
Tri-County Batterer Intervention Provider Network Meeting Minutes February 12, 2019 
Present:  Chris Huffine (Allies in Change), Nanci Jarrard (VOA Home Free/Safe Start), 
Guruseva Mason (Safety First), Regina Holmes (ARMS), Jacquie Pancoast (Eastside Concern), 
Linda Castaneda (Castaneda Counseling), Matt Johnston (Domestic Violence Safe Dialogue), 
Jessica Harvey (Allies in Change), Krystal Duff (Bridges 2 Safety), Marci Nelson (Washington 
County Community Corrections), Carrie Kirkpatrick (Multnomah County Adult Community 
Justice), Steven Padilla (Multnomah County Adult Community Justice) 

Minutes by Jessica Harvey, edited by Chris Huffine 

Discussion Topic: Key Aspects of Group Work with Abusive Men 
Agencies around the country have diverse ways in which they treat domestic violence 
perpetrators. However, there seem to be some core aspects that are a part of most programs and 
methods that most people agree are a necessary part of this work, regardless of which specific 
curriculum/orientation they make use of.  What are these key aspects of the group work?   

Accountability: Accountability can be defined in several ways but the consensus is that it 
involves the men in the group taking responsibility for their own behavior instead of blaming 
circumstances such as their partner’s behavior, alcohol, drug use, or traumatic upbringing. Some 
programs due use the term “holding someone accountable” to mean punishing them for a 
behavior, therefore, including a definition for the group members may be helpful. It also involves 
the group facilitators being accountable for their own behaviors and a way to mirror what 
accountability looks like. Getting to this level of accountability involves educating the group 
members in several areas including but not limited to what is considered unhealthy and abusive, 
what role their verbal and nonverbal actions play in the problems of their relationships, and that 
they give themselves permission to be abusive. As victim stance and victim blaming decrease, 
the amount of accountability tends to increase. Though many programs discuss both historical 
and present-day accountability with their groups, programs vary in which type of accountability 
is the focus. Also, making note of actual behavior change via skill building and recognition of 
core beliefs that prove accountability instead of only saying the words that sound like 
accountability. Facilitators can look for group members who take responsibility not just for their 
abusive behaviors, but for all of their behaviors.  Some programs extend the concept of 
accountability to apply to not only abusive behavior, but all behavior and even more general self-
management.  In this type of accountability, one is responsible for all of their choices as well as 
how they choose to respond to the things that happen to them. 

Addressing Ignorance: It is common for abusive partners to have a limited understanding of a 
variety of concepts, separate from their applicability in their own lives.  These include what is 
abusive, what is controlling, the underlying beliefs that lead them to choose to be abusive and 
controlling, and the impact of their abusive behavior on others, among other things.  Therefore, a 



part of the group work is providing concrete education to increase awareness and understanding 
in each of these areas so that they can then see to what extent they are personally relevant for 
them. Facilitators can accomplish this through education and using Motivational Interviewing 
techniques, such as pointing out discrepancies between the words and actions of the individual. 
One good facilitation skill is providing information about stereotypes and prejudices apparent in 
the group and in society while still encouraging the group members to express what is true for 
them instead of only what they believe someone wants to hear. Identify the various social beliefs 
that encourage ignorance in men. 

Empathy Building: Another very common quality among abusive partners is limited empathy 
towards their victims.  While this can be true across the board, for many abusive partners this 
limited empathy primarily applies to those closest to them—their partner and children.  
Therefore, an important part of the change process is increasing abusive partner’s empathy.  
There are subtle ways that facilitators can raise empathy when group members first join, such as 
having them use their victim’s name. By using someone’s name, the facilitator is forcing the 
group member to acknowledge that it is a human being they abused. Unfortunately, part of the 
culture of masculinity is to not be empathic and to objectify other human beings. Discuss with 
the group not just how the individual is affected but how others are affected by their actions as 
well. Facilitators can also teach the group members how to create empathy in their children, 
which can help increase the group member’s empathy. Encourage the group members to imagine 
how their victim might have felt, but remind them that unless they ask and are told by the victim, 
they do not know what was actually felt. Increase awareness about the types of people who are 
different than them, and show them that it is okay for others to be different. 

Another important part of empathy building is helping the men become more aware of their own 
emotional and physical states.  How can they have empathy and understanding for another if they 
don’t have that for themselves?  Self-compassion is a more recent concept that some programs 
are making more use of as well to help increase empathy.   

Core Beliefs: The beliefs a person has are like roots and their thoughts are like flowers, 
therefore, if you want to change the beliefs that contribute to men giving themselves permission 
to be abusive, then identifying and changing their core beliefs is a vital part of therapy. Only 
focusing on thoughts and behaviors is a temporary fix to the problems of abuse and control. 
Because the law only focuses on behavior change and not belief change, people can be fooled by 
the behavior change of an individual. A good way to see if there is true belief change is how the 
person reacts to an unexpected situation. It can be challenging to put a name to beliefs because 
they are in the background and not necessarily something we acknowledge out loud. Some 
examples of harmful beliefs are “she is against me,” “it’s my way or the highway,” and “there is 
a right way and a wrong way.” This part of the work involves introspection by the client, 
therefore, it is important that group is a safe space for individuals to be internally focused. It can 



be a special challenge attempting to change the beliefs in personality disordered clients.  Core 
belief change often happens slowly and only over many months, although occasionally there are 
abusive partners who can do this surprisingly quickly.  Until their core beliefs change there is 
much greater risk that abusive partners will use the skills and tools that they are learning in 
abusive and controlling ways, even though they weren’t intended to be used that way. 

Confrontation: Confrontation is both an art and a skill. The facilitator needs to be practiced in 
how to confront effectively and when to confront, as well as, be comfortable when confrontation 
happens. Part of the art of facilitating is getting the group members to confront each other. Men 
who are also in 12-step programs can also be helpful due to the nature of those programs. It is 
also important to confront in a nonjudgmental manner. Use respectful confrontation instead of 
accusations and meet the group member where they are. Pacing of confrontation can also be 
important. It is difficult and clunky and off-putting for group members when every incorrect 
belief or behavior is confronted right at the beginning. However, some programs insist that not 
confronting something problematic when it is brought up is collusion. Collusion reinforces and 
supports bad behaviors.  On the other hand, confrontation that is too strong or relentless can 
create quick but artificial and superficial change.  

Modeling: Not all programs agree that modeling is important. Some are very strict in how they 
present material and run their groups. Others encourage facilitators to model integrity, 
consistency, accountability, and respect. There also are different ideas about fairness: is it treating 
everyone the same or treating everyone where they are personally. This can complicate modeling 
because the group members may not understand why there is a difference or why they are not 
getting a break.  Most programs would agree that they seek to model respect and non-abusive/
non-controlling behavior, even if that is not always the case.   

Denial: It is important to address denial because the men will arrive not being honest with 
themselves and in order to effectively treat them, they have to be in a place of truthfulness. There 
is widespread agreement that nearly everyone has some level of denial when they arrive—in 
other words, they are not fully honest with themselves or others about the abusive and 
controlling behavior they have done and how it has affected others.  Many are also in denial that 
it is a significant problem for them or that anything needs to be different.  An early part of the 
group work is addressing and reducing the denial in participants.  Confrontation is an important 
part of this process.  But, like confrontation, the process of facilitators helping to reduce denial is 
partly intuitive and not easily manualized.   

Amends: Amends and restitution are a part of complete accountability.  It’s not enough to just 
stop being abusive and controlling or to acknowledge the damage those behaviors have caused, 
how is the damage repaired?  There needs to be restitution and restoration.  While amends is 
talked about and practiced in the Twelve Steps, as defined within these groups it is a more 



profound and on-going process that may never be fully finished.  Repair typically applies to 
more immediate amends and accountability for abuse and control that has been more recently 
done.  That doesn’t address the cumulative damage and destruction done by recurring patterns of 
abuse and control.  Accountable acknowledgment is one aspect of amends, but that alone is 
rarely adequate.  It is also important to be mindful of the target when making amends and what 
they, in particular, want and need to feel fully restored.   True amends can’t be made until there 
has been true change.   

Feminist Analysis/Toxic Masculinity: There is less consensus around this topic between 
programs than on the previously mentioned topics, but social roles are important to bring up in 
the group.  Most programs agree that the messages that boys and men get about what it means to 
“be a man” play a significant role in their development and contribute significantly to their 
patterns of abuse and control.  Most agree that the majority of those doing violence in the world 
are male and that gender socialization plays a significant role in that.  Whether they explicitly 
describe themselves as feminist, any talk of gender socialization is rooted in feminism.  In 
addition, the whole domestic violence field is rooted in/originates from feminist movements 
around the world and this is reflected in many conceptualizations of domestic violence.   

Shame: While there are a few providers who do not address shame, most think shame is another 
significant barrier to change which helps perpetuate domestic violence.  Many agree that shame 
contributes to denial and resistance to change.  Shame can also block receptivity to the 
information being provided in group.  Part of facilitating true change is reducing shame.  
Different programs use different words to describe shame and definitions vary a little.  There is 
general agreement, though, that abusive partners need to be seen as human beings who have 
done abusive behavior and not be solely defined by this one set of actions.  There is agreement 
that accountability and change can occur without having to be shamed.   

Support System and Self-Care: Many group members come in isolated from a support system 
and have very poor self-care skills. Many men are ignorant of what is going on in their bodies, so 
increasing awareness of self-talk, physical warning signs, and behavioral warning signs can help 
the men determine what they need.  Most programs work at helping the men broaden their 
emotional support system beyond their partner.  Most programs also work with the men on how 
they can take better care of themselves and manage themselves more appropriately.   

Skill Building/Behavior Change:  Everyone agrees that one goal is to stop the actual abusive 
and controlling behavior and to identify non-abusive and non-controlling behaviors to replace 
them.  Programs vary somewhat to what extent skill building should be a primary or secondary 
focus.  Some heavily focus on behavior while others place a much heavier focus on addressing 
underlying beliefs with the presumption that as the beliefs change the behaviors will naturally 



follow.  Many use a combination of both.  Virtually all programs do some teaching of skills and 
have at least some focus on concrete behaviors—both negative and positive ones. 

There were a few other points made that were not fully discussed.  Other topics brought up are 
discussing entitlement and privilege and incorporating mindfulness techniques, although these 
seem to have less widespread consensus/practice. Criminogenic factors were mentioned, 
although many programs still do not focus much on them.  It is also important to remember that 
while these are the issues of greatest concern to probation officers, they are not the only 
important factors in abuse and control of a family and can actually be low in many men who are 
abusive.  Collaboration between the probation or parole officer and the facilitator can increase 
the effectiveness of the treatment and most providers would agree with and practice this.  Some 
providers agree that they are striving to promote lifelong change, not just change during 
involvement in the program.   


