
Police Improve Response to Domestic Violence,
But Abuse Often Remains the ‘Hidden Crime’
A new project by PERF has found that the 
police response to domestic violence has undergone fundamen-
tal changes over the last 20 years, and today’s law enforcement 
agencies are continuing to develop new approaches to protect-
ing victims and preventing abuse. At the same time, PERF 
found that much work remains to be done, because domestic 
violence too often remains the “hidden crime,” committed be-
hind closed doors, and thus does not receive the same level of 
focus as crimes that are committed in public.

As part of the Critical Issues in Policing Series, support-
ed by the Motorola Solutions Foundation, PERF conducted a 
survey of 358 law enforcement agencies about their domestic 
violence investigations. The survey asked for statistical data 
as well as descriptive information about innovative strategies 
and programs. PERF researchers then used the survey results 
to conduct telephone interviews of police officials to obtain 
more detailed information about their best practices. Many 
of the most promising programs involve cooperation between 
police and victim services groups. 

This issue of Subject to Debate provides a summary of 
PERF’s findings:

CRIMES INVOLVING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
•	Homicide: The average percentage of homicides that 

involved domestic violence among reporting agencies 
was 14 percent.

Most agencies (64 percent) said that the percent-
age of homicides that involve domestic violence had re-
mained stable between 2009 and 2013. 18 percent said 

it increased, and 18 percent said it decreased.
•	Aggravated Assaults: In the departments surveyed by 

PERF, approximately one-fourth of aggravated assaults 
in 2013 involved domestic violence. The average was 
27 percent, and the median was 26 percent. As with 
homicides, most agencies said that percentage remained 
stable between 2009 and 2013. 28 percent of respon-
dents said that percentage had increased, and 22 percent 
said it had decreased.

•	Calls for Service: On average, respondents said 8 
percent of their agency’s total calls for service are re-
lated to domestic violence types of incidents. 

POLICY, PRACTICE, AND TRAINING
95 percent of respondents said their agency has a specific 
policy regarding the department’s response to incidents of 
domestic violence. While policies varied from agency to 
agency, there were a number of common practices: 
•	 Approach carefully: Many policies instruct officers to 

use discretion with emergency lights and sirens as they 
respond to a domestic violence call, and to observe and 
listen before announcing their presence. This policy can 
help protect first responders, and also allow officers to 
gather information. 

“It allows officers to be focused on what is happen-
ing as they approach the scene, and any direct observa-
tions can improve the case,” said Captain Mike Velie of 
the Grand Chute, WI Police Department. 
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•	Firearms: 74 percent of responding agencies require 
officers to inquire about whether the accused individ-
ual has access to firearms. Of those agencies, 79 per-
cent seize firearms from persons arrested for domestic 
violence.

•	Collecting evidence: Most agencies have written 
policies requiring officers to collect certain types of 
evidence in domestic violence cases, including photo-
graphs of victims’ injuries, photos of the crime scene, 
weapons recovered, interviews of neighbors or other 
witnesses, medical records, and written statements or 
audio/video recordings of statements. 

•	 Specialized units and “Family Justice Centers”: 
43 percent of responding agencies have a specific unit 
devoted to domestic violence cases. The average size 
of such units is 11 people, and the median number of 
personnel is 5. In most cases, the unit supervisor is a 
sergeant. 

Some domestic violence units are placed within a 
“Family Justice Center.” Family Justice Centers were 
born from a movement launched in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s to make it easier for domestic violence 
victims to obtain assistance and services. The guiding 
philosophy was that victims should be able to access 
criminal justice services and other resources in the 
same location, staffed jointly by the multiple agencies 
that assist domestic violence victims. The San Diego 
Family Justice Center became a national model, and 
in 2003 the President’s Family Justice Center Initia-
tive was announced with the goal of instituting Fam-
ily Justice Centers across the nation.1

PERF survey respondents who work in Family 
Justice Centers praised the practice. “Everything is lo-
cated at the Family Justice Center,” said Sergeant Jor-
dan Satinsky of the Montgomery County, MD Police 
Department. “We have eight detectives, 12 attorneys, 
23 sheriff’s deputies, and 8 victim advocates. Every 
day we are collaborating and sharing information. We 
help about 20 victims who walk into the Family Jus-
tice Center every day.” 

Oakland, CA Police Sergeant Rachael Van Sloten 
said, “We have an excellent relationship with the Dis-
trict Attorney. We are all located in the Family Justice 
Center and can talk over cases. We know each other 
and have built trust with each other.”

•	Send two officers: Many agencies require that at 
least two officers be dispatched to any domestic vio-
lence call. 

•	To protect victims, treat domestic violence 
calls as a high priority: Many departments classify 
domestic violence calls as high-priority or life-threat-
ening calls. Many departments continue to respond 
even if the victim calls back to “cancel” the call. 

•	 Separate the parties, and be sensitive to victims’ 
needs: Many departments have policies or practices 
to separate the parties involved in domestic disputes 
and to interview them separately, so each can speak 
candidly, outside of the presence of the other person. 

Some departments require that photographs of 
the victim should be taken by an officer of the same 
sex whenever possible. Some departments have poli-
cies designed to ensure that victims can be assisted 
by officers who speak their native language. Many 
agencies enforce valid protective orders from other 
jurisdictions. And many agencies enforce a 72-hour 
no-contact order after a domestic violence arrest. 

•	 Plan for contacting victims later: To ensure that 
victims can be reached later, some departments in-
struct officers to try to obtain at least two phone num-
bers where the victim can be contacted.

Definitions of  
Domestic Violence

For PERF’s survey, the terms “domestic violence” 
and “intimate partner violence” were defined synony-
mously, using the Department of  Justice definition of  
intimate partner violence, which includes “physical, 
sexual, or psychological harm by a current or former 
intimate partner or spouse (can be either heterosexu-
al or same-sex couples.)”

51 percent of  the respondents to PERF’s survey 
said their agency uses the term “domestic violence” 
as PERF’s survey had defined it. 43 percent said 
their agency uses the term “domestic violence” but 
the definition is different than the one in our survey. 
Some definitions cover a wider range of  relationships, 
such as cohabitants and former cohabitants. And 
some definitions include property crimes when used 
as a method of  punishment, revenge, intimidation, 
coercion or control against a person in an intimate 
relationship.

1. Casey Gwinn, Gael Strack, Susan Adams, Rebecca Lovelace, and 
Deborah Norman. “The Family Justice Center Collaborative Model,” 
St. Louis University Public Law Review 27, no. 79 (2008): 79–120.
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•	Training: In 84 percent of responding agencies, per-
sonnel outside of the domestic violence unit also are 
trained specifically on how to respond to domestic vi-
olence incidents. Of the agencies that provide special-
ized domestic violence training, 93 percent provide 
it to new recruits, 95 percent provide it to current 
officers, and 53 percent provide additional training to 
first-line supervisors. 

27 percent of responding agencies provide training 
on domestic violence between same-sex partners.
•	Handling cases that involve police officers as 

perpetrators: 65 percent of the departments sur-
veyed said they have specialized policies for handling 
domestic violence perpetrated by law enforcement 
personnel.

•	 Other common policies:
•	 Requiring audio or video recording of all statements, 
•	Discouraging “dual arrests,” 
•	 Always checking for outstanding arrest warrants, 

and 
•	 Instructing officers to have a calm demeanor when 

interviewing traumatized victims.

POLICE RESPONSE TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
•	Protection orders: Most agencies assist victims who 

would like to obtain emergency orders of protection. 
89 percent of respondents said their agencies provide 
victims with information on how to obtain an order; 
44 percent assist victims in filling out paperwork for 
an order; and 29 percent accompany victims to court 
to obtain an order.

•	Lethality assessments: PERF’s survey found that 
42 percent of agencies use “structured risk” or lethal-
ity assessments to determine the level of danger to the 
victim. These assessment tools typically consist of a 
set of yes-or-no questions; a certain number of “yes” 
answers indicate that the victim is at high risk and 
should be encouraged to develop a safety plan. 

The questions may include whether violence by 
the offender has increased in frequency or severity 
over the last year, whether the abuser has a criminal 
record or a history of drug or alcohol abuse, whether 
the abuser has violated a restraining order, whether 
the abuser has made threats of homicide or suicide, 
whether the offender has ever tried to choke the vic-
tim, whether the offender is jealous and controlling, 
whether the victim has made a decision to leave the 
abuser, whether there is a history of violence when the 

victim tried to leave the abuser in the past, whether 
the abuser has access to firearms, and other questions.

Among the departments that use structured assess-
ments, the assessments are administered by respond-
ing officers in 79 percent of agencies; by investigators 
in 39 percent of agencies; by a victim service provider 
in 33 percent of agencies; and by someone else in 18 
percent of agencies.

81 percent of the departments that use a struc-
tured assessment include the findings in the police 
report. Some departments also use the screening to 
classify offenders as “high-risk”, which can result in 
follow-up checks on the welfare of the victim, alerting 
patrol officers at roll call to a potential high-risk situa-
tion, and informing first responders of the high risk if 
they are called back to the location.

•	Domestic violence crime analysis: The survey 
found 88 percent of agencies document domestic vio-
lence incidents by location, and 73 percent document 
incidents by perpetrator. Among those agencies, dis-
patchers have access to the information in 95 percent 
of agencies, and responding officers have access to the 
information in 96 percent of agencies. These notifica-
tions help officers to understand the history of a do-
mestic violence situation as they respond to it.

Only 46 percent of the agencies said they use this 
incident-based data for formal analysis. 

•	 Repeat offenders: 39 percent of survey respondents 
said their agency has a specific strategy for respond-
ing to repeat domestic violence calls. Strategies in-
clude contacting the victims to see if assistance can be 
provided, sharing information with victim advocacy 
teams, and identifying candidates for random “wel-
fare checks.” 

Other strategies target the offenders, includ-
ing enhanced penalties and giving written notice to 
individuals that they have been identified as repeat 
offenders. Additionally, by tracking offenders, depart-
ments can assign cases to investigators who have en-
countered the individual previously and are aware of 
the domestic violence history.

The Greater Sudbury, Ontario Police Service 
manages repeat offenders with its Community Of-
fender Management Program. The program is not 
just for domestic violence cases, but also for other of-
fenders that the agency has identified as having a high 
risk of reoffending. Repeat offenses can trigger tighter 

>> continued on page 6
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Mandatory Arrest Policies: 
New Research Provokes a Controversy 

of domestic violence are disproportionately likely to 
die after partner arrests relative to white victims. The 
magnitude of the disparity strongly indicates that 
mandatory arrest laws, however well-intentioned, can 
create a racially discriminatory impact on victims.”

•	Victims’ group says new research is “flawed”: The 
Sherman/Harris research was called “deeply flawed” 
by End Domestic Abuse Wisconsin.3 Noting that the 
domestic violence cases on which the study was based 
occurred in the 1980s, the group said, 

Twenty-five year old data cannot be used to con-
clude that domestic violence arrests are dangerous 
to victims. From 1994 to 2010 (the period when most 
arrest policies were in place), intimate partner vio-
lence has gone down 64 percent nationwide.

Furthermore, End Domestic Abuse Wisconsin also 
noted that the domestic violence suspects in the origi-
nal study who were arrested were jailed only for a short 
period of  time, averaging 11 hours or less. The Sher-
man/Harris study acknowledged that only 5 percent of  
the arrests were prosecuted. End Domestic Abuse Wis-
consin said:

Of the cases the researchers studied, only 5 per-
cent of the offenders were prosecuted, which bears 
no resemblance to today’s prosecution rates. The 
dismal prosecution rate . . . in the 1980s likely had 
devastating consequences on the domestic violence 
victims in the study and could have rendered arrest 
counter-productive. The vast majority of offenders 
who were arrested saw there were little or no conse-
quences beyond their arrest….

Many of the victims who call police for assistance 
today were not born when the arrests in the study oc-
curred. We now have more robust community coordi-
nated responses to offenders and for victims. Service 
providers, courts, corrections, and police officers are 
better trained and work more closely to achieve vic-
tim safety. These collaborative practices, which are 
critical to victim safety, either did not exist or were in 
their infancy in the late 1980s.

The new Sherman/Harris study raises a number of  
questions that require further research to determine if  
the analysis was flawed or if  there are lessons we can 
learn from our experience with current policies. Thus 
far, the study does not appear to have prompted a ma-
jor campaign to reverse mandatory arrest policies. But 
police chiefs and other experts and advocacy groups, 
such as End Domestic Abuse Wisconsin, have called 
for continuing review of  the police response to domes-
tic violence. The goals must always include improving 

Mandatory arrest policies require officers to make an 
arrest when they respond to a domestic violence call 
and certain conditions are present. These policies came 
about in response to concerns that officers were treat-
ing too many domestic violence calls as “personal mat-
ters” between the offender and the victim, rather than 
as criminal offenses. Officers often would respond to a 
domestic violence incident and urge the offender and 
victim to “work it out,” rather than arrest the offender. 

A primary source of  support for mandatory arrest 
policies was a 1987–88 study by Prof. Lawrence Sher-
man of  the University of  Cambridge, UK. In this study, 
police randomly assigned domestic violence suspects in 
Milwaukee to either not be arrested, to be arrested and 
held for a short period of  time (average of  4.5 hours), 
or to be arrested and held for a longer period of  time 
(average of  11.1 hours). The study found that the ar-
rests served as a short-term deterrent to reoffending, 
particularly among offenders who had “something to 
lose,” such as employment or community ties. 

In the 1990s, many police agencies adopted manda-
tory arrest policies because of  the prevailing research 
indicating that arrests reduced recidivism, and because 
of  provisions of  the federal Violence Against Women 
Act of  1994, which linked such policies to federal grant 
funding.

•	New study links arrest policies to higher death 
rates among victims: A recent follow-up study by Pro-
fessor Sherman and Heather Harris of  the University 
of  Maryland has provided a more complicated view of  
Sherman’s initial findings in the Milwaukee study. The 
new study, published in 2014, searched death records 
and other databases for information about the victims 
in the 1987–88 study, and found that the victims whose 
partners had been arrested and jailed were more likely 
to have died prematurely.2 

Overall, victims were 64 percent more likely to die 
prematurely if  their partner was arrested and jailed in-
stead of  being warned and allowed to remain at home. 
But that average figure masks a sharp racial disparity. 
Among the African-American victims, arrest increased 
mortality by 98 percent; among the white victims, ar-
rest increased morality by only 9 percent, Sherman 
and Harris found.

The authors called for further research to explore 
reasons for the higher mortality rate, as well as rea-
sons for the racial disparity and other disparities hing-
ing on whether the domestic violence perpetrator was 
employed and whether the victim was employed. 

Sherman and Harris concluded by saying, “Re-
gardless of the reasons for the racial disparity we ob-
serve, the evidence is clear: African-American victims 

2. http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11292-014-9203-x/
fulltext.html

3. Media release, “Flawed Research Ignores the Real Questions.” End 
Domestic Abuse Wisconsin, March 2, 2014. http://media.jrn.com/
documents/EndDomesticAbuse_statement.pdf

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11292-014-9203-x/fulltext.html
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11292-014-9203-x/fulltext.html
http://media.jrn.com/documents/EndDomesticAbuse_statement.pdf
http://media.jrn.com/documents/EndDomesticAbuse_statement.pdf
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protections for victims, reducing the incidence of  do-
mestic violence, and addressing any racial disparities 
in the police response or in the outcomes for victims.

•	PERF survey shows widespread use of mandatory 
arrest policies: PERF’s survey, which was conducted 
approximately six months after news media stories 
about the Sherman/Harris study began to appear, 
found that 87 percent of responding agencies re-
ported having mandatory arrest policies for domestic 
violence cases. 

Of  those agencies, 84 percent said mandatory ar-
rest policies were required by state law, 4 percent said 
the policies were required by local law, and 12 percent 
said they were not required to have the policy. 

Agencies with mandatory arrest policies differ 
somewhat in how they list the various circumstances 
that can trigger the mandatory arrest requirement. 
Among the agencies with some type of  mandatory ar-
rest policy, 
•	 94 percent require arrest for aggravated assaults 

committed in a domestic violence context;
•	 92 percent require arrest for violation of  a 

protection order;
•	 89 percent require arrest in cases where the 

offenses were witnessed by an officer;
•	 91 require arrest in cases where offenses were not 

witnessed by an officer but physical evidence of  an 
assault is present; and

•	 76 percent require arrest for simple assaults.

•	Support for mandatory arrest policies: The findings 
of  the new Sherman/Harris study were discussed at 
PERF’s October 2014 Town Hall Meeting. 

Generally, PERF members didn’t see the new 
findings as being strong enough evidence to support 
elimination of  mandatory arrest policies. Instead, they 
saw the research as evidence that mandatory arrest 
policies must be accompanied by social services for 
victims, in order to help them recover and to prevent 
any conditions that might damage victims’ health or 
longevity following the arrest of  their abuser.4 

Fresno, CA Chief  Jerry Dyer said, “I believe man-
datory arrest policies are a good thing for law enforce-
ment agencies to have, but they aren’t enough. You 
can’t just separate the two parties for a period of  time 
and expect everything to be okay the next time they 
see each other. There needs to be follow-up.”

Public Safety Consultant Bob Lunney echoed that 
sentiment. “I think we’ve forgotten what we learned 
from the Duluth Model, which is where this manda-
tory arrest policy began.5 Duluth had a comprehensive 
program that included victim support, social services, 
medical services, and mandatory arrest. But many 
agencies only implemented one aspect of  the pro-
gram—the mandatory arrests.”

Most PERF survey respondents expressed a be-
lief  that mandatory arrest policies are beneficial, but 

a significant minority felt these policies have a mixed 
impact on victims. 59 percent of  respondents felt that 
mandatory arrest policies have an overall positive im-
pact on the lives of  domestic violence victims. 3 per-
cent felt they have an overall negative impact, and 38 
percent felt they have had a mixed impact. 

A number of  those who felt mandatory arrest poli-
cies are positive cited the removal of  “blame” from 
victims for the offender’s arrest. Because police take 
responsibility and make the decision to arrest an of-
fender, rather than requiring victims to decide whether 
they want an offender to be arrested, this may reduce 
the chances of  offender retaliation against the victim 
in some cases. 

As Sergeant Rachael Van Sloten of  the Oakland 
Police Department stated, “Mandatory arrest policies 
are good in that they allow law enforcement to ‘take 
the blame’ of  the arrest away from the victim and put 
it on themselves. Victims are often very fearful of  retri-
bution, and by letting the offender know it was us that 
decided to make the arrest, we may reduce the danger 
to the victim.”

Some respondents also said that mandatory ar-
rest policies can give victims a much-needed break 
from the violence, allowing them to utilize victim ser-
vices. Lieutenant Carolyn Nunn of  the Louisville Met-
ropolitan Police Department said, “It is the victim’s 
opportunity to breathe and hear about services. This is 
a process; we have to give the victim steps to stopping 
the cycle of  violence.” 

Chief  Robert F. MacDonald of  the Jasper, TX Po-
lice Department emphasized the importance of  man-
datory arrest policies and victim services, saying, 
“Mandatory arrests work with first-time offenders. The 
victim may have been experiencing abuse for a long 
period of  time but not reporting it, and then the first 
arrest shocks the offender. Mandatory arrest policies 
with victim advocate counseling and follow-up may of-
tentimes help stop domestic violence with the repeat 
offenders. Even if  protective orders must be enforced 
against the victims’ wishes, I wholeheartedly believe 
mandatory arrest policies work.”

Many agencies also value the message that man-
datory arrest policies send to the general public—that 
domestic violence is taken seriously, with significant 
consequences. 

•	Concerns about mandatory arrest: Some police offi-
cials expressed concern that the removal of  officer dis-
cretion may be harmful. For example, in some cases, 
victims may be discouraged from contacting police if  
they fear losing their primary source of  income. 

Another concern is that even when there is no 
question that an offender is going to be arrested, po-
lice must maintain their standards for conducting in-
vestigations and gathering evidence. Lieutenant Oscar 
Ortiz of  the Napa County Sheriff’s Office said, “By 
stating that arrest is mandatory, the policy can act 
as a shortcut that dampens an officer’s motivation to 
conduct a thorough investigation. Police must investi-
gate thoroughly and build prosecutable cases based 
on evidence gathered.”

4. http://www.policeforum.org/assets/docs/Subject_to_Debate/
Debate2014/debate_2014_sepoct.pdf

5. http://www.theduluthmodel.org/about/research.html

http://www.policeforum.org/assets/docs/Subject_to_Debate/Debate2014/debate_2014_sepoct.pdf
http://www.policeforum.org/assets/docs/Subject_to_Debate/Debate2014/debate_2014_sepoct.pdf
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conditions of release, and patrol officers have access 
to the system and are tasked with conducting fol-
low-ups to ensure that offenders comply with their 
release conditions.

•	Providing language services, and encourag-
ing victims to seek help: High Point, NC Police 
Chief Marty A. Sumner said that his department 
has made special efforts to assist domestic violence 
victims in the city’s Latino community. “We had an 
advisory committee to address the response to the 
Latino population; we have a bilingual advocate; we 
have put public service announcements in the His-
panic newspaper; and we have a designated person 
in the community who acts as a point of contact 
for community members to report abuse if they do 
not feel comfortable going to the police,” Sumner 
said. “Victims also can walk into the Victims’ Jus-
tice Center.”

Chief Sumner said the department also held a 
forum with Hispanic domestic abuse victims, ask-
ing them what the police department could have 
done better to help them. The forum highlighted 
the need for bilingual officers, he said. If an of-
fender speaks English but the victim does not, the 
offender “can use that to his advantage,” he said. 
“Women need the opportunity to present their side 
of the story.”

Most departments have methods for accom-
modating non-English-speaking domestic violence 
victims. 85 percent of agencies have mechanisms in 
place for dispatchers to determine the language needs 
of victims, and 92 percent of agencies provide inter-
preters on request to responding officers, either in-
person or via telephone.

In Citrus Heights, CA, the Police Department 
holds Family Awareness Nights at local apartment 
complexes. The locations are selected based on statis-
tics on the levels of domestic violence in the area. At 
these events, the police department brings together 
multiple organizations that work with domestic vio-
lence victims. Representatives of the various groups 
explain exactly what happens when the police respond 
to a domestic violence call, and discuss the cycle of 
violence. These events are a relationship-building tool 
with the community.

•	 Following up with victims: 76 percent of agencies 
said they make a practice of following up with victims 

of domestic violence. Among those departments, vic-
tim advocates provide the follow-up in 82 percent of 
departments; detectives follow up in 79 percent of the 
departments; and responding officers in 38 percent of 
departments.

•	Protocols for protecting children: 46 percent 
of agencies surveyed have special follow-up proto-
cols for cases in which children are present. Many of 
these agencies require that the local child protective 
services agency be contacted. Some agencies can file 
child abuse charges or increase the penalties for do-
mestic abuse if a child witnesses domestic violence. 
Some agencies alert the school district if a child was a 
witness to or victim of domestic violence. 

The Louisville Metropolitan Police Department, 
as part of its Crisis Intervention Program, part-
nered with the local public school system, with as-
sistance from the city’s Office for Women, to assist 
children who have witnessed violence at home. The 

In Citrus Heights, CA, the Police Department and crime victim advocates 
hold Family Awareness Nights at local apartment complexes, to meet with 
community members and share information about domestic violence.

>> from Police Improve Response to Domestic Violence on page 3
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Police Department forwards reports to the Office for 
Women, which alerts the school that a child has been 
involved in a domestic violence incident, and may 
misbehave or need special consideration due to family 
problems. 

In some cases, children are removed from the 
home because they have been sexually or physically 
abused or because neither parent is capable of caring 
for them and protecting them from violence. In these 
cases, “it is important to rebuild trust with children 
who are taken from their families,” said Louisville Po-
lice Lieutenant Carolyn Nunn. “Police are seen as the 
bad guys, because regardless of the situation, that is 
still their mother they have been taken away from. Po-
lice need to let children know that they care and can 
be called for help.” The LMPD Special Victims Unit 
holds cook-outs, sporting events, and other activities 
to build trust with children whose parents have been 
arrested or otherwise separated from their children. 

Sergeant Janet Schaefer of the Citrus Heights, CA 
Police Department noted that domestic violence is an 
“inter-generational” crime. It is learned behavior, and 
it is unlike other crimes, because children see it being 
committed in the home. “Without intervention, these 
children have a significant likelihood of growing up 
to be adult suspects or victims of domestic violence. 
It is the single biggest predictor of future violence in 
children,” Sergeant Schaefer said. As a result, it is es-
pecially important that domestic violence must be 
prevented, and “more education about warning signs 
is needed,” Schaefer said. 

Three years ago, the Citrus Heights Police Depart-
ment received a state grant for the Children Exposed 

to Domestic Violence program. With state funding, 
the Police Department, Child Protective Services, 
and a local advocacy group, A Community for Peace, 
are working together for a more effective multi-disci-
plinary response. In October 2014, the department 
hosted a conference to raise awareness and provide 
training about the harm that domestic violence has on 
children. More than 500 police officers, medical pro-
fessionals, social service representatives, teachers, and 
advocacy groups attended and are now incorporating 
the same combined responses within their agencies. 

The program already has had an impact on the 
police response. For example, in the past, officers 
responding to a domestic violence call would not 
routinely note in their report whether children were 
present, unless the children were direct witnesses to 
the violence. Today, police have been trained to iden-
tify children at the scene, even if they were sleeping 
or were in another room at the time of the domestic 
violence. 

Police in Citrus Heights now identify children at 
the scene, provide the family with training on the ef-
fects of violence on children, and provide them with 
resources to break the cycle of violence. 

EVALUATING THE RESPONSE  
TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
•	Self-Audits: The Oxnard, CA Police Department 

regularly audits its own policies and practices and re-
cently audited its response to domestic violence. To 
start, the auditors looked at all of the department’s 
policies pertaining to domestic violence investigations 
and then tested whether policies were being followed 
in the field.

There were many test questions for the audit, 
including: whether photos are taken of suspects and 
victims in domestic violence incidents; whether in-
terviews are audio-recorded; whether the immediate 
vicinity is canvassed for possible interview subjects; 
whether the primary aggressor is arrested; whether a 
Miranda interview is conducted even if the suspect 
made admissions at the scene; whether the victim is 
offered assistance in obtaining an emergency protec-
tive order; and whether the victim receives informa-
tion about ways to obtain protection.

Each requirement was analyzed, any areas for im-
provement were identified, and actions were taken to 
improve police response. Training was provided to 

Domestic violence awareness event in Citrus Heights, CA
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supervisors, and patrol officers received information 
at briefings. Detectives were also briefed to take action 
if they notice that policy is not being followed, and 
watch commanders were made aware that they are 
responsible for patrol’s response to domestic violence 
incidents. About five months later, another audit 
was completed that showed improvements, Assistant 
Chief Scott Whitney said.

Chief Whitney recommended that other police 
departments conduct regular audits. “Progressive po-
lice departments can have the best policies and you 
can have the best intentions, but if you don’t check 
for follow-through, there’s no way to measure your 
performance. Domestic violence response is ripe for 
audits. Departments just need someone to be trained 
in police auditing to compare their laws, policies and 
procedures against their actual practices. The public 
is always wondering whether their police are doing a 
good job, and auditing is partly a way of answering 
that. It helps in checking the quality of work.”

•	Community Feedback: Since 1995, the city of 
Brookline, MA has convened monthly Domestic 
Violence Roundtable meetings. The meetings include 
residents, members of community organizations, and 
representatives of city agencies, including the Police 
Department. The group discusses crime trends and 
what each agency and organization are doing to ad-
dress domestic violence. The Roundtable also spon-
sors a bi-monthly television show on the local cable 
access channel that educates the community about 
domestic violence issues.6

INNOVATIVE VICTIM SERVICES
Due to the high level of danger to victims in domestic 
violence cases, police departments are taking innovative 
steps to ensure victim safety.
•	 “Cocooning” and proximity informants: In 

High Point, NC the police department has multiple 
services geared at keeping victims safe. One such ser-
vice is an offer of “cocooning,” based on the premise 
that victims need to surround themselves with people 
who are aware of what is happening. Chief Marty 
Sumner of High Point explained that police ask vic-
tims, “Who can we talk to who would know how you 
are? Can we have their name and number? Can we be 

part of the fiber around you to know if something is 
wrong?” 

Additionally, the police department encourages 
victims to designate a “proximity informant.” A prox-
imity informant is someone who is aware of the vic-
tim’s normal schedule and is in regular contact with 
the victim, and thus will be able to recognize when 
something is wrong and alert the police. 

In High Point, this service has saved lives. In one 
incident, a neighbor serving as a proximity informant 
noticed one morning that the victim’s car was still in 
the driveway at a time when it usually would be gone. 
The neighbor also noticed the victim’s ex-husband’s 
car a few blocks down the road, and called the po-
lice. Police responded to the scene and discovered that 
the ex-husband had broken into the house and was 
threatening to kill his ex-wife. Police were able to talk 
him into surrendering.

•	 Officers and victim advocates working togeth-
er: The Citrus Heights, CA Police Department cre-
ated a ground-breaking program called the Domestic 
Violence Response Team (DVRT) for a more effec-
tive response to calls involving family violence. The 
DVRT is comprised of a sergeant, seven patrol offi-
cers, two detectives, and six victim advocates from A 
Community for Peace.

The Police Department trains officers and victim 
advocates together, and uses a three-tier response to 
domestic violence calls. In the highest, first-tier re-
sponse, victim advocates ride with officers about three 
to four times a week and respond directly with officers 
to domestic violence incidents. These calls range from 
those involving violence to calls of heated arguments 
or disruptive children.

The second-tier response occurs when the advo-
cates are “on call,” and are contacted to respond to the 
scene of an incident in 30 minutes or less. 

The third tier response is provided when an in-
cident does not require an immediate response, and 
the victim advocates follow up with the victim the 
following day. 

Before this response was implemented, only 8 
percent of victims were utilizing victim services, but 
the department currently reports that 72 percent of 
victims are following up to receive services. 

This program has been so successful that other po-
lice agencies across the country have begun to imple-
ment versions of it. For example, the Calgary Police 

6. http://www.brooklinema.gov/565/Domestic-Violence-Roundtable
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Service’s Domestic Conflict Unit includes a social 
worker employed by HomeFront, a local non-profit 
organization. Any domestic violence call that doesn’t 
involve a criminal offense is referred to that social 
worker. The social worker then assigns a HomeFront 
caseworker or offers other appropriate resources.

The Charleston, SC Police Department recently 
established a Family Violence Unit, which includes 
detectives, victim advocates, and a full-time mental 
health professional. After family violence incidents, 
a victim advocate and a detective from the Family 

Violence Unit, along with a uniformed officer from 
the location, follow up within 48 hours to offer assis-
tance and address the needs of the situation.

•	Cell phones for victims: The Montgomery Coun-
ty, MD Police Department participates in the Ve-
rizon HopeLine and program to help keep victims 
safe. As part of the Verizon HopeLine program, the 
department has approximately 100 cell phones pre-
loaded with 3,000 minutes, which it distributes to 
victims. The phones include numbers for the police 

Research in High Point, NC Shows 
That Focus on Offenders Reduces Violence

other assistance.
A fundamental concept in the entire program is that 

“early intervention is key in stopping the cycle of  in-
timate partner violence,” according to a preliminary 
report by the program partners. By treating domestic 
violence seriously at the first opportunity, the police aim 
to stop it from continuing and worsening. 

The program has a community intervention compo-
nent, in which local community groups talk directly to 
offenders and explain that domestic violence is wrong, 
it is not a secret, and that the community stands be-
hind the victim and the police department. When the 
program was launched, the Police Department made 
multiple presentations in the community to explain the 
program and explain what was needed from the public: 
cooperation, and a willingness to report potential do-
mestic violence cases to the police. 

•	Sharp reductions in domestic violence recidivism 
and homicides: The new approach appears to be 
working. The first two years of  implementation data 
show an overall re-offense rate of  9 percent among 
more than 1,000 offenders. That rate is far below the 
re-offense rates of  20 to 34 percent found in other 
studies of  domestic violence.

In the years prior to the launch of  the program, 
domestic violence had been the first or second most 
common type of  call for service to the High Point Po-
lice Department. Today, it has dropped to third place, 
officials said.

Furthermore, in the five years since the new pro-
gram was established (2009 to 2013), only one of  the 
16 homicides in High Point involved domestic violence, 
compared to 17 of  the 52 homicides in 2004 through 
2008. 

Thus, “prior to 2009, 33 percent of  homicides in-
volved intimate partner violence, compared to 6 per-
cent since,” the report noted. 

The High Point, NC Police Department has taken a 
leadership role in testing the effectiveness of  offend-
er-focused domestic violence reduction. In 2009, the 
Police Department formed a partnership with local 
prosecutors, community and social services groups, 
and researchers at the University of  North Carolina-
Greensboro to implement a new approach to domestic 
violence.

The new system classifies offenders in four groups, 
A through D, with increasing levels of  interventions. The 
lowest level, called D List offenders, consists of  those 
who have no previous criminal charges for domestic vio-
lence, and no violence occured requiring charges in the 
current incident. In those cases, the offender receives 
a letter from the police stating that the offender has 
been placed on a “watch list.” Police Chief  Marty Sum-
ner said that the letters are hand-delivered by an offi-
cer, and the offender is not given prior notice about the 
letter. The unannounced, hand-delivered letter helps to 
get the offender’s attention and sends the message that 
domestic violence will not be tolerated, Chief  Sumner 
indicated.

Interventions are ratcheted up at higher levels of  of-
fending. The highest level, A List offenders, are people 
who have three or more prior domestic-violence charg-
es. These offenders are selected for immediate prosecu-
tion by any legal means available, which is intended not 
only to provide justice in the case at hand, but also to 
send a message to offenders at lower levels.

While the program is called the “Offender-Focused 
Domestic Violence Initiative,” that does not mean that 
victim services receive less attention. At each level, D 
through A, victims receive an increasing range of  servic-
es, including all the services provided by the local Vic-
tims’ Justice Center, assistance from a safety planner 
and detectives, advance notice of  actions being taken 
against the offender, offers of  “cocooning” or proximity 
informants, services for children in the household, and 
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department and victim service agencies. And having a 
phone can give a victim a sense of normalcy if they do 
not have their own phone. 

COMBATING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
BY FOCUSING ON THE OFFENDER
While many services and programs related to domestic 
violence focus on victims, some police departments are 
paying more attention to domestic violence offenders. 
Focusing on the offenders allows interventions to ad-
dress the cause of the violence, rather than solely focus-
ing on the result of the violence. 

It is important to note that these programs are not 
a replacement for victim services, but rather are part 
of a comprehensive approach to the issue of domestic 
violence.
•	 In-person “notification” of offenders by police 

in Spokane: The Spokane Police Department is one 
of the agencies that is placing an increasing focus on 
offenders in domestic violence investigations. The de-
partment makes direct contact with offenders after 
their first offense. A notification letter is delivered 
to the offender, generally in-person by an officer, in-
forming the offender that he is being monitored by 
the police department and that violence will not be 
tolerated. By talking to the offender in person, the 
department lets the offender know that his behavior 
is no longer a secret and that the department aims 
to ensure that it does not happen again. Contact 
with the offender is usually made in jail, prior to his 
first appearance before the judge. According to Spo-
kane Lieutenant Mark Griffiths, “Offenders are a bit 
more responsive at this time than when they are first 
arrested.” 

By putting offenders on notice in this direct way, 
the department also intends to send a message of sup-
port to victims, indicating that victims’ calls to police 
are taken seriously.

•	Providing treatment to offenders in Greater 
Sudbury, ON: In Greater Sudbury, Ontario, a shift 
toward offender-focused policing on domestic vio-
lence began two years ago, and it includes efforts to 
help offenders with counseling as well as enforcement 
strategies. “The approach is unique; most police ser-
vices do not focus on preventative support for men,” 
said Chief Paul Pedersen. 

In fact, the Greater Sudbury Police Service pro-
motes intervention services even before an arrest is 
made. Men can voluntarily participate in the Before 
Everything Escalates Program (BEEP), in which they 
learn strategies of effective communication, manage-
ment of emotions, and availability of community sup-
port services.

In cases where police have been called and charg-
es have been filed, offenders have an opportunity to 
participate in “High Risk Services for Men” prior to 
sentencing. This is a twelve-week group counseling 
program. Certain types of offenders are not eligible, 
including those with a prior domestic violence con-
viction, those charged with a stalking offense, serious 
offenders who are subject to “enhanced prosecution,” 
and offenders in cases where a child witnessed the do-
mestic violence. 

For offenders who have been found guilty of a do-
mestic violence offense, courts can order participation 
in the Partner Assault Response Program. Goals of 
the program include increasing the safety of women, 
confronting and changing beliefs and attitudes that 
offenders use in an attempt to excuse their abusive 
behavior, increasing men’s awareness of the dynamics 
of abuse and power, encouraging men to take full re-
sponsibility for their abusive behavior, and improving 
communications skills so that offenders may function 
better as a partner and a parent.

The Calgary Police Service uses a similar ap-
proach through its High Risk Management Initiative 
(HRMI). This collaborative effort includes probation 
officers, the Police Service’s Domestic Conflict Unit, 
Child and Family Service, mental health advocates, 
and domestic violence advocates. The HRMI team 
provides offenders with intense supervision and sup-
port while presenting them with opportunities for re-
habilitation. It began as a three-year pilot project and 
has been an officially established program for the past 
18 months.

CONCLUSION: TRENDS IN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
INVESTIGATIONS
Police officials interviewed by PERF made a number of 
observations about general trends in the handling of do-
mestic violence cases.

Domestic violence does appear to be receiving 
greater attention than in the past, in comparison to 
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crimes like robbery that have always received focus be-
cause they are committed in public and are thus more 
“visible.” 

However, Lieutenant Griffiths of the Spokane 
Police Department said, “There is still room for im-
provement in law enforcement’s response to domestic 
violence. The response is not yet cutting-edge.”

Assistant Chief Scott Whitney of the Oxnard, CA 
Police Department said, “A lot of cases are not filed by 
the District Attorney. The threshold for arrest is low, 
compared to the threshold for prosecution. The per-
centage of domestic violence cases that are prosecuted is 
lower than for other types of crimes. Although it’s slowly 
getting better, our society still doesn’t always recognize 
that the ‘bad guys’ committing domestic violence are 
just as bad as the ‘bad guys’ committing robberies, and 
that domestic violence is equal in importance to other 
crimes. There is a lack of appreciation for the true ef-
fect of domestic violence in our communities. We know 
very clearly that violence is a learned behavior. Officers 
and detectives doing thorough domestic violence in-
vestigations are truly preventing violent crime in future 
generations.”

Improvements, however, are being seen. Sergeant 
Rachael Van Sloten of the Oakland Police Department 
said, “In my research, I have seen many agencies taking 
risk assessments very seriously. More resources are still 
going to robberies, homicides, etc.; but it has improved 
over the years. We are seeing more Family Justice Cen-
ters, and more collaboration between social workers, 
district attorneys, and police.” 

Lieutenant Oscar Ortiz of the Napa County Sher-
iff’s Office said, “Years ago, before there was more train-
ing, there were not a lot of arrests if there was a lack of 

cooperation from the victim. Since then, in part due 
to more and better training, there are more arrests and 
more prosecutions, even with uncooperative victims. 
This is changing the landscape.”

Naperville, IL Police Commander Louis Cammiso 
said, “We’ve been seeing an offender focus in stricter 
sentences and penalties. And advocacy has increased for 
victims, especially in the police response and availability 
of orders of protection.”

Overall, there is broad consensus that the po-
licing profession needs to continue to refine policy, 
conduct research, share information, and measure 
the effectiveness of the different policies, programs 
and practices in effect in various agencies. 

Reducing the levels of domestic violence and 
protecting victims are complex goals, and solutions 
often involve partnerships among police, prosecu-
tors, victim advocates, social service agencies, and 
other organizations.

PERF is grateful to the Motorola Solutions Foundation for funding the 
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able online at http://www.policeforum.org/critical-issues-series. 
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