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What lies behind us, and what lies before us,

Are tiny matters, compared to what lies

Within us.

                                        --Oliver Wendell Holmes

Introduction:


Beginning in the late 1970s, women’s activists, who had previously only worked with battered women, began to realize that although it was possible to provide refuge, education, and skills to these women, nothing was being done to change the men who abused them (Healey 1998).  They began to realize that to correct the problem of domestic violence, no real strides could be made unless the men changed their abusive ways
.  Activists saw that while individual women could be helped, many times they would return to the same batterer, or if the women left, the batterer would move on to his next partner and continue the cycle of abuse.  It became clear that, in order to stop domestic violence, one must to change the perpetrators behind it.  Soon afterwards, batterer intervention programs began to emerge throughout the United States.  As of October of 1997, every state except Idaho, Arkansas, and Mississippi had established or are currently in the draft stage of establishing some form of intervention for abusive men (Dankwort 1999). 


This essay will compare the site of my internship, RAVEN (Rape And Violence End Now), with other batterers’ intervention programs and literature pertaining to this field.  In doing so I will be able to identify areas that can be improved upon or areas in which RAVEN particularly excels.  Also, I will analyze from first hand experience whether or not the guidelines that RAVEN claims to follow are actually carried out.  Finally I will end with a conclusion discussing how I personally believe these types of programs, including RAVEN in particular, are succeeding at reforming these men.

Definitions:


Before beginning this essay, it is important to provide definitions of key terms that will be used throughout the paper.  Although definitions of what constitutes domestic violence vary from state to state, this paper will use the definitions that are provided in the RAVEN training manual.  The first thing I noticed when entering the RAVEN building was the “definitions of abuse” poster hanging in nearly every room.  RAVEN believes that although there is a continuum of violence with varying degrees of intensity, each level does not differ in nature.  The first category on the far left of the continuum is abuse, which is defined as “any behavior that, regardless of our intention, dominates, or controls someone, or inhibits someone from making a free choice” (RAVEN training manual, sec 3).  In the middle of the continuum is violence, which is “any behavior that causes fear--regardless of our intentions” (RAVEN training manual, sec. 3).  Finally, on the far right end of the continuum is physical violence, which is most people’s sole definition of domestic violence, and is defined as “any controlling behavior that involves physical contact” (RAVEN training manual, sec. 3).

History of RAVEN:


The founders of RAVEN were men who had come to realize that only men, themselves, could change their abusive behavior.  Influenced by the resurgence of feminist consciousness in the early 1970’s, men began to see a need for drastic changes.  The Fourth National Conference on Men and Masculinity was held at Washington University in November of 1977.  What emerged from this conference was a group of men from the St. Louis area who created what is now called RAVEN.  These founders were then trained by the Women’s Self-Help Center, and were able to open their doors to the general public in 1978.  RAVEN is the third oldest batterers intervention program in the United States, and the most well recognized project of the St. Louis Organization for Changing Men.  From the time of its opening, Raven has been committed to providing the best service to men who are ready to change their abusive behavior.  To further promote this objective, in 1993 the organization made a radical decision to let women become involved in the organization.  Now women have joined the staff and while I was there, the center was actually run by three staff members who were all women.


From its start, RAVEN has been guided by the following five principles set out in its Mission Statement:


*Safety for women is our highest priority

*Men are solely accountable and responsible for their actions: Violence is a choice.


*Anger does no cause violence.


*Men abuse to control, not because of a loss of control

*Group education is the modality of choice for intervening against battering behavior.

With these concepts firmly in place, RAVEN quickly became a batterer intervention program that broke new ground for others to follow.

Program Models:


To understand how RAVEN tries to help its clients find non-abusive alternatives to their behavior, it is important to understand the possible models on which a program such as this can be based.  There are three main types of models that batterer intervention programs follow, which include AMEND, EMERGE, and Duluth.  AMEND “aims to establish client accountability, increase awareness of the social context of battering, and build new skills” (Healey 1998).  Although AMEND borrows much of its cognitive-behavioral approach from the Duluth curriculum, the facilitators take a more direct approach in guiding the men.  Whereas Duluth tries to support the client to express his feelings, AMEND facilitators serve as “moral guides who take a firm stand against violence” (Healey 1998).  There are four stages of the AMEND curriculum.  The first two stages consist of several months of education and confrontation, where the facilitator tries to break the man’s habit of denial.  In the third stage, the batterer undergoes intense group therapy over several months where he begins to recognize his pattern of violence and is able to admit what he has done.  The final stage, which is optional and, thus, few men partake in, is community involvement and political action to stop domestic violence.


Another program EMERGE, located in Cambridge, Massachusetts, “begins intervention with an orientation phase consisting of educational and skills-building sessions” (Healey).  EMERGE focuses more on the abusive relationship that has brought the batterer to them, rather than on abusive behavior in general.  The men create a goal of how to deal with specific situations when they confront them, and the group helps them in planning how to non-violently handle these situations.  Of the three models, EMERGE is the most flexible in that most of the time it does not follow a planned curriculum but focuses on the issues the men bring to group each week.


The final model, which RAVEN uses, is the Duluth curriculum that was created by the Domestic Abuse Intervention Project.  This model “places battering within a broader context of a range of controlling tactics such as intimidation, coercion, threats, and social isolation and emphasizes the importance of a coordinated community response to the problem” (Healey 1998).  This model was the first one developed to intervene with batterers, and was built on feminist theory from which the other two models borrowed much of their material.  In the Duluth curriculum, the group usually begins with a movie in which some form of controlling behavior is being exemplified, then forces the men to talk about what they saw and whether they have used this tactic in the past.  The second part of the group is devoted to discussing personal ways they each can avoid this behavior in the future. 

Outline of RAVEN Training Model:

The founders of RAVEN chose the Duluth model because they believed that feminist ideology was the most important factor in changing the way these men think. RAVEN has seven main subject areas that are repeated for the duration of the 48-week class.  Each of these topics is covered in a single session and then repeated in a cycle, so that regardless of when a man enters the group, he will receive all the different lesson plans multiple times.

The first topic, denial, is probably the most important.  RAVEN defines denial as a “coping mechanism to protect ourselves from pain” (Outline of classes).  Also, it is mentioned that this denial is completely normal for humans to experience, and hence the men should not feel guilty for using it.  But after it is recognized that this is what they are doing, the batterers’ first step to helping themselves is admitting what they have done, and breaking through the barrier of denial.  The responsibility of admitting what a batterer has done can sometimes be the most difficult part of the healing process.  In order to start, the man must admit that he made a choice to do an action, followed by realizing the action was used to gain power and control, and finally recognizing that the action has a long term impact on the victim by causing fear, submissiveness, and distrust.  The goal of the RAVEN program is to quickly get the men to get over their denial, and to move on with the education and nonviolence planning that is so crucial to their success.  The first time I sat in on a group, the participants had already been in the program a long time.  The fact that they were still denying their abusive behaviors shocked me.  The main mechanism I saw in the group sessions was placing blame on the victim in order to justify their tactics.  Many times men would start their statements with “she did this, and I reacted by doing this.”  The facilitators try to get the men to use “I” statements, eliminating all reference to other parties and thereby giving themselves full responsibility.  From what I observed, many of the men who could not form just an “I” statement had been there many months.  It seems that this is the hardest part of the process of therapeutic change.

The next topic covered is gender.  Much like the class I took on gender roles, this class goes over the difference between biological sex and societal gender.  The most important topic addressed in gender is that of stereotypical masculinity, which all the men have a strong inclination to adhere to.  The men learn that “violence is not biological because it is not associated with sex, but rather it is socially created” (Outline of classes).  RAVEN believes that the correlation of violence is with this type of stereotypical masculinity, not with men per se. It just happens that most men are brought up to follow rigid notions of masculinity.  I noticed from group discussions that these men were not keen on the idea of more egalitarian relationships.  A man in the kitchen did not make any sense to them, and a woman working on a car made even less sense.  It was hard for me to see any way to change their minds when they appeared so set in their beliefs regarding the typical gender breakdown.  Another obstacle that needs to be overcome is the misinterpretation of the Bible.  Many of the men, when confronted with blatant sexism, would resort to claiming that “the Bible says the man is the head of the house and the women is the helpmate”.  I found that trying to educate them regarding more accurate teachings of the Bible seemed hopeless, and my only solution would be to use non-sexist Bibles from an early age before these views become so deeply ingrained.

Following gender is a class devoted to oppression.  The idea behind explaining oppression to the men is to help them understand “the parallel between private individual violence and control of an individual, and public violence where a group of individuals controls another” (Outline of classes).  A central theme throughout all these classes is that everyone is created equal, but society creates artificial barriers and obstacles for people based on sex, appearance, race, socioeconomic status, and many other factors.  The batterers relate the issues talked about in general to domestic violence and tactics they have used.  They can then see that an equal balance of power between the sexes is destabilized only for artificial reasons, and that there is no justification for such an imbalance.  It is difficult for these men to give up the power that they are accustomed to in relationships, but what is impressed upon them is that it is not giving up power, but sharing power equally with a partner in order that both individuals have voices.  I noticed that non-whites in the group seemed to grasp this system faster.  When the men are resistant and say things such as “that is just the way society is, and so it can’t be wrong”, I heard Ed, a facilitator, give the example of slavery and ask the men if that was right.  For the African American men, the tone of the discussion changed very quickly and I was surprised at how willing they were to consider that society keeps women oppressed just it did with slaves.  The main obstacle to systemic change is that the people in power need to be willing to give up their position of control in order for the balance of power to become equal.

The next class is nonviolence planning, which from what I saw was the most practical of all the classes.  The class begins by asking the men to come up with alternatives way in which they can react to a volatile situation, without becoming abusive.  The goal is for the men to develop a nonviolence plan that they can implement at the first sign of conflict.  Many of the men have been abusive for their entire lives and thus are unable to change their habits overnight, but this class tries shows them that there are alternatives from past behavior that can be relearned.  The model that is used is referred to as ACE (Anticipate Create Evaluate).  In the Anticipate step, the men develop a list of warning signs that cue them into their thoughts.  These can include places where conflict occurs repeatedly, or physical sensations, or possibly past abusive behavior.  With Create, the focus is for the men come up with individualized strategies that they believe would work the best for them.  First, there can be no universal program that would work for all men, so they are forced to come up with their own approaches.  Also, on a subconscious level, by creating their own plan they are taking responsibility for their actions, as opposed to just following standard guidelines.  Finally,  in the Evaluate component, after the tension has dispersed, the men analyze if their nonviolence plan was successful or how it could be modified.  By incorporating ACE into their everyday lives, the men slowly begin to find alternatives to the behavior that put them in their present situation.

One of the next topics considered is feelings, which forces the men to turn their attention inward and discover what for so long society, as men, has told them not to look at.  RAVEN teaches that “feelings are neither good nor bad—they just are” (Raven training manual) and that it is the reactions to these feelings that is all-important.  Men learn that society tells them that to express any form of emotion is a sign of weakness and is feminine.  RAVEN also teaches the men about the idea of “funneling” emotions, by reducing complex, co-existing feelings to a single generic category.  For example, when asked how they are feeling, men will sometimes reply angry.  What is important to understand, however, is not the anger but rather what lies behind the anger.  The “funnel” takes jealously, disappointment, embarrassment, and other feelings and reduces them to a single emotion, anger.  As a result of this phenomenon, men are unable to deal with the feelings that arise in them because they have trouble identifying them.  Once men are able to understand their emotions and the reasons why they arise, they will be better equipped to learn to react to these situations in more positive ways.

The final topic discussed in class is on nonviolent parenting.  The reason why nonviolent parenting is extremely beneficial for these men is that, because of their abusive behavior with their partner, their children have undoubtedly felt the effects of abuse as well.  Many times the father is not just abusive to his partner but also to the children, and so RAVEN tries to instill behavior that is appropriate for the entire household to function without fear or intimidation.  This class goes over the needs of children, which include unconditional love, safety and security, encouragement, and finally providing a positive role model.  The most difficult part of this class is trying to teach the men ways to discipline a child other than yelling, spanking, or hitting, such as  time out.  These were most likely the tactics used by their fathers, and thus the men see these approaches as the only way to discipline their child.  RAVEN teaches alternatives for disciplining one’s child without using fear, intimidation, and control, thereby allowing the father to help his daughter or son learn to take responsibility, by understanding why something is wrong and not just being bullied into avoiding certain behaviors.

Review of Literature:


While reading the sparse information on the topic of batterers’ intervention programs, several central themes kept appearing.  This section will be devoted to the three main themes that were repeated over and over throughout the literature.  These include the most obvious question, do batterers’ intervention programs actually work, who batters, and finally, what is the best structure for batterers’ programs.

The question raised repeatedly in the literature is whether these programs actually 

make a difference or do they just allow the men to avoid a harsher prison system?  While it is difficult to measure “success” for these programs, I believe that the main goal of most programs is to stop the cycle of violence being perpetrated against women.  The first study I examined was that of Hamberger and Hastings (1989), which found that “seventy two percent of graduates and fifty three percent of dropouts had no repeated incidents at a one year follow up (452)”.  This study shows that there is a significant reduction of violence in men who complete the program.  The problem that arises is how to determine if these men are truly reporting violence honestly.  In an attempt to correct this problem, this study also looked at police records and sent letters to the current partner of the abuser.  While it is difficult to determine if these numbers are exact, it does appear that there is still a disparity between those who graduate from a domestic violence program and those who fail to complete the program.  Another study by DeMaris and Jackson (1987) studying this population “found that voluntary participants showed a greater reduction in violent behavior than did court ordered participants” (463). 

  While both of these studies show that batterers’ programs do work, they do not address the problematic reality that a majority of the men in treatment are both court ordered and drop out of the program.  Thus to answer this question of do these programs work is quite difficult.  It can be stated that the men who complete the program, especially those who entered voluntarily, will be less likely to batter.  On the other hand, most men do not participate voluntarily and only a small percentage of the participants make it through to completion.  Thus it becomes difficult to accurately judge the outcome of the programs (67).


Another theme that is central in the literature is identifying the typical profile of a man who batters.  While it is impossible to present a neat, tidy picture of a batterer, what follows is a summary based on my reading of the literature.  First, “the majority of men are colored, heterosexual men”.  Further, most batterers appear to be “younger men in their late twenties to early thirties who are underemployed laborers, often with drinking problems, prior arrests records, and personality problems” (Eisikovits and Edleson, 1989).  These conclusions were gathered by a multi-site survey conducted throughout the United States.  Many other studies have confirmed the basic findings of this study, including Tolman and Bennett (1990), and Holtzworth-Munro and Stuart (1994).  From all of these studies it would be easy to form an image of the typical batterer.  However, it is important to note that, while the majority of batterers do fit the description above, domestic violence transcends race, class, gender, alcohol abuse or any other category.  These categories may be able to create a typical perpetrator image, but one must keep in mind that anyone can batter and thus it is a problem of society that is larger than any single group.


The final theme discussed in the literature is what is the most effective structure for a batterers’ intervention program.  After reviewing the literature, I found a web site that described the main ideas and practices that have proven the most successful in formulating domestic batterers programs.  The programs that work the best are a minimum of 16-34 weeks in duration, at a minimum of 2 hours or more per session.  Before the actual counseling begins, the men should first come into the program for an individual intake process to assess them for chemical or drug abuse, threat to current partner, and finally appropriateness for the program.  The actual program will differ based on the type of ideology endorsed by the group implementing the program (as discussed above).  Finally, after the program is completed, it is best if there is some type of after-care, which could consist of group meetings on a regular basis to maintain the skills learned in group.
  

Personal Conclusion:


After reviewing the literature and through my personal experience interning at RAVEN, I have come to a rather odd conclusion about the effectiveness of domestic batterers programs.  I believe that the programs themselves work, but that they are not structured to work for the majority of men enrolled.  In other words, their structure does not really take into consideration the large proportion of court-ordered referrals and high drop-out rates, both of which are associated with decreased success. While it is understandable that the men do not want to attend the meetings, there must be a better way of increasing the percentage of men who graduate from the programs.  I became disillusioned working with many men whom I knew would never complete the program.  This looming problem made participation seem like a waste of my time and theirs.  But on the other hand, I could also see that there were a few men who were motivated to finish the program and who were profiting significantly from its training.  I formed the conclusion that batterers’ intervention programs are a highly effective product, but only if delivered to the right clientele in the right manner.  For this to happen, such programs will have to develop strategies to significantly increase potential clients’ motivation to participate, as well as offer meaningful incentives to overcome whatever barriers exist to program completion.  Once these issues are addressed, batterers’ intervention programs will be effective in the truest sense of the word.   
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