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SUGGESTIONS FOR INTERVENING WITH ABUSIVE PARTNERS

Be willing to use euphemisms like “anger”, “temper”, and “anger management” instead of
“domestic violence”, “abuse”, and “battering.”

It is extremely common for people to talk euphemistically about abusive behavior. Common
euphemisms used include “anger”, “anger management”, “communication problems”, and “Type A”,
among many others. While abuse isn’t about anger or communication issues or being a perfectionist or
various other euphemisms, when speaking with an abusive partner it is okay to use such euphemisms
to facilitate a discussion of this issue with them. Gentler words are less likely to trigger their defenses
and shut them down.
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However, it is vital that you not take these euphemisms literally as being the actual cause or problem.
This is a common mistake that mental health professionals (and others) make—believing the issue
actually is about the emotion of anger or communication skills or stress management, for example.

Be careful of strong judgment or shaming behaviors with them.

Many abusive partners have experienced or are afraid they will experience judgment if they talk about
what they have done. They also often feel very ashamed of what they have done, which is one
significant reason why they don’t talk about it or want to look at it. They also tend to be quicker to
perceive ordinary and benign comments and suggestions as critical and controlling of them. It is
important that you not express strong moral opinion about domestic violence to an abusive partner.
This is likely to heighten their denial and make it less likely that they will talk about or examine their
problematic behavior.

Help them to focus on themselves and their behavior.

Abusive partners typically have a heavy external focus. They do a lot of blaming of their partner—for
any relationship issues as well as their own struggles and unhappiness. One way of circumventing all
of that is to encourage them to focus on “their part” of the problem. While they may be overstating
how much of their struggles are due to the other, it is rare that they say it’s 100% the other person.
Point out that the only part they can do anything about is their part, even if it’s just a small amount.
Another way of framing it is to “focus on your side of the street”. They are 100% responsible for their
part, whatever percentage it is.

Educate them on what constitutes abuse and control.

Most abusive partners tend to have very narrow ideas of what is considered abusive, typically focusing
on extreme behaviors that they do not do. By describing the broader range of abusive behaviors,
including ones that are more common such as verbal and psychological abuse, you may be more likely
to get disclosures and admittance that they have done those things.

Controlling behaviors are even more extensive, subtle, and nuanced. It often takes repeated
discussions to understand what makes a behavior controlling and the many different ways a person can
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be controlling. Repeated conversations and deeper examinations of controlling behaviors can increase
awareness and disclosure. The concern here is not individual controlling behaviors, which nearly all of
us have at times, but on-going patterns of control which are typically only present in abusive partners.

Point out how they are suffering due to their abusive behavior.

Much like alcoholics and addicts, abusive partners may have not fully considered all the ways they are
suffering due to their abusive behavior. It can be helpful to have them talk about or explore with them
some of the consequences of the abuse. Some examples might include “it must get really tiring to have
to feel so responsible for so many things in the family” or “every time you lose your temper it distracts
attention away from what are legitimate concerns on your part.” Abusive partners often find their
partners to be quite distant emotionally. Sexual contact may be rare or unsatisfying. There is little
other affection, and/or their partner may often seem angry or irritable. Pointing out how their abuse
and control may have significantly contributed to their partner’s distance and disinterest can be another
motivator for them getting help.

Warn about future consequences.

Another effective intervention is expressing concern for them that if they don’t get help for this issue it
is only going to cause them further problems. If they have been physically abusive in the past, then
further abuse could lead to their arrest and/or Child Welfare involvement. Express concerns that their
behavior might end the relationship or permanently damage it if they don’t address it directly. If the
relationship has already ended express concerns that their behavior could undermine a new
relationship.

Highlight the benefits of becoming non-abusive.

Besides focusing on the negative consequences of being abusive, it can also be helpful to focus on the
benefits of being non-abusive. Some of the benefits include greater intimacy and closeness, less
distraction from their concerns, less labeling of them as being “the problem”, and greater peace of
mind, among others.

Ask what it is they are trying to achieve.

Abuse and control are a means to an end. People with patterns of abuse and control are typically trying
to meet their needs. Ask them what needs they are trying to meet by being abusive. Abuse and control
are tempting in part because they are quicker, easier (for the abusive person), and effective in the short
run compared to non-abusive alternatives. However, there are longer term negative consequences for
their abuse and control, including to themselves. In addition, coerced behavior is unlikely to remain in
place unless the coercion continues. Help them to consider the benefits of non-abusive alternatives.

Ask them what they are afraid will happen if they relinquish control and share power.

Directly identify and address the fears and concerns they have if they were to give up their power over
their partner. Typically, there is a fear that they will become controlled or dominated or shown to be
less than. You can then evaluate that more rationally and see to what extent there is evidence to
substantiate that concern. Talk about ways that they can still take care of themselves while sharing
power and respecting their partner.

Point out how the children are being affected.
One of the things that motivates some abusive partners to seek out help is when they see their children



being negatively affected by their behavior. There can be a lot of denial around the impact on children,
but sometimes and for some abusive partners the clear damage being done can become inescapable.
Seeing children sobbing or hiding or becoming anxious when they walk into a room can be an eye
opener. The other end of that is seeing their children imitating their abusive behavior, either towards
the other parent, siblings, or friends. Help them to focus on their emotions or sympathies for their
children to help motivate them to get help for themselves. A similar question is asking if “this is the
kind of parent they want to be?”

Have them talk about their own childhood experiences of abuse.

Because domestic violence is often intergenerational, many abusive partners were also abused as
children. Having them talk a little about their own experiences and then asking them if they would like
to break the cycle or if they are willing to stop the legacy can be powerful. Sometimes abusive
partners rationalize their own abuse by saying that it isn’t as severe as what they experienced. By
focusing on the current impact of the behavior that can quickly be challenged.

Have them read about abusive and controlling behavior.

While there are hundreds of books written for abused partners, there has been relatively few books
written for abusive partners, especially for those who are not court-involved to attend a group. Some
of the best out there include “Becoming Allies” by Chris Huffine (author of this handout), “I Don’t
Want To Talk About It” by Terrence Real, and “When Good Men Behave Badly” by David Wexler.
The more they resonate with what they are reading, the more likely they are to respond well to group
engagement and feel like they do belong in the group.

Plant seeds.

If they are not ready in the present to make changes, then plant seeds for future change. Make
statements that can be proven over time. Things like “it’s likely to happen again” and that “if you keep
choosing to not deal with your anger it’s going to keep causing you problems.” Even if they aren’t
willing to focus on it in the present encourage them to commit to doing more if it continues to be a
problem. You can even have them him make a commitment to you that if it continues, they will seek
out additional help. Work at holding them accountable to the promises or commitments they make.
Challenge them to live up to the standards that they set for themselves.

Placate their fears about attending an abuse intervention group.

Many people can be quite apprehensive about enrolling in an abuse intervention group. They often
have misconceptions as well as the usual stereotypical thinking about what such a group is going to be
like. They imagine that the other group members are going to be awful, intimidating people. They are
concerned that they will be embarrassed and shamed in the group. They might think they will have to
share their most embarrassing and difficult behaviors and history. Alternatively, they may be afraid
there will be a forced intimacy where they have to share highly personal information and express
emotional vulnerability with strangers in the group. While all of these concerns are common, none are
true. Taking time to talk with and clarify what the group is likely to be like can make it easier for them
to seek out help. Make it clear that the group is supportive in nature, that the other group members are
generally very respectful and supportive of each other. Clarify that the people in the group are just
regular people who struggle with this issue. They come from every walk of like and background.
Typically, there is little personal sharing of a deeply intimate nature. The primary focus is usually on
current issues and concerns, not the past. Present it as being more like a class than a therapy group.



You can also arrange to have them talk directly with a staff member from the agency offering groups.

More realistically, they might feel self-conscious about being in a group or afraid they will have to talk
a lot to strangers about themselves. Typically, new group members are allowed to adjust and feel more
comfortable in the group before having to do much sharing about themselves at all.

If they are hesitant to enroll in a group, suggest they start by meeting with someone from the
program individually.

While there is general agreement in the field that specialized group work is vastly more impactful than
individual work, a voluntarily engaging participant could start to get acclimated to the work by
meeting with someone from the program individually. This individual work could include providing
more detailed explanations of the group process and program structure. Time could be spent reviewing
and having them

Monitor their attendance in and compliance with the group.

Most people who voluntarily enroll in a program for abusive behavior drop out before completing it.
That is in contrast to the majority of court-involved participants who do complete the program.
Ongoing monitoring of your client’s involvement in a program is likely to increase their chance of
success as well as remaining enrolled until completion. This would include asking them about their
attendance, helping them identify and work through any barriers to attendance, and having them talk
with you about what they have been learning/can relate to in the group as well as any difficulties they
are having with it.

Enrollment in specialized abuse intervention services is the best chance of facilitating real
change.

Just like substance abuse, patterns of abuse and control are their own distinct issue and require
specialized intervention. Rarely does general therapy cause any true change. While a variety of co-
occurring issues can trigger and aggravate abusive and controlling behavior, the primary cause of
patterns of abuse and control is a pro-abuse belief system. Shifting this belief system and teaching
alternative ways of thinking and behaving is a primary focus of abuse intervention programs. Within
the field there is widespread agreement that, for a variety of reasons, group intervention is vastly more
effective than individual work on this issue. While enrollment in and even completion of an abuse
intervention group does not mean they have necessarily changed, it is, easily, the best chance that they
will make true, sustained change.

In any conversation listen and look for abuse and control which may be skimmed over and
minimized.

Whatever the focus of your work with the individual, once you have identified them as having issues
being abusive and controlling, you should continue to keep a look-out for these behaviors. As these
behaviors are mentioned, consider tagging them and giving them attention in their own right. This is
similar to keeping an eye on, and tagging, any further substance abuse, even if it’s not the primary
focus of the work. At a minimum, note and tag such behaviors for yourself, as further indication that
this is a problem and an on-going issue that you need to continue to consider in your work with this
client.
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