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Topic: Working with abusive men who present as victims of abuse

-The question is not whether they are victims
.  The working assumption in this discussion is that these men are, indeed, abusive.  The
question is how to work with abusive men who present as victims.

-
A sense of victimization can spread like wildfire among group members once the issue is
raised, particularly in lower functioning groups.  Trying to address the concerns of men
who are struggling with abusive behavior from a partner can be difficult in these groups
because so many other men want to turn that into victim blaming.  
 
-One way of defusing this is to characterize the problems and abusive behavior in the
relationship as being distributed between the two people.  So when a man starts
complaining about his partner and her abusive behavior, he can be challenged to focus on
“his percentage” of the problem.  Whether he is responsible for 100% of the abusive
behavior or 10%, that is where he should be focusing, since that is the only part he has
any control over.  The basic structure should be that nobody is perfect.  Providers should
ask the clients 'who are we focusing on and who can you control?'  
 
-Get them to rethink things.  It can be helpful to do a drama and get men to do the
women’s part and discuss the feelings of the women’s role.  There are some of these role-
plays available from Kivel.

-This is
more easily dealt with in established open groups where at least some of the more senior
members are fairly accountable.  Clients who have been in the program have dealt with
taking responsibility and the new clients learn that group norm is to accept that.  Clients
can ask other clients ‘is that really going to get you what you want out of this group?’
 There was a client who was into male privilege and was going on about their partner.
 Another client said to him ‘you are here to work on yourself and are you big enough to
stand in the wind for a while and what wind are you creating?  If you back off, you will
find out she will’.  Some clients are able to see it in terms of not adding to the wind, but
this only works with some clients.  

-Alan Jenkins uses wind and providers can ask clients ‘are you strong enough to stand up
against this?’  Most clients respond yes.
Another line used by a provider is ‘I’m asking for your courage to look at your own
stuff’.  



-Sometimes
role-playing the victim’s experience, where he puts himself in her shoes is helpful and
can challenge him to rethink his characterization of her responses.
 
-The recurring theme is to get men to focus on their behavior and the other person’s
experience, rather than the other way around.  

-In Hispanic groups does it work?  Yes, it’s not useful all the time, but at times it feels
right and it gets clients to think about different positions.

-
It is natural and logical for abusive men to view themselves as the victim at times.  They
view the world as being rooted in “power over”, in which one is either in the dominant or
submissive position.  In her book, “The Verbally Abusive Relationship”, Patricia Evans
calls this view “Reality 1”.  In this world view there are two slots—one up or one down.
 Abusive men tend to see themselves as alternating between the two slots, which leads to
a sense of victimization. In “Reality 2” there is an emphasis on personal power, in which
there is a focus on internal responsibility and power and the world is not divided up into
winners/losers, nor are others viewed this way.  Many victims of abuse, as well as others
who are nonabusive tend to have this worldview.  The goal is to move men from Reality
1 to Reality 2.  For women the focus is not to be a victim but a survivor, which is moving
her from Reality 1 to Reality 2.
-
Genuine nonabusive male victims do occasionally show up in groups.  Typically they are
cooperative and rarely self-identify as victims.  They usually approach the group with a
positive attitude and often report finding the group to be a positive experience.  Note how
different this is from abusive men who present as victims.  Even if a man is a victim he
can still look at his actions, what he does and be clear about the choices he has.
-
Many of the men also view themselves as having been victimized by the system as well.
 This is perhaps most common among men on deferred sentencing where there hasn’t
been as extensive a court proceeding. They may have pleaded guilty to things that they
don’t feel they did.  This is also typical among men on probation, since many agreed to a
plea bargain rather than go to trial.  Providers should acknowledge that the system is not
always perfect but then redirect the man to focus on what he did to get himself there in
the first place. While the client is in intervention ask ‘what can he do?’  Down the line the
men start to acknowledge that they have issues that they need to deal with.  To try to keep
this topic from becoming an extended tirade by group members against the system,
 providers should acknowledge that the system is not perfect but not spend much time on
it.

-
Another avoidance tactic some men use is to focus only on the injustice of the arresting
incident, while not mentioning or discussing other past acts of abusive behavior.  In the
situations where there were some mistakes or misperceptions with the arrest, more
 accountable clients may dispute the arrest, but will acknowledge a more extensive
history of abusive behavior.

-
When men start describing an incident in which their partners became abusive, have them
“rewind the tape” and elaborate further on what might have led up to her abusive
behavior in the first place.  Men often start the story part of the way through it, leaving
out their role in the altercation.  Have them back up the story “five frames” or five
minutes or five years.  How did they contribute to the dance?  It is important to keep the
focus on their part.  Some clients cannot even do that.  Some are blind to what might have



led up to the situation.  Patricia  Evans has a list in Chapter 5 about verbal abuse and the
long term effects of it.  This chapter begins to help men back up the tape and see what led
her into the behavior.  But, it takes clients time to do this and is hard for many clients to
do.

-It is also effective to back up a long time and
look at the larger history and historical context of the relationship.  From this perspective
what may have initially seemed “crazy” or abusive on the woman’s part seems much
more logical and reasonable than first presented.  
 
-Another intervention is to have the man view his partner as someone he loves and cares
for, or, at least, did at one time.  Emphasize that he was the one who chose to be with her.
  Ask ‘what did you like about her in the beginning?’  Try to get to the pattern that these
men have.  It helps with what men need to learn about themselves.  It touches on internal
motivation by asking what the man wants.  When a client has had serial monogamy ask
him what he likes about his partner, what bugged him and what were the flags that
something might happen.  This increases his awareness that he is making choices.
 Clients who get involved with many women should look at their lack of intimacy and
what is protecting them from.  

-Providers should
be careful not to do too much immediate confrontation with new clients.  New members
tend to be more anxious, guarded, and most fully in the victim stance.  Many times, as the
man becomes less anxious and more familiar with the group process and program
expectations, the victim stance fades without the need for a lot of direct confrontation of
it.  

-One group member confronted the other and said ‘I know you feel
 
like a victim, but I realize my actions counted and I could have avoided the situation.’
 This validated the man’s feelings.  

-Many men
don’t realize how much they’ve moved out of the victim stance until they see new
members voice that perspective, which they then can challenge. 

-There are 2 kinds of accountability
.  The first, of course, is that a person is 100% responsible for his abusive behavior—it is
always his choice.  The second type of accountability is that he is responsible for his
emotional state and well-being.  One metaphorical example is:  it may be the rain that
gets you wet, but if you go out without an umbrella, then whose fault is it that you got
wet?   Ask the client ‘what are you going to do about the situation?’  We also need to give
men “umbrellas”—help them to identify alternatives to abuse and other tools they can
use.  Part of that is also raising their awareness that there ARE alternatives.  If you don’t
know that there is an umbrella, you won’t be looking for any.  Intervention is not just
resocializing, but socializing.   But before using an umbrella, the men first have to realize
that it is raining—in other words, they need to become more self-aware of their feelings,
experiences, and behaviors.  Many men are emotionally disconnected.  The men are
dealing with stress that they are unaware of, but it is still there and they are reacting to it.
 Part of this process is also labeling power and control issues as we see them.  We are
more likely to see them than the men and need to flag them when we do.

-The reality is that we are empowering these men.  The victim role is a very powerless
role and we are giving them tools.  Providers can cut through denial by showing the
clients that they are giving away their power by presenting as a victim.  Many men feel
powerless and will talk about becoming empowered during intervention.  As these men
feel more empowered, personally empowered, there is no longer a need to over power or



feel more empowered, personally empowered, there is no longer a need to over power or
take power from others.

-There should be a concern about pushing the line between self awareness and making
clients better at noticing and using power over. Some metaphors can be dangerous that
way.
There needs to be a heavy emphasis on shift and moving out of power over.  Without an
underlying attitudinal shift, any tools or skills taught can be used to be more controlling.

-Look at outside factors and the client’s reaction.  Try to get the clients to look at their
inside.  Using martial arts as an example can be beneficial by showing that the experts are
very calm and the mind leads the body.  Both things happen at the same time.

-Is the belief changing the behavior or is the behavior changing the beliefs?  Providers
need to do both. The
a group is the only place for some group members to talk and learn from other men.
 
-Any changes men make can be hard to sustain, since they will be returning to an
environment that typically supports, to some extent, their old ways of thinking.  They
may also have limited social support.  That’s why groups need to be long term, to help
cement such changes.  Aftercare needs also need to be addressed.  The addictions field
faces this same struggle, but is farther along in addressing it.  Looking at what they have
done to address those concerns could be helpful. One provider requires clients to go to
AA or Alanon.  Men who complete batterer intervention can go to these meetings and it
is not saying that they have an alcohol problem, but it is a place to talk about feelings and
get support.  If providers educate clients about these meetings, they know a place to go to
talk about feelings and it is confidential.

-When focusing on moving into a personal power space, they are going against the grain
and upstream.  Providers should point out that this is a strong and courageous thing.  Put
the seed in their mind that they are doing something different.  In groups providers should
talk about what being tough is and ask ‘is it harder to talk about feelings or not?’

-When clients are fresh out of jail, I show a video that talks about men who are “me too
fools”.  
Those are men who tend to jump on the bandwagon of victimization and can help keep
themselves and others stuck.  This can get clients to want to do their own thing.

-
The men’s partners are going through their own recovery process.  Providers should
educate men who are still with their partners about the women’s process. Educate men on
the victim recovery process that can include intense anger, renewed independence, etc.
 Men can be confused by these things, but look at how it fits into her recovery process.
 One provider has a hand-out that describes common behaviors in women who are in the
midst of recovering from his abuse.  Both men and women have reported finding the
hand-out helpful and informative. It is often accompanied by a lecture as well as
answering the men’s questions.  This helps men to see that their partners often are not
trying to do a power play with them, but simply pursuing their own recovery process.  If
interested in a copy of this handout (“Helping abusive men understand the victim
recovery process”), contact or email Chris Huffine.

-
How do you work with abusive men who do appear to be in a relationship with an
abusive partner?  Jacobson, et al did a book on marital therapy (for the general
population), and it can get clients to identify if their partner’s behavior is something that
will change or not.  What can you do to support or help that change or is it not going to
change?  Is this so important to leave a relationship or is there a way you can deal with



change?  Is this so important to leave a relationship or is there a way you can deal with
this?  It is about making choices and identifying that it is their choice whether they
remain in the relationship and they need to take responsibility for whatever choice they
make. Instead of looking at pros, the client should look at what they can’t live with.
 What can they do with those things?  Move him from a victim place to an empowered
place.  Rather than viewing it as things done to him, shift to realizing he chooses to let
those things happen to him.  Ask clients what they need to do to take care of themselves.

-Another symptom that the man is in a victim space is when he is holding resentments.
 Resentments are quite negative and toxic.  It is important that resentments are addressed
and worked through. The difficulty is backing up and asking what are we responsible for.
 This is hard to do when grieving.

-Get clients to identify how they can be hurt and have integrity.  Work on how to deal
with a person who they believed wronged them, while having integrity and without
striking back.  We need to ask what do you do if someone hits you in the mouth?  If you
hit them back, what happens next?  What happened before the hit?  A key concept is
externalization and the need to take it out on someone.  It is about power over and not
justice, but about unloading.  Often the motivation is not justice, but to feel better.  One
example of this is when younger African-American men respond to racist behaviors by
becoming abusive back.  While they may immediately feel better, that the scales of
justice have been balanced, it’s an illusion since their abusive behavior has only fooled
them into thinking they have made an impact on racism, when, in fact, they have not.  
It is also about protection and the illusion of being protected.  1) Pay attention to self 2)
wait to get hit and then hit back harder, gives the idea that you won’t get hit again.  This
shows that if someone hits you, hit back harder.
 The allure of violence and control is that it works in the short term.  We should take
away power by unifying, but this is much more difficult.


