tempered somewhat by the fact that in
interviews some men still represented their
behaviour in traditional ways.

“There’s loads of different reasons if you
like but actually saying why I did it I
still don’t know because it just
happened.  That’s the sort of thing that
we’re not supposed to say, but uhm, it
just blew out of all proportion and I did
it.  I don’t know why I did it, I’ve never
done it before.”  (Int 331 separated)

Our data suggest that the content of the VPP
programme is fairly effective in communicating
its key messages, and in offering men
alternatives to violence.  From men’s own
accounts there would appear to be some real
change in their understanding of domestic
violence.  But what they say and what they do
are not necessarily the same thing, and for those
men who are not currently in relationships, or
where their partners did not participate in the
evaluation, it is very difficult to assess whether
they are really changing or just repeating, albeit
in their own words, what they have acquired on
the programme.

This possibility has been encapsulated in the
phrase ‘talking the talk’.  We want to comment
here on the difficulty of reading implications
from what men say and how they say it.  It is
tempting to view repetition of ‘programme
language’ as evidence of ‘talking the talk’.
Men’s interviews demonstrated the difficulty
many of them had in translating concepts into
their everyday vocabulary, although some tried.
Conducting a discourse analysis on the
interview texts would tell us as much about
men’s class than anything else.  For many of
these men the ideas which underpin VPP are
new and challenging, and they don’t have
alternative words easily available to replace the
concepts used in the programme.

The next section expands this by focusing on
the success, or not, of VPP in ending men’s
violence and includes the perspective of men’s
partners.  We end this section with two
cautionary tales which illustrate how misleading
relying solely on men’s accounts can be.  There
was evidence of change from their
questionnaire and interview data.  Neither used
programme language, and each evidenced some

understanding of the concepts they had been
taught.  In both cases the interview with the
woman took place after that with the man, and
substantially questioned not only the accounts
of recent behaviour, but the history of the
relationship.

One man described new ways of understanding
relationships and volunteered as an example
that for the first time he had become aware of
domestic chores and had begun doing whatever
was necessary.  His partner, however, told a
rather different story.

“[I said] ‘Since you’ve been back you
have never lifted a finger, you’ve never
made me a cup of tea or coffee or
anything like that and my daughter is
here and you are running around
washing up and tidying up and
everything like that and all the time you
have been sitting on your arse’.  I says
‘why put a show on for somebody else
and then when they’re gone you’re
going to revert back to me like I’m a
slave’.”  (Int W 374 man returned after
starting VPP, then left])

In the other case the man talked of meeting his
partner on her way to/from regular visits to the
supermarket.  The woman’s perception was that
she was being ‘stalked’, and a solicitor’s letter
had been sent demanding that he cease this
harassment.  At the time of his interview the
man would have been in receipt of this letter,
but he represented the contact as positive.  This
man had also maintained that he had not been
violent in previous relationships (to his partner,
VPP and in the evaluation), but this most recent
(ex)partner had just discovered that this too was
a deception.

What counts as success?

In this section we explore how successful VPP
was in stopping men’s violence.  We do this
through combining men and women’s accounts
for various sub-groups of those involved with
VPP and the evaluation.  The analysis here
concentrates on 36 men where women
participated and/or the men who substantially
completed stage one and/or stage two of the
programme, and then moves on to the six men
and women where both parties substantially
participated in the evaluation.  Throughout we
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are guided by the question ‘what counts as
success’, since there is more than one way of
assessing this: men’s violence can be ended
within a relationship, or through safe separation.

Involving women partners in the evaluation
Once men attended for assessment a letter was
sent to the man’s most recent partner offering
several options for participation in the
evaluation (see Appendix A for more details);
49 women agreed to take part.

Table 9 summarises the number of men and
women participants at each stage of the
evaluation of VPP.

Of the initial 49 women, three had partners
referred by the probation service while the
remainder were ‘voluntary’.  Ten had partners
who failed to attend the first session; three had
partners who had extensive one-to-one sessions
but did not attend groups.  A higher proportion
of the 36 men who attended groups and whose
partners participated in the evaluation
completed significant proportions of the
programme: 80% completed first stage; 43%
proceeded on to second stage, and three
quarters of them completed it; three men went
on to attend the third stage group.  Although
the 36 are a small group compared to the 351
men referred to the programme, the majority
received significant input from the project.
Looking at outcomes for them is, therefore, a
reasonable test of the effectiveness of the
programme contents.

Our original intention was to track outcomes for
only those men whose partners substantially
participated in the evaluation, but this would
have limited analysis to six men.  Losses here
would have included: men who substantially
completed the programme whose partners took
some part in the evaluation; and men who

completed the programme but who were
separated.  While accepting that the assessments
of women partners are the ‘acid test’ of change,
if evaluation is limited only to cases where men
and women are continuing the relationship
other forms of ‘success’ are lost.  Men’s
participation can have the effect of enabling
women to leave safely, or it can encourage men
to leave.  There is also ‘success’ in the fact that
programmes hold men for the entire programme
who are neither court- nor community-
mandated.

Women’s expectations of their partners and VPP
were generally more considered than men’s;
both focused on change but women were more
circumspect, commenting on the difficult steps
necessary for their partners to achieve even
minimal change.  Their expectations of VPP and
their partners revealed that the changes women
hoped for extended beyond ending the
violence.

[VPP] “To make my husband look at
himself and see how unhappy he is
inside and how this affects his family.
To come to terms with himself.”

[Partner] “To control his mood swings so
he realises how much damage he is
doing to himself and us all.  To prevent
him from letting go eventually of all he
has built up: family, kids etc.”  (QW 1
330 separated during stage two)

[VPP] “I don’t expect it will change him
or stop him but maybe help him to see
what he is doing to us and himself.”

[Partner] “I expect him to get the help
because he can’t keep going on like he
is.  I want him to be a better person
who can deal with his emotions in a
civilised way and not in a violent way.”
(QW 1 381 returned during stage one)

Table 9: Participation in VPP evaluation

Men Women

Assessment 174 49
Mid first stage 58 22
End first stage 37 18
Second stage 10 3
Interviews 31 14

The Violence Prevention Programme
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Men were asked in the final two questionnaires
if they thought they would ever use violence in
a relationship again.  Table 10 details their
responses – two of the men who said ‘never’ at
the end of the first stage changed to ‘not sure’
by the end of second stage, possibly reflecting
an expanded definition of violence.

Of those men responding ‘not sure’, six at the
end of the first stage and three of the five men
at the end of the second stage were not in
relationships.  Their reluctance appears to stem
from not having had the opportunity to test
whether they could apply the skills and
knowledge they had learnt.  For the men in
relationships, those expressing uncertainty were
possibly reflecting the message from VPP to
guard against complacency.  This was also
evident in interviews where reflexivity was
more common than assertions of permanent
change.

Ending violence – women’s safety
Twenty-five of the 49 women completing the
first questionnaire said that their partner’s
participation on the programme had increased
their sense of safety, 10 were unsure, and 14
still felt unsafe.  Those who were able to give
reasons why they felt safer attributed this to
cessation of violence (9); man taking more
responsibility (9); and increased communication
(3).

Attendance did affect the majority (36) of
women’s decisions about the relationship, but in
varying ways.  At the point men started VPP the
decisions this group of women had made were:
to stay together (20); to live separately while he
completed VPP (8); and to separate permanently
(8).

The evaluation design assessed outcomes in two
ways – through detailed checklists of violence
in each questionnaire and in the content of

interviews.  A number of analyses were
conducted on the violence checklists.  The
minimal reports of violence by men and women
while attending VPP means that there is little
point in presenting the data in any detail.  In
that respect VPP can claim some success; for
men who continue on the programme a
minority use physical violence.

This is supported by women’s responses to two
questions about their safety.  The first asked
simply whether they had been safer; at mid
point of stage one 21 women reported being
safer, but this was reduced to 17 by the end of
stage one.  The second question asked women
about the extent of change (slightly fewer
responded to this question) in men’s violence
while they were on VPP; responses are reported
in Table 11.

“I think I know he’s just not going to be
violent.  He knows the consequences if
he is.  I think it’s taken a lot but I think
it’s a bit like driving a car – to begin
with you sort of have to remember what
you’re doing but then it becomes
automatic.  I think, hopefully, that’s
what will happen.  I must admit I still
have doubts at times....  [But] I definitely
feel safer.”  (Int 356 returned
completion of second stage)

Two of the men whose partners reported they
had not actually been safer had left the home
and simultaneously dropped out of VPP.  One
other had returned to the family home and
completed the second stage.  His partner
reported at the end of stage one that her safety
felt compromised by an increase in emotional
pressure.

One woman whose partner left three sessions
into stage two believed that the programme had
made a difference in his ability to move on.

Table 10: Ever use domestic violence again

End of first stage (n=37) End of second stage (n=10)

Never 25 5
Not sure 11 5
Possibly 1

Supporting women and challenging men
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“I think he got the strength to leave.
Yes, he’s left, so maybe it did something
for him that enabled him to see that he
wasn’t going to change and so he left.”
(Int W 330 separated)

Relationship changes were tracked over
participation, and a complex picture emerged.
Of the 27 couples where we were able to track
this information six were together throughout;
five had reunited; in eight the man had left; in
three the woman had left; and five had
separated but we have no details of who left.
This data does not support a view that men’s
programmes function to keep relationships
together, and a significant proportion of the men
who left did so following advice from VPP.
Where women returned or allowed their partner
to return, in all but one case this was directly
connected to perceived changes in the man’s
behaviour; the exception was a man who
returned to help with childcare when the
woman was unwell.

The tracking cases
This section concentrates on the six cases where
we have substantial data from both men and
women in relationships, with an emphasis on
women’s perspectives.  Three women had
separated when the man began VPP, and all had
now returned.  Two couples stayed together
throughout and one woman left after the man
had completed the first stage.  This man had
made some changes early on, but then resumed
a level of abuse and partner blame.  He had
also misrepresented VPP, telling the woman that
the group leaders agreed that she caused him to
be violent.  VPP clearly failed to change either
this man’s behaviour or attitudes.

One of these men was mandated to the
programme on a 24-week order.  He completed
this but was enraged when VPP’s final report

recommended that he continue on the
programme as the changes he had made were
unlikely to be maintained.  At that time the man
refused to continue on the programme but
continued his regular meetings with probation.
However, approximately three months later he
was physically violent to a male neighbour and
agreed that he needed to further develop some
of the skills he had acquired and re-entered the
first stage of the programme on a voluntary
basis.  His partner confirmed that his violence
had stopped, and his recent decision suggests
attitude change.

The other four women reported substantial
changes in the men’s behaviour and attitudes.

“Complete change!  More understanding
for my needs and children.  Calmer,
rational, loving, caring.”  (QW 4 419
returned to live with partner)

This is, however, not the whole story.  Women
who were living with their partners talked of
still being wary and fearful, unable to forget the
possibility that violence might recur.  But
several noted that the man was far more aware
of their unease.

“I was lying in bed once and we were
having an argument and he actually
came and sat on the bed and it made me
frightened because he was so close and
he then realised why and he said hang
on a minute and then he actually went
and sat in a chair further away from the
bed.  He said, I’m not going to hit you,
I’ve moved away, you don’t have to be
frightened but can we discuss this.
Then I don’t know what to do because I
thought I’ve already had these signs
now and I’m back to square one.  So yes
it is confusing for me.”  (Int W 312
living with partner)

Table 11: Impact of VPP on women’s safety

Men’s violence Mid first stage (n=20) End first stage (n=15)

A little less 5 3
Quite a bit less 7 8
No abuse at all 8 4

n=number responding to this question

The Violence Prevention Programme
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It is very difficult for women to have
confidence, trust, and to feel secure within a
relationship when their previous experiences
have been so negative.  This particular woman
has attended WSS on a regular basis and uses
this to voice and work through the tensions and
dilemmas she is experiencing.

Five of these six women have benefited from
extensive support given by others: two using
WSS; two receiving positive support from
structured community networks; and one from
friends and family.  For these women the
affirmation received from others played an
important part in their ability to renegotiate and
make change for themselves both within and
outside the relationship.

How can men change?

Our data reveal that for a significant proportion
of men who complete the programme change
does occur in their behaviour.  The problem is
the number of men who do not complete.  But
even here there may be some form of ‘success’
since participation, especially where this
involves accessing support from WSS, may
create a window of opportunity for relationships
to end safely.  Men’s programmes may make
this possible because of the immediate
reduction of violence, and through explicitly
encouraging men either to leave themselves, or
not to intervene or intimidate women when they
decide to leave.  VPP did important but
unrecognised work increasing women’s safety at
this dangerous time – up to a third of domestic
violence reports to police are made by women
who are separated from the perpetrator (Kelly et
al, forthcoming), and this should be considered
when assessing the success of men’s
programmes.

A recurring theme in commentaries on men’s
programmes is that they may simply teach men
to abuse more subtly; that while physical
violence may decrease, this is replaced by an
increase in verbal and psychological abuse.  On
one level this is an unfair critique of
programmes whose stated aim is to end physical
violence.  However, VPP does attempt to
address all aspects of domestic violence.  The
data which is most illuminating here comes
from the evaluation of WSS.  One question
asked women if there had been changes in their
partners’ abuse.  Just over half (51%) reported

increased psychological and emotional abuse,
but over half of these women were partners of
men not on the programme.  One woman noted
astutely:

“It is now less often, though the same
pattern remains.  The reduced frequency
I feel is more to do with my increased
ability to stand firm.”  (WSS 15
separated, man not on VPP)

WSS workers reported that in their experience
VPP did decrease men’s use of physical
violence, but that this was accompanied by an
increase in emotional and verbal abuse.  This is
a common report from women’s support
services.  While it may reflect reality (although
the Scottish study did not find evidence to
support it), something more complex may be
occurring.  Where physical violence decreases,
or even stops altogether, other forms of abuse
become both more apparent and more
significant.

A revealing fact was noted by over two thirds
(77%) of men who completed the programme:
that they had changed in other areas of their
lives.  These men talked of relating differently
to their children, with friends and in the
workplace.  As violence is linked to power and
control, and this in turn connects to how men
construct their masculinity, then changing how
they are men ought to be reflected in other
areas of their lives.

One section of the Scottish study explicitly
addresses why men change (Dobash et al, 1996,
pp 113-30).  We conclude by exploring elements
from their model drawing on the data from this
evaluation, especially with respect to addressing
attrition and completion rates which are the
most important challenges facing men’s
programmes.

Keeping men in programmes appears to have
three linked elements: recognition, motivation
and ability/sustainability.  Recognition is the
simplest, since men either do or do not
recognise the need to change.  However, there
are external factors which may encourage it.
Clearly, involvement with the criminal justice
system is one, but only if a clear and consistent
message is delivered that domestic violence is
unacceptable, and that the courts expect
change.  The other key – and possibly more
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important – factor is the woman experiencing
domestic violence; Gondolf (1988) argues that
women are the most effective motivating factor,
but Burns et al (1991) note that too many
women are satisfied by minimal change.  Pro-
active contact with women is in part intended to
address the latter point.  This could be
supported, and extended to a broader group of
women, if a wider social message that domestic
violence is unacceptable – and that it is the
perpetrator’s problem and responsibility – were
consistently given.  Empowering women to
name and resist domestic violence will, in turn,
mean that more men recognise the need for
change.

Moving from recognition to action requires
motivation to change.  Men attending VPP
varied to the extent that they had weak,
ambivalent or strong motivation on intake.
Weak motivation was where the only purpose in
attending was to prevent the current partner
leaving; where the woman decided to stay,
returned or left there was little if any motivation
to continue.  Strong motivation existed where
the man wished to change regardless of the
outcome in terms of a relationship, and
‘ambivalent’ covers various points in between.
Most men had weak or ambivalent motivation at
the outset, but for a proportion this changed
due to input from VPP and/or external events.
A central goal for those working with men is to

further enhance motivation, and more explicit
attention needs to be given to this during
assessment and the early parts of programmes.
We have already outlined some strategies, and
having the human resources to do additional
one-to-one sessions where men’s motivation is
waning would be another.  It also appears that
motivation is enhanced by separation while the
man completes the programme, and ways to
encourage (or even enforce) this need to be
explored.

Motivation is clearly not enough and has to be
linked to the ability to change and the
maintenance of this over time.  What appears to
make the difference are three elements: men’s
willingness to see themselves as others do;
sufficient challenge to continue doing this; and
whether they have support to sustain and
maintain change over time.  Again, specific
attention needs to be given to these elements in
work with men.  The third stage group of VPP is
one strategy, but programmes need to develop
multiple strategies which are embedded within
ongoing work, as well as offering men an
ongoing peer group.  Given that women’s
resolve appears to be a critical factor
throughout, more attention and resources
should be allocated to maintaining supportive
contact with partners after men have completed
programmes (see also Meredith and Burns,
1990).

The Violence Prevention Programme
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4

Policy relevance encompasses national policy
on domestic violence; national and local policies
on work with men; and DVIP’s place in the
policy context of London.  The agency most
involved in work with violent men is the
probation service.  This chapter draws on
interviews with probation staff, analysis of
policy documents and other materials and
concludes with some brief comments on the
wider policy arena.

The probation service can recommend various
sanctions to magistrates, including a probation
order of between 6 and 36 months with the
addition of a condition to attend a specified
programme for no more than 60 days.  There is
no national policy on programmes for violent
men, either at the level of government or
national/local agencies.  Interest has been
evident from the Home Office and Scottish
Office, although limited to funding and
evaluation of Change.  Activities within
probation include an Association of Chief
Probation Officers’ discussion paper, provision
of group work within the service, and
partnership arrangements with specialist
projects.  But there are immense variations
locally and regionally.  Some areas have no
provision, and others have several in-house and
independent projects.

Work with violent men in London

During the evaluation the Inner London
Probation Service (ILPS) revised their policy on
domestic violence (1996).  The document
heralds a shift from the funding of specialist
agencies to work with violent men (DVIP,
Everyman, and Movement) to running groups
in-house.  The model ILPS proposes for doing

Probation policy and context

the work shares much with that currently used
by VPP.

A section of the document (5.5) deals with
victims.  While acknowledging that women’s
safety is a key issue, there is an explicit
statement to the effect that it is not the role of
probation to address this.  The policy states that
probation:

... [wants victims] involved wherever
possible, when there is a plan for the
perpetrator to return home, or where
there is the likelihood of further contact
as part of the intervention with the
perpetrator.  Because of this, probation
officers will need either directly or
indirectly to be in touch with victims:

(i) At the pre sentence report stage.

(ii) During a period of supervision for
the perpetrator.

The best way of achieving contact with
the victim will vary from borough to
borough.  In some boroughs designated
voluntary agencies may already be
working with victims of domestic
violence; in others there may be no
service to victims, in which case
probation officers will be dependent on
police Domestic Violence Units for the
victim’s perspective.  (ILPS, 1996, p 15)

A number of assumptions underpin this section:
that women (ex)partners will be in contact with
agencies; that agencies will have the resources
to provide feedback; and that there will be no
conflicts with respect to confidentiality.



37

BA later section (7.6) takes a somewhat different
position, suggesting that probation officers
should take a more pro-active role, ensuring that
victims have information, advice and support.

Each victim should have the opportunity
to develop a ‘safety plan’ for herself.  In
the absence of any other agency
assisting in this process, the Probation
Service will give assistance.  (ILPS, 1996,
p 33)

Again, echoes of DVIP’s practice can be seen in
the reference to safety plans.  We return to the
implications of this document after exploring
the perspectives of probation officers.

The experience of probation officers

In this section we draw on interviews with 14
probation officers, some of whom were selected
because of their known prior contact with DVIP.
The inconsistencies between internal and
external provision were reflected in the
responses of probation officers; some expressed
a clear preference for specialist provision,
whereas others wanted to retain the control
implied by in-house work.  The policy officer
interviewed recognised that the role of
probation might represent a stumbling block in
terms of external credibility: that while
perceived as working with perpetrators the
probation service could be seen as collusive.

Many officers saw work on domestic violence as
no different from other aspects of their work,
while others viewed it as a specialist area in
which dedicated projects were more likely to be
effective.  A smaller group defined domestic
violence (along with sex offending) as the
“heavy end of the market”, which should be the
preserve of the service.

Almost all of the officers knew about DVIP,
through direct contact, from other officers or
through DVIP publicity.  Officers who had
referred clients to VPP for assessment, and those
who had clients on the programme, were
satisfied with the work undertaken, although a
couple did note that staffing levels sometimes
meant they were unable to contact the project
speedily.  Comments here often included
recognition that probation were unlikely to be
able to reproduce the kind of specialist input
men received from VPP.

Some officers thought that the courts were
increasingly willing to use programmes as part
of a probation order, noting that this was made
more likely if there was a pre-sentence report
from an external agency alongside details of the
suggested programme.  Several, however, noted
that some magistrates chose to ignore such
recommendations, opting instead for minimal
sanctions such as a fine or the maximal sanction
of a short custodial sentence.  The relatively low
level of men referred to VPP on probation
orders suggests that these officers were taking a
rather optimistic view of current practice.

There was much more unanimity about the
need for external support for victims of
domestic violence, and a number pointed to
WSS as the ideal model.  Here, again, a range of
practice emerged.  Some officers stated that
their role did not include supporting partners,
although they would welcome information on
the background to the offence and the current
state of the relationship.  Others were prepared
to (and had in the past) undertaken joint work
with perpetrators and partners, but stressed that
their primary role was in relation to the client
and the potential of conflict of interest being
perceived as coercive by the woman.  A
minority had integrated contact with partners
into their practice, and were insistent that this
was vital to their work with their client and
particularly to their understanding of behaviour
and attitude change.

Few of the officers interviewed remembered
seeing either the previous ILPS policy document
on domestic violence or the 1996 revision, and
there were general concerns about the lack of a
clear internal communication strategy.

None of these officers had received training on
domestic violence, although some had attended
seminars or workshops organised by external
agencies or received an introduction to the
issues during their professional training.  Almost
all thought that specific training should be
provided in-house.

Other probation initiatives outside London

Currently, many probation services are
developing and evaluating offender programmes
for domestic violence – most appear to be based
loosely on the Change Project in Stirling.  Very

Probation policy and context
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few appear to have anything approaching the
WSS model of contacting (ex)partners.

Two recent evaluations have been published on
work in West and South Yorkshire (Brown and
Williams, 1996; Claytor, 1996).  The former is
optimistic, concluding that all the men who
attended had begun a process of real change,
while the latter notes men’s resistance to
addressing the issue of their violence.  The
projects used different methods, but neither
involved contact with (ex)partners.  Both
address programme integrity, with the West
Yorkshire report including some assessment of
change in men’s behaviour.  The groups were
for fixed 10 weeks duration and concentrated
on teaching basic strategies to prevent physical
violence.  Both reports note the difficulties in
dealing with the range of behaviours that
comprise domestic violence in such a short
period of time, arguing that some form of
follow-up needed to be included.

The South Yorkshire evaluation notes that for
five of the ten sessions there were only two
men attending.  We are unsure about the
validity of running groups with such low
attendance levels, not least because size will act
as a powerful disincentive to use the sanction of
‘breaching’ men.  The report provides an insight
into the tactics participants used to deflect
facilitators from the scheduled programme,
including overheard coffee break discussions of
the best methods to achieve this.

Some reflections and concerns

The ILPS policy document and the experiences
of probation officers reveal tensions in the
probation service role in relation to domestic
violence.  There are difficulties in being – at one
and the same time – a case manager with
criminal justice responsibilities, and an agency
of trained social work practitioners that could
undertake forms of support with victims of
crime.  Alongside this sits a range of ‘turf’
issues, with workers and agencies expressing
deep ambivalence about partnerships which
remove aspects of work with offenders, and
hence control, from their organisation.
Crawford and Jones (1995) maintain that power
and control issues are frequently a key, but
seldom acknowledged, factor threading through
interagency work.

The unclear position in relation to support for
women in the ILPS document is a serious cause
for concern – as are probation officers’ limited
awareness of local policy, and inadequate
knowledge base about domestic violence.  This
could prove a recipe for inconsistent practice.

If the probation service intend to become the
main providers of this work, an agreed set of
guidelines, based on a review of current and
past work, needs to be developed.  This should,
at minimum, include optimum programme
length, content and number of participants;
provisions for sanctions for failure to attend and
engage; responsibilities with respect to
(ex)partners; and some basic model for
monitoring participation, attrition and outcomes.

It is, however, an open question as to whether
work with violent men is best undertaken
within probation, or by specialist projects.
Dedicated projects like DVIP and Change have a
number of advantages which this evaluation has
highlighted.  They are focused on one area of
work and the acquisition of skills and
experience mean that the standard of work is
more likely to be of a high quality.  Below we
describe the advantages of specialist projects.
They are offered as the potentials of best
practice, not as a model of what all specialist
projects currently achieve.

Provide an ongoing programme of work
The rolling entry/exit model means that at the
point of referral there is always a reasonably
sized group which men can join.  This in turn is
often the outcome of combining provision for
court- and community-mandated men.

Provision of an integrated model of staged groups
including a follow-up group
The VPP model of two stage groups, with
optional follow-up, is one model of optimal
provision.  There is no equivalent within
probation, although other specialist projects
have similar structures.

Provision of one-to-ones for men in particular
circumstances
While some probation officers do one-to-one
work with their clients, it is unlikely to be
provided by officers conducting group work.
This kind of provision makes group work, or

Supporting women and challenging men
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focused work on domestic violence, accessible
to a wider range of men.

Combining court-mandated and voluntary men
The advantages of not having to wait to enter a
group, and maintaining groups at a reasonable
size have already been noted.  VPP’s experience
also suggest additional gains with regard to
motivation and participation.

Development of expertise
Officers within probation are unlikely to be
allowed to specialise in this work.  This
combined with limited training means it will
take far longer for expertise to be acquired.
Given the virtually unanimous finding that men
are adept at avoiding the core issues this is
particularly important.

Making women and children’s safety a key
component
This is not something that the probation service
will be able to take on easily, whereas it has
become a central philosophy in most specialist
projects.  If probation becomes the predominant
or sole service provider the concerns of
advocates for abused women and children are
likely to be accentuated rather than allayed.

Encourage reflection, change and innovation
The single focus and higher level of work in
specialist projects means that work can be
regularly reviewed and where necessary
adapted.

Specialist and in-house probation provision
need not be conceptualised as either/ors, but a

policy of taking direct work back into the
probation service has a number of potential
long-term consequences which may not be in
anyone’s best interests.  Without partnership
funding dedicated projects will be hard pressed
to survive, resulting in their inability to provide
the specialist input currently envisaged in the
ILPS policy.  The work would become one area
among many others for probation officers, who
themselves note that they have limited time for
reflection and development.

Other losses would be a route for voluntarily
referred men, and the extensive interagency and
training work which many dedicated projects
currently undertake.  One possibility worth
considering is a proposal made by Edelson
(1996) of developing more targeted groups.  He
specifies two groups: men who are generally
violent and men considered the most
dangerous.  Since these men are those who
arouse most concern within probation, perhaps
work with them should take place in-house, and
specialist groups be encouraged to develop
practice with voluntary referrals and men whose
only convictions are a recent assault on their
partner.

As British knowledge of work with violent men
grows, a new set of challenges is emerging.
Specialist projects are in the strongest position
to address some of them, thus enriching
probation practice.  International experience
suggests that dedicated projects can become
powerful lobbyists for change within policy and
practice, a position much harder for statutory
agencies to adopt.

Probation policy and context
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Our conclusions will not offer succour to any of
the players/positions in current debates about
working with violent men.  They do have
messages for those providing support services
to women.  In terms of work with men our
findings raise issues for DVIP itself and other
similar programmes; for those who see no point
in work with men; and for those who view
work with men as ‘the way forward’.  The
picture is complex and turns crucially on
questions such as ‘what counts as success’ and
one’s position in local, national and
international debates about resources and social
change.

Both WSS and VPP have developed models of
work linking one-to-one and group work in a
flexible way.  They also demonstrate that rolling
entry and exit group work can be effective.
During the evaluation both also demonstrated a
willingness to change and adapt ways of
working.  One area of development across the
project was the extent to which issues relating
to children were increasingly integrated into the
work.  Feedback from women using WSS
highlighted the current dearth of provision for
children, and the need for services to address
this (see Hague et al, 1996b for details of
provision currently available in women’s
refuges).

For DVIP as a whole an ongoing challenge is to
find a structure and way of working which
manages gender agendas in a creative and
constructive way.  Two strong messages
emerged from the evaluation which have
implications for many projects.  Management of
the project/work must include a confidence and
willingness to openly discuss and explore
conflict.  There must also be a clarity about how
support for women links to work with men.

Moving on

Data from VPP suggests that where men can be
held in the group, especially if they complete
both first and second stage elements, physical
violence decreases dramatically, and some men
change in more fundamental ways.  The critical
issue is the attrition rate, since only a minority
of men complete the programme.  Developing
strategies which decrease attrition must become
a central concern for all men’s programmes and
the national network.

Mandated or voluntary referral?
VPP demonstrates the importance of having the
potential for ‘voluntary’ referrals.  Internationally
the debate has turned on an either/or position –
whether programmes should take mandated
men or ‘voluntary’ referrals.  The only other
detailed published evaluation of men’s
programmes in Britain (Dobash et al, 1996) opts
squarely for the mandated route, primarily
because of the high attrition rates and because
men’s programmes do not reach all men.  This
last reason could be used as an even stronger
argument against mandated entry as so few
domestic violence incidents result in
prosecution.

In suggesting that only the most motivated men
will refer voluntarily, most commentaries
suggest that this is a weakness.  Our data
showed that a proportion of ‘voluntary’ men’s
motivation was weak – at least initially.  But,
even if it were the case that only the more
motivated men would refer voluntarily the
argument could be turned on its head; if these
are the men most likely to change, they are
potentially the best investment in terms of time
and resources.  Additionally, VPP’s experience is
that the enhanced motivation of some ‘voluntary’
men can have positive spin offs for less
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motivated men, including those mandated by
the courts.

Our study revealed that there is a proportion of
women, or women at a particular point in
relationships, who believe that violence is the
man’s problem, and who expect their partners
to do something about it.  ‘Voluntary’ entry
validates their understanding and enables
women to make concrete demands of their
partners.  While some women undoubtedly
invest large amounts of hope in men’s
programmes, the evaluation also demonstrates
that where pro-active support for women is
available men’s attendance can increase
women’s options and room for manoeuvre.

Pro-active support for women
Both WSS and Domestic Violence Matters (Kelly
et al, forthcoming) illustrate that pro-active
approaches have a place in support for women
suffering domestic violence.  These projects
discovered that not only do very few women
resent an outsider making the first move, most
welcomed support and saw it as enabling them
to make changes sooner and/or more definitely
than they would have done otherwise.  The
potential of pro-active work is that through
earlier intervention some women will suffer less
violence and fewer consequences; it is a form of
provision that combines protection and
prevention.

Women’s use and assessment of pro-active
services raises important questions for those
women’s services which assert that support
should only be given at the point women seek
it.  The newly emerging pro-active models have
acknowledged and drawn on the work
conducted, especially by Women’s Aid refuges,

in developing principles and practices for
supporting women.  Refuges, and other groups,
could in turn draw on the different approaches
developed in pro-active projects to enrich their
own work.

Final words

There is a place for work with men in
coordinated, multilayered responses to domestic
violence.  But it is neither an answer, nor an
alternative, to other forms of sanction.  Men’s
programmes are not a substitute for justice and
should not be used as a form of diversion from
other forms of sanction.  Burns et al (1991)
make the salient point that the current attrition
rates alone are a strong reason not to use men’s
programmes as a route to divert men within the
criminal justice system.  Where programmes are
combined with pro-active work with partners,
they increase the local resources available to
women.

There are no simple solutions to domestic
violence, nor models of response which are
effective for all abused women or all abusive
men.  The intention of the new Labour
Government to review the legal framework with
regard to violence against women is to be
welcomed.  This must include clarity about
domestic violence being a crime, and
recognition of the ways it is different from other
kinds of assault.

There is still much we do not know.  But
experimentation, innovation and evaluation
increases our knowledge and understanding,
and, perhaps most importantly, extends options
for women.

Moving on
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A

The evaluation strategy in relation to DVIP has
been both multimethodological and interactive.
Quantitative and qualitative methods have been
used, combined with regular feedback and
discussion with project staff and management
committee members.  An interim report was
written at the end of the first year, initially for
our JRF advisory committee, and amended for
DVIP.  A number of recommendations were
made at that point, many of which were
adopted over the next year.

The tables below detail the elements of the
evaluation and include notations indicating
how the source of data is presented in the text.
All questionnaires were a mix of closed and
open questions.  Questionnaires were self-
complete; men were required to participate as
part of their contract with VPP, but all
participation from women was voluntary.  The
majority of women who agreed to participate
completed questionnaires openly and with
much additional information.  The women’s
elaboration and determination to convey the
reality of their experience infused our tasks with
an astute and profound meaning.

Questionnaires have been analysed using SPSS-
X.  All in-depth interviews have been
transcribed, coded and analysed using NUD*IST

Appendix A:
Methodology

software (an analysis programme for qualitative
data).  Open-ended responses in questionnaires
from women and men were transcribed and
where appropriate merged with interview data
for analysis.

Throughout the evaluation we have been in
close contact with DVIP, workers and the
management committee.  We have spent many
days in the projects’ offices gathering data and
gaining a sense of work on the ground.  This
intensive contact is part of the research
methodology.  The wealth of data collected and
analysed cannot be adequately reflected in this
report – selection has been necessary and our
criteria for selection has been what is most
relevant to current policy and practice debates.

Evaluation tools and samples

All data was collected during the period
October 1994 to September 1996.  The notation
WSS 1, MC 1 etc has been used in the text to
indicate the time the statement was made, to
show that the same individuals have not been
used all the time, and to indicate the
relationship status and involvement with VPP.
They are used to place the quotes in context.

DVIP as a whole

Number
Interviews with management committee (MC 1, MC 2, etc) 7
Questionnaire to members of domestic violence working party 12
Reading all literature, including minutes of meetings
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Violence Prevention Programme

Number
Analysis of records for men referred to the project 351
Analysis of weekly group reports 270
Audio taping of group sessions 6
Sessional evaluation sheets for group members and facilitators 750
Questionnaires to men

At time 1 - assessment (QM 1 plus 3 digit number 174
At time 2 - mid first stage (QM 2 plus 3 digit number) 58
At time 3 - end of first stage (QM 3 plus 3 digit number) 36
At time 4 - second stage (QM 4 plus 3 digit number) 10

In-depth interviews with men (Int M plus 3 digit number) 31
Questionnaires to women partners

At time 1 - assessment (QW 1 plus 3 digit number) 49
At time 2 - mid first stage (QW 2 plus 3 digit number) 22
At time 3 - end of first stage (QW 3 plus 3 digit number) 18
At time 4 - second stage (QW 4 plus 3 digit number) 3

In-depth interviews with women (Int W plus 3 digit number) 14
In-depth interviews with VPP workers and volunteers (VPP 1, VPP 2 etc) 9
Interviews with probation officers 15

Women’s Support Service

Number
Analysis of project records for women using the service 796
Questionnaire completed by service users (WSS plus 3 digit number) 32
In-depth interviews with service users (WSS Int plus 3 digit number) 11
Focus group with service users (FG) 1
In-depth interviews with WSS workers and volunteers (WSS 1, WSS 2 etc) 5

Limitations of the data

At the outset, the extensive concerns about
confidentiality required complex systems for
making contact with women partners.  The
evaluators were reliant on part-time workers
with heavy time commitments and competing
priorities, to administer key elements of the
evaluation.  By the second year there was more
trust and we were allowed to undertake all the
contact direct from the VPP.  The different
nature of the service the WSS offers meant they
were often responding to urgent crisis
situations.  This fact, and their concerns about
compromising confidentiality, meant the
evaluation was even less of a priority for them.

There were relatively few problems in getting
men to complete the initial questionnaire (QM
1).  The fall-off at each point after this is the
outcome of two factors: the attrition rate within
VPP (see Chapter 3) and failure of workers to
prioritise the evaluation.  Burns et al (1991) also
note attrition within an evaluation, and how it
parallels that in programmes.

We had anticipated from the outset that a
proportion of current/ex-partners would not be
contactable, and that others would choose not
to take part due to concerns about their own
safety or because they, in the words of one
woman “wanted absolutely nothing to do with
him anymore”.   It would have been unethical to

Appendix A: Methodology
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place pressure on women to participate.  Based
on our previous research experience (including
with women living with or escaping domestic
violence) we did expect a higher response rate
than proved to be the case.  There are a number
of possible explanations for this: unlike the
Scottish study, we offered no financial
recompense for the respondents’ time; the
processes set up to make initial contact were
too complex; WSS’s initial unease about the
evaluation was communicated to some women.

Some of the tools and strategies failed to
provide the information we had hoped to
acquire, and other elements were added
following discussions with our Advisory Group.
For example, we intended to survey magistrates
in London about their attitudes to use of men’s
programmes in sentencing, but two separate
attempts to recruit participants resulted in

minimal returns.  Towards the end of the project
we added a series of interviews with probation
officers with clients on VPP and an analysis of
probation policies on domestic violence.  We
also adapted research tools during the
evaluation where workers pointed out that they
were ill-suited to some of their users.

We are aware of the limitations of our outcome
data – especially the small number of men
completing all four stages of the VPP evaluation
– and the fact that recruiting women partners
was much more difficult than we anticipated.
For all these reasons our data on the
effectiveness of men’s programmes need to be
treated with caution.   There is, however, a
wealth of other data which allows us to explore
aspects of work with violent men, and pro-
active work with women which augments the
current literature.

Supporting women and challenging men
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B
Appendix B:
Details of men referred to
Violence Prevention Programme

Age groups of men (%)

Log sample (n=343) Evaluated (n=168)

18-21 4 4
22-30 42 37
31-40 37 43
41-50 14 14
51 plus 3 3

Various analyses were conducted on basic demographic data.  There were no obvious differences
between the evaluated sample and the 177 men in the log sample for whom we had minimal
information.  The same was true comparing court-mandated and ‘voluntary’ men, with the predictable
exception that court-mandated men had more criminal convictions.

Referrals from agencies (%)

Log sample (n=204) Evaluated (n=95)

Probation 44 35
Men’s programmes 21 20
DVU/police 14 21
Relate 9 11
Social services 4 6
Others* 9 8

Note: * health; CAB; alcohol and drugs projects

Over half were in full-time employment (53%), with a further 9% part-time; 33% were unemployed;
and the remaining 5% either retired or in some form of training.  Most of the employed men were in
‘working class’ occupations: 12% professional and intermediate; 15% non-manual skilled; 37% manual
skilled; 19% partly skilled and 16% unskilled.  The following two tables detail the routes men took to
VPP.  Over 50% came via a formal agency referral (see below).
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Sources of referral information (%)

Log sample (n=136) Evaluated (n=73)

Partner 35 33
Poster/leaflet 13 16
Counselling/support 10 4
Health services 10 10
Print and TV media 9 10

Reasons for violence at assessment* (%)

Log sample (n=306) Evaluated (n=153)

Partner blame 37 42
To control partner 35 39
Inability to control self 35 35
Alcohol 35 31
Drugs 12 11
Jealousy 7 7
Inability to communicate 6 5
Mental health 4 2
Hatred of woman 2 1
Unable to give reason 10 11

Note: *Multiple responses possible – percentages do not add up to 100

Previous criminal convictions* (%)

Log sample (n=128)  Evaluated (n=57)

Actual/Grievous Bodily Harm (DV) 43 41
Common assault (DV) 9 8
Criminal damage (DV) 8 8
Breach of the peace (DV) 5 8
Other violent offences 33 23
Theft/robbery 29 26

Note: *Some men had more than one conviction.  This table records all convictions known to VPP.

The next table shows that the most significant route, other than through one of the agencies above, is
the one third of ‘community mandation’ by the man’s current partner.  Additionally, women are likely
to have been the prime movers in seeking information from other sources in the following table, as
well as contact with agencies in the table above.

During assessment, men are asked to explain why they have been violent.  The following table
summarises the data extracted from files and the assessment questionnaire.

Just over a third reported previous criminal convictions.  The next table reports the most common
revealed during the assessment process.

Supporting women and challenging men
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Much lower numbers had convictions for (in
order of frequency): drug offences; car crime;
criminal damage; manslaughter; armed robbery;
sexual offences; and non-payment of fines.
Including previous and current convictions,
more than one third of men referred to VPP had
criminal convictions; over half of this group had
previous convictions for domestic violence
offences (DV in table).

Appendix B: Details of men referred to Violence Prevention Programme




