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Does psychological treatment really work? 

Is the 52-week Court-ordered treatment actually effective? 


DOMESTIC VIOLENCE has been a subject of great concern to authorities and to the public in general. Entire families have been constantly victimized by an alarming increased number of cases of domestic violence perpetrated by individuals (both, males and females) whose behavior is unacceptable because it violates the basic principles of human liberty and decency. For many people, ANGER has been one of the most difficult feelings to control and the increase of the number of crimes related to it is terrifying. 
For the past 15 years, approximately, the problem of domestic violence has received more attention from the authorities than in the past, and several specialized recovery programs were created throughout the country as an effort to protect victims and treat perpetrators. The opinions about the programs’ effectiveness remain divided because many therapists believe that it is possible to help perpetrators to recover, although there are other people who do not believe that treatment is actually effective. Initially, when the programs were first created, treatment may not have been effective because the number of therapy sessions offered was not enough. It was not until the program became 52-session long that major positive results were obtained. In the State of California the 52-week program was implemented in 1995 and the positive result encouraged some other states to also increase the number of sessions. Unfortunately there are still some states today where domestic violence perpetrators are assigned to a shorter treatment, which ends up not being as effective as it could and should be. Shorter programs are certainly NOT the clients' best interest. 

___________________________________________________

The 52-week treatment plan for abusive and violent behavior
has been considered very effective.
Shorter plans, however, do not meet the patients' best interests
and re-offense will probably occur more often.
___________________________________________________
For several years I have run therapy groups for domestic violence recovery, and I am a strong supporter of this program - because it does work. Every time I see patients learning new behavioral patterns and changing their attitudes, I feel great satisfaction and increased hope. I have seen hundreds of relationships being mended as result of this treatment. Of course there are certain limitations often imposed by therapists’ poor skills or lack of proper and specific training. In de case of psychiatric patients, psychological treatment alone may not be effective because in most cases the patients need to take proper medication first, to correct their chemical imbalance in the brain. However, overall, my experience with non-psychiatric patients has been very positive and fruitful. 
The experience of attending anger management classes makes many clients feel uncomfortable at the beginning. A considerably high percentage of clients come to the first session trying to explain to the group their reasons for being there, usually denying any wrongdoing and telling stories which sound more like excuses. Some clients say they are not the ones who should be receiving therapy. This is why “open ended groups” work better for this type of treatment, because at their arrival the newcomers find an established group with some people who have already received considerableamount of therapy and have learned a great deal about anger management - which certainly helps to neutralize part of the negative feelings and attitude of resistance in the new group members. 

Learning is a fantastic process. Almost everything we know or do has been learned in some way. People behave according to various patterns which have been shaped in them by social structures and environmental models. Because I believe in therapeutic education so strongly, I dare to say that the learning process is the key to change many behavioral patterns. It is obvious that change will be effective only if the person allows to be re-modeled according to new patterns. 

The experience of working with domestic violence court-ordered patients who are required to receive proper treatment has confirmed to me that therapy can help people to grow as human beings, as they learn new patterns of social behavior and the basics of human relationships. 

A therapeutic/educational approach has shown to be very effective in treatment of troubled marital relationships, except in cases when mental impairment or illnesses are clearly verifiable. For practical purposes of safety, the law defines domestic violence as a crime punishable even with long-term incarceration. However, an opportunity has been given to many so that they can obtain proper treatment and be helped to recover from their uncontrolled emotional state of anger. 

“Aggression, like other forms of social interaction, is often under the control of various cognitive factors. One that may prove highly effective in preventing such behavior is information regarding the reasons behind provocation from another person. Recent findings suggest that when reasonable explanations for provocative actions on the part of others are provided to potential aggressors, their tendency to respond aggressively to such treatment may be sharply reduced. Further, if such information is provided prior to annoyance or provocation, the degree of anger induced by this aversive treatment may be held to relatively low levels.” (Baron, R.A. Human Aggression. New York: Plenum Press, 1977, p.273.) 

The efficiency of a program designed to help control negative emotions is directly linked to the clients’ recognition of their need of behavioral change. They have to be open to new perspectives and be willing not only to learn but to practice the new acquired knowledge. One of the most important roles of therapists is to impress their clients with the fact that they can make their whole life better if they allow themselves to be re-educated, learning and practicing new behavioral patterns. It is only by believing that changes are possible that people will start making some serious decisions regarding to their behavior. 
Unfortunately the process of human behavior modification is very slow. Besides that, the progress of domestic violence treatment is also slow because in the majority of cases only one person is required to get treatment. The process is slow compared to what it could be if both, offenders and their spouses, were concomitantly exposed to the beneficial influence of a re-educational treatment. When a marital relationship is not working well, to a point where abuse and violence are present, it is obvious that both partners could benefit from therapy and proper orientation on how to manage their relationship better. The healing process of an ill relationship can be sped up when both spouses learn how to proceed during troubled times. 

Impulsive destructive behavior can be avoided by preventing hostile and aggressive habits from being developed. Preventing the formation of impulsive and destructive behavior may well constitute the most effective societal means of curtailing violence. Therapy is a major contribution for those who have been involved in domestic violence episodes because it enables them with techniques designed to prevent hostile, abusive, and aggressive behavior. 
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