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Domestic	 violence	 has	 historically	 been	 viewed	 as	 a	
family	matter	that	should	be	settled	within	the	home.	As	
research	shows		1	in	3	women	and	1	in	4	men	have	suf-
fered	from	some	type	of	physical	violence	from	an	inti-
mate	 partner,1	 and	 new	 statutes	 and	 legislation	 have	
increasingly	criminalized	this	behavior.	Yet,	few	cases	of	
domestic	 violence	 are	 processed	 within	 the	 criminal	
justice	system.	It	may	be	that	criminal	justice	personnel	
are	reluctant	to	use	vital	resources	on	cases	that	have	a	
high	likelihood	of	being	dismissed2	and	may	be	frustrat-
ed	when	 victims	 of	 domestic	 violence	 choose	 to	 either	
stay	with	or	return	to	their	abuser.3	

To	gain	a	better	understanding	of	why	victims	choose	to	
stay	 with	 or	 return	 to	 their	 abuser,	 researchers	 have	
examined	 a	 number	 of	 factors	 that	 in luence	 this	 deci-
sion.	 The	 purpose	 of	 this	 report	 is	 to	 provide	 criminal	
justice	professionals	with	information	about	the	factors	
that	might	 inhibit	 a	 victim’s	 ability	 to	 leave	an	abusive	
relationship	or	that	in luence	the	decision	to	return	to	a	
batterer.	 Understanding	 that	 domestic	 violence	 cases	
are	 unique,	 professionals	 within	 the	 criminal	 justice	
system	have	developed	a	specialized	court	model	that	is	
designed	 to	 address	 these	 factors	 and	 the	 complex	 is-
sues	that	often	arise	in	cases	of	domestic	violence.4	This	
report	also	provides	information	on	a	coordinated	com-
munity	 response	 to	 domestic	 violence	 and	 domestic	
violence	 courts,	 including	 the	 purpose,	 bene its,	 and	
effectiveness	 of	 such	 models.	 Finally,	 the	 report	 will	
conclude	with	 considerations	 for	 victim	 advocates	 and	
criminal	justice	professionals.		

Factors	that	In luence	the	Decision	to	Leave	
There	are	generally	two	categories	of	factors	that	inhibit	
a	victim’s	ability	to	leave	an	abuser:	external	factors	and	
internal	factors.	While	there	are	numerous	external	and	
internal	 factors	 that	 in luence	the	decision	to	stay	with	
or	 return	 to	 an	 abuser,	 victims	 of	 domestic	 violence	
commonly	report	the	following.		

External	Factors		

Victims	often	report	that	one	of	the	most	in luential	fac-
tors	in	the	decision	to	leave	or	stay	with	their	abuser	is	
the	criminal	justice	system’s	response.	For	example,	
victims	might	 ind	the	criminal	justice	system’s	process	
confusing	and	drawn	out,	which	might	trigger	a	height-
ened	sense	of	fear	due	to	the	time	lapse.	In	addition,	the	
goals	of	the	victim	and	the	criminal	justice	system	may	

not	align.5	For	example,	a	successful	goal	of	the	criminal	
justice	system	might	be	the	punishment	of	the	offender.	
However,	victims	often	report	that	they	want	the	abuse	
to	end,	but	not	necessarily	the	relationship.6	Additional-
ly,	arresting	and/or	incarcerating	the	batterer	may	re-
move	the	only	or	largest	source	of	 inancial	support	for	
the	household.7	

Police	attitudes	and	behavior	in	responding	to	domestic	
violence	cases	also	play	a	signi icant	role	in	the	decision	
making	process.	 It	 can	be	dif icult	 to	distinguish	 offen-
sive	violence	from	defensive	violence	used	by	the	victim,	
possibly	resulting	 in	both	partners	being	arrested.	Law	
enforcement	 of icers	 may	 also	 express	 victim-blaming	
attitudes,	perceive	 the	violence	as	minor	and	police	 in-
volvement	as	unnecessary,	 and	 require	a	higher	 stand-
ard	of	probable	 cause	 for	domestic	violence	 incidents.8	
Police	are	more	likely	to	respond	or	intervene	with	vic-
tims	who	are	reporting	for	the	 irst	time,	so	victims	who	
experience	 repeated	 abuse	 might	 be	 less	 likely	 to	 re-
ceive	help	from	police.9	As	a	result	of	these	various	fac-
tors,	 victims	 disclose	 heightened	 levels	 of	 distrust	 to-
wards	the	police	and	the	justice	system	and	may	prefer	
not	to	involve	police	and	the	courts	for	fear	of	this	type	
of	 secondary	 victimization	 and	 concern	 that	 their	 vic-
timization	will	be	criminalized.10		

In	 addition	 to	 fears	about	 the	of icial	 response	 to	 their	
situations,	 victims	 frequently	 report	 that	 inancial	 de-
pendency	on	 the	abuser	 is	a	major	 factor	 in	 their	deci-
sion	to	stay	in	an	abusive	relationship.11	Research	shows	
that	victims	of	domestic	violence	are	less	likely	to	leave	
their	 abusive	 partner	 if	 they	 are	 not	 inancially	 inde-
pendent.12	Victims	of	domestic	violence	are	often	unem-
ployed	or	hold	jobs	that	do	not	provide	enough	income	
to	 cover	 basic	 necessities,	 such	 as	 transportation	 and	
paying	 bills,	 without	 the	 assistance	 of	 their	 partner.13	
Financial	 deprivations	 have	 also	 been	 linked	 to	 fewer	
housing	 options	 and	 an	 inability	 to	 pay	 for	 child	 care,	
which	 can	 result	 in	 a	 victim	 returning	 to	 their	 abusive	
partner.14	

Domestic	violence	victims	also	frequently	report	having	
inadequate	social	support.15	During	the	span	of	the	abu-
sive	relationship,	batterers	often	isolate	the	victim	from	
family	 and	 friends,	 which	 increases	 the	 likelihood	 of	
staying	with	 the	batterer	since	 they	have	 limited	social	
support	to	rely	on.16	Victims	may	also	encounter	family	
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have	been	established	through	different	agencies	to	provide	
victim	 assistance.	 Some	 of	 these	 services	 include	 advocacy	
centers,	hotlines,	shelters,	crisis	centers,	and	counseling	cen-
ters.	 Victims	who	 utilize	 services	 often	 report	 experiencing	
less	 violence	 over	 time,	 fewer	 psychological	 effects	 from	
abuse,	 improved	 perceptions	 of	 decision	 making,	 skills	 to	
assess	safety	and	to	implement	of	safety	planning,	as	well	as	
better	coping	skills.32	Furthermore,	victims	who	receive	ser-
vices	report	being	able	to	access	available	social	and	commu-
nity	resources	more	easily,	are	more	likely	to	follow	through	
with	legal	action,	and	experience	a	higher	quality	of	life.33	

Coordinated	Community	Response	and	Domestic	
Violence	Courts		
Victim	 advocates	 and	 criminal	 justice	 personnel	 agree	 that	
the	violence	in	a	victim’s	life	should	end.	However,	the	strat-
egies	for	reaching	that	goal	may	differ.	Advocates	have	a	re-
sponsibility	 to	 respect	 the	 rights	 and	 dignity	 of	 victims,	 in-
cluding	identifying	the	victim’s	goals	and	working	with	them	
towards	 accomplishing	 those	 goals.34	 Police,	 prosecutors,	
and	 the	 courts	are	often	 focused	on	offender	accountability	
and	successful	prosecution	of	the	case,	which	can	sometimes	
con lict	with	the	wishes	and	goals	of	the	victim	and	the	advo-
cate	 and	what	 they	 see	 as	 the	 victim’s	best	 interests.35	One	
response	has	been	to	develop	models	that	address	the	needs	
of	a	victim,	 including	 factors	 that	 affect	whether	a	victim	 is	
successful	in	leaving	an	abusive	partner,	as	well	as	the	needs	
of	the	court	and	criminal	justice	system.	Early	efforts	tried	to	
build	a	coordinated	community	response	(CCR)	to	domestic	
violence.	As	a	variation	on	the	CCR	model,	domestic	violence	
courts	are	specialized	courts	designed	to	hold	the	perpetra-
tor	of	abuse	accountable,	while	striving	to	meet	the	individu-
alized	needs	of	the	victim.36			

Coordinated	Community	Response		
The	philosophy	behind	a	Coordinated	Community	Response	
(CCR)	 to	domestic	violence	 is	 to	provide	wraparound	assis-
tance	to	victims	by	involving	agencies	across	the	community,	
including	 victim	 services,	 medical	 and	mental	 health	 agen-
cies,	 other	 community	 agencies,	 along	with	 criminal	 justice	
agencies.	While	there	is	no	standard	protocol	for	a	CCR	mod-
el,	 this	 type	 of	 multi-agency	 collaboration	 is	 designed	 to	
identify	and	address	any	gaps	in	providing	the	services	that	
victims	need,	as	well	as	providing	assistance	in	dealing	with	
the	criminal	 justice	process.37	Little	 research	has	addressed	
CCR	in	its	entirety,	but	various	pieces	of	the	model	are	effec-
tive.38	Without	 a	 standardized	model	 or	protocol,	 it	 is	 dif i-
cult	 to	 fully	 assess	 how	 well	 a	 CCR	 might	 address	 victim	
needs,	criminal	 justice	system	goals,	and	offender	accounta-
bility	and	treatment	at	the	same	time.	

Components	of	Domestic	Violence	Courts		
Following	 efforts	 at	 establishing	 a	 Coordinated	 Community	
Response,	 specialized	domestic	 violence	 courts	were	 estab-
lished	 that	 systematized	many	 of	 the	 CCR	 elements.	 These	
specialized	courts	are	unique	because	they	offer	centralized	
intake	processes,	 separate	 calendars	 for	 civil	 protection	or-
der	petitions	and	domestic	violence	cases,	as	well	as	housing	
quali ied	 domestic	 violence	 units.39	 While	 there	 are	 many	
models	of	domestic	violence	courts,	there	are	some	common	

or	 friends	who	discourage	 leaving	 the	 relationship,	 thus	
making	it	more	dif icult	to	be	independent.17	

Importantly,	research	has	also	demonstrated	that	leaving	
a	 batterer	 may	 actually	 lead	 to	 more,	 and	 more	 lethal,	
violence.	 Victims	who	 leave	 their	 abusive	partner	 are	 at	
increased	 risk	 for	 violence	 and	 injuries,	 including	 at-
tempted	 femicide	 and	 completed	 femicide.18	 The	World	
Health	Organization	reported	 that	more	 than	35%	of	 fe-
male	homicides	were	committed	by	an	intimate	partner.19	
Estrangement,	de ined	as	either	physically	leaving	a	part-
ner	 or	 starting	 the	process	 of	 legal	 separation,	 is	 one	 of	
the	 most	 strongly	 supported	 risk	 factors	 for	 femicide.20	
However,	it	is	important	to	note	that	the	risk	for	injury	or	
femicide	is	greatest	in	the	 irst	three	months	of	the	sepa-
ration	process	and	then	declines.21			

Internal	Factors	

Similar	 to	 external	 factors,	 research	 consistently	 identi-
ies	a	number	of	internal	factors	that	affect	the	decision	to	
leave	an	abusive	relationship,	including	fear,	locus	of	con-
trol,	and	self-esteem.22	

There	are	various	situations	that	might	increase	the	level	
of	 fear	 a	 victim	 experiences	 during	 an	 abusive	 relation-
ship.	For	example,	victims	may	be	fearful	of	more	serious	
violence	 that	might	 occur	 if	 they	 try	 to	 leave.23	 In	 addi-
tion,	victims	frequently	report	fearing	that	the	abuser	will	
harm	 children,	 family	 members,	 and	 animals	 in	 retalia-
tion	 for	 leaving	 the	 relationship.	 Victims	who	 have	 chil-
dren	may	also	fear	that	the	batterer	will	receive	full	cus-
tody.24			

Negative	 emotions,	 such	 as	 guilt,	 shame,	 helplessness,	
and	 embarrassment,	 also	 in luence	 the	 likelihood	 that	 a	
victim	 will	 leave	 an	 abusive	 relationship.	 For	 example,	
victims	who	feel	helpless	in	stopping	their	own	abuse	are	
less	likely	to	leave	the	batterer.25	In	addition,	victims	who	
blame	 themselves	 for	 the	 abuse	 that	 occurred	 are	more	
likely	 to	 either	 stay	with	 or	 return	 to	 the	 perpetrator.26	
Victims	who	had	higher	 levels	of	 self-esteem	were	more	
likely	to	successfully	leave.27	

Finally,	 mental	 health	 issues,	 such	 as	 Post	 Traumatic	
Stress	 Disorder	 (PTSD)	 and	 depression	 are	 commonly	
reported	among	victims	of	domestic	violence.	 In	 fact,	re-
search	 has	 demonstrated	 that	 victims	 of	 domestic	 vio-
lence	 disproportionately	 suffer	 from	 PTSD	 and	 depres-
sion.28	Depression	and	PTSD	have	been	 linked	to	an	 ina-
bility	to	gain	skills	that	bene it	victims	who	are	trying	to	
leave	 an	 abusive	 relationship.	 Consequently,	 many	 vic-
tims	who	suffer	from	these	disorders	either	stay	with	or	
return	to	their	batterer.29	

The	Importance	of	Victim	Services	
Domestic	violence	victims	often	experience	lasting	physi-
cal	 and	 psychological	 effects	 from	 abuse,	 including	 de-
pression,	 anxiety,	 and	 Post	 Traumatic	 Stress	 Disorder.30	
Additionally,	 low	 rates	 of	 self-esteem	 and	 hopelessness	
are	commonly	reported	by	victims,	as	well	as	higher	rates	
of	 alcohol	 and	 substance	 abuse.31	 As	 previously	 men-
tioned,	while	victims	encounter	many	barriers	that	effect	
their	 decision	 to	 leave	 an	 abusive	 relationship,	 services	



	

	

characteristics	 that	 are	 found	 throughout	 the	 established	
courts,	and	research	has	shown	that	effective	domestic	vio-
lence	courts	support	an	integrated	systems	model.	

This	model	has	several	components:	

 Interagency	collaboration:	 Agencies	 within	 the	 commu-
nity	 should	meet	 and	 establish	 system	 successes,	 sys-
tem	 failures,	 and	gaps	 in	 service.	 	 Furthermore,	 agen-
cies	 should	 establish	 procedures	 speci ic	 to	 domestic	
violence	cases.40	

 Comprehensive	victim	advocacy:	 Domestic	 violence	 vic-
tims	often	experience	a	variety	of	negative	consequenc-
es	from	abuse,	which	can	have	long	lasting	effects,	and	
a	variety	of	 services	should	be	available.	For	example,	
victims	of	domestic	violence	should	have	access	to	ad-
vocates	who	can	help	with	the	criminal	justice	process,	
safety	planning,	and	social	services.41	

 Effective	pre‐arrest	procedures:	Police	play	a	vital	role	in	
cases	of	domestic	violence	because	they	are	often	 irst	
responders.	 One	 of	 the	 best	 ways	 to	 ensure	 effective	
police	 response	 is	 to	 have	 agency	 policies	 and	 proce-
dures	 established,	 such	 as	 in-service	 training	 for	 all	
of icers.42	 Furthermore,	 police	 should	 work	 closely	
with	victim	service	agencies	and	the	prosecutor’s	of ice	
throughout	each	case.43	

 Effective	post‐arrest	procedures:	 If	a	defendant	has	been	
arrested,	the	suspect	should	be	booked,	and	the	victim	
should	 be	 noti ied	 before	 the	 defendant	 is	 released	
from	custody	so	that	steps	can	be	taken	to	ensure	vic-
tim	safety.44			

 Multi‐agency	intake:	 Victims	 often	 report	 that	 the	 pro-
cessing	 of	 cases	 is	 very	 confusing.45	 Multi-agency	 in-
take	can	provide	a	centralized	location	that	allows	vic-
tims	 to	 ile	 protection	 orders,	 child	 support	 papers,	
complaints,	and	motions	for	contempt	at	one	place	and	
time,	which	 can	 reduce	 confusion	and	overlapping	 ef-
forts.46	

 Effective	prosecution,	defense,	and	judicial	review:	 Judg-
es	 and	 prosecutors	 play	 a	 critical	 role	 in	 cases	 of	 do-
mestic	violence.	Effective	domestic	violence	courts	will	
have	prosecutors	and	judges	who	only	work	on	domes-
tic	 violence	 cases	 and	 who	 have	 appropriate	 training	
and	 experience,	 thus	 allowing	 for	 effective	 decision	
making	throughout	each	case.47	Defense	counsel	has	a	
responsibility	to	inform	the	defendant	of	available	ser-
vices	 and	 treatment,	 which	 can	 provide	 the	 offender	
with	the	resources	and	skills	to	help	end	the	violence.48	

 Effective	 treatment	 programs:	 Effective	 domestic	 vio-
lence	 court	models	 implement	 various	 forms	of	 treat-
ment	 for	offenders,	 such	as	batterer	 intervention	pro-
grams	and	substance	abuse	treatment	programs.49				

 Integrated	 data	 collection	 and	 distribution:	 Domestic	
violence	 courts	 should	 track	 cases,	 collecting	 infor-
mation	that	can	be	used	to	evaluate	the	effectiveness	of	
the	courts.	In	addition,	case	information	can	be	used	to	
identify	trends	and	apply	any	changes	that	might	need	
to	be	made	in	the	system.50	

It	might	be	dif icult	to	achieve	all	of	these	components,	how-
ever,	courts	and	agencies	should	strive	to	accomplish	these	
components	 for	 a	 more	 effective	 approach	 to	 ighting	 do-
mestic	 violence.	 Furthermore,	 research	 suggests	 that	 it	 is	
critical	 for	 communities	 to	 evaluate	 the	 appropriate	 re-
sources	 and	 the	 needs	 of	 each	 agency	 and	 court	 to	 ensure	
success	within	the	justice	system	and	the	community.			
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