
http://prb.sagepub.com

Probation Journal 

DOI: 10.1177/0264550508090272 
 2008; 55; 139 Probation Journal

David Morran 
 working in domestic violence offender programmes

Firing up and burning out: The personal and professional impact of

http://prb.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/55/2/139
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published by:

http://www.sagepublications.com

 On behalf of:

 The Trade Union and Professional Association for Family Court and Probation Staff

 can be found at:Probation Journal Additional services and information for 

 http://prb.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://prb.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 

 http://www.sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 

 http://prb.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/55/2/139 Citations

 by Books Editorial on March 11, 2009 http://prb.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://www.napo.org.uk
http://prb.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://prb.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
http://prb.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/55/2/139
http://prb.sagepub.com


Firing up and burning out: The personal and
professional impact of working in domestic
violence offender programmes

David Morran, University of Stirling

Abstract The term vicarious or secondary trauma describes the negative impact
on professionals’ emotions resulting from painful experiences in their practice. This
study of practitioners involved in UK probation programmes for domestic violence
perpetrators suggests that the emotional consequences are considerable and may
differ for male and female practitioners, with potential implications for the nature
of their relationships and intervention with men on such programmes. The study
also concludes that current training is based on a knowledge base which may be
outmoded, and that ongoing support from management and colleagues for staff
engaged in this work is insufficient and may be preoccupied with managerial
concerns to the neglect of professional practice.

Keywords domestic violence, perpetrator, probation, programme, vicarious/
secondary trauma

Introduction

Since the 1990s a body of research has emerged which explores the adverse effects
on health and social service professionals of being exposed to emotionally painful
material in their work. Most of this research has focused on those dealing with
victims of traumatic experiences (McCann and Pearlman, 1990, 1991; Pearlman
and MacIan, 1995; Pearlman and Saakvitne, 1995; Schauben and Frazier, 1995).
From these studies the term ‘vicarious’ or ‘secondary trauma’ has been coined to
describe a range of symptoms which impact negatively on professionals’ emotions
and core beliefs about themselves, their relationships with others and the nature
of the world in general. These include disruptions to feelings of intimacy and trust,
self-esteem, safety, autonomy and personal agency, as well as debilitating intru-
sions such as flashbacks or lingering preoccupations with the painful experiences
of others.
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Research on practitioners who work with people whose behaviour might cause
trauma for others has remained relatively unexplored, although attention has
recently been paid to work with sexual abusers (Baird and Jenkins, 2003; Petrillo,
2007; Way et al., 2004). As far as domestic violence offender perpetrator work
is concerned, only one study, conducted in Western Australia, has presently been
published (Iliffe and Steed, 2000). Given the rapid development of domestic
violence perpetrator work within the Probation Service over the past decade,
however, and difficulties encountered in recruiting and retaining sufficient staff
(particularly men) to respond to this growth, it seems appropriate to explore the
personal and professional impact on probation officers and others engaged in
this demanding work.

For several years the National Practitioners Network comprising probation officers,
voluntary project workers, psychotherapists and others working with perpetrators
and victims of domestic violence, has met regularly to compare and develop
practice. Workers have used these events to explore, usually in gender specific
groups, the personal effects of working with men. The following study emerged
from these informal reflections. While this has recently evolved into a series of
ongoing qualitative interviews some findings from the initial phase of the research
are discussed in the following.

Methodology

A questionnaire was distributed at a practitioners’ network meeting in autumn 2006
and subsequently circulated online to members of the Respect1 network. Aimed at
professionals working in domestic violence perpetrator programmes, it asked
about their experiences of engaging with domestic violence offenders (compared
to other offending groups), the quality of the training received prior to this work
and the support and supervision available thereafter. Other areas explored
included the challenges and rewards of working in this field, the coping strategies
workers employed in doing so and their willingness to continue doing such work.
(Though not discussed here practitioners’ views were sought about feedback they
received from men’s partners and how they assessed the effectiveness of their
work.) They were also asked to describe the personal impact of undertaking such
work with men, how it affected their feelings about men in general, about relation-
ships between men and women, and their own relationships in particular.

Thirty practitioners responded – sixteen probation officers and fourteen from
psychotherapy, social work, and women’s support work – all experienced in domestic
violence programme work. The probation officers worked mostly in court mandated
programmes, the others largely with non-court-mandated men. Probation officers
and voluntary programme workers averaged just over four years’ experience of
programme work. Two probation officers had between eight and ten years’ experi-
ence, and two voluntary workers over sixteen years’ experience. The sample ranged
in age from 26 to 59 years. All were white and, with the exception of two Irish
respondents, were of British origin which unfortunately precluded the experiences
of black and minority ethnic practitioners. Twelve of the probation officers and
eight voluntary programme workers were women.
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Previous involvement in domestic violence related work differed between volun-
tary programme workers and probation officers. The former had more experience
of working with women and children affected by violence. Four women counsellors,
for example, had come to work with men having worked previously with survivors.
While probation officers had often supervised men where violence was present or
suspected, their experience of working directly with men on the issue of their
domestic violence was substantially related to the development of group-work
programmes in the mid-1990s.

Training for programme work

Most of the sample had undertaken three to four days’ training on perpetrator
programme work, although the recent implementation of the Home Office accred-
ited Integrated Domestic Abuse Programme (IDAP) meant that for some probation
officers this had increased to five days. Three who had completed this training
concluded that it was minimal, – ‘training gives you an overview, but the subtleties
of the work and how each person’s needs are different cannot be covered by
training – not before you actually start doing the work anyway’. There was also a
concern that training could focus more on the technical aspects of programme
delivery than on ‘establishing meaningful workable relationships with clients’, and
that not enough time had been allotted to the impact of actually working with
domestic violence offenders, an omission also evident in Iliffe and Steed’s (2000)
study on domestic violence perpetrator programme workers.

Voluntary programme workers’ pre-programme training was extremely diverse.
It included periods of volunteering or working in other domestic violence related
agencies (e.g. Women’s Aid), of group work, and of training or study in relation
to gender issues. Almost half came from backgrounds in psychotherapeutic coun-
selling, which provided considerable experience of working with personal and
relationship problems, but left substantial gaps in knowledge of the dynamics of
working with domestic violence and men who were violent.

Had I only had my training as a psychodynamic psychotherapist I would have
been a danger to abused women. There was no mention of domestic violence –
other than from me – and the approach taken with violent men was collusive. 
The probation training deepened my capacity to look for and read patterns of
behaviour in the men. I was given specific skills to avoid colluding. (Probation
Officer/psychotherapist)

This comment from someone who had worked in both statutory and voluntary sectors
(and who developed his practice by moonlighting in a voluntary programme),
illustrates the need for training to incorporate not just the knowledge base of the
structured, (pro-feminist) cognitive behavioural group-work programmes increas-
ingly embraced by probation, but also those more holistic, person-centred, social-
work oriented approaches, increasingly marginalized in probation practice over the
past decade (see Smith, 2004).

Both probation and voluntary sectors have recognized the importance of develop-
ing practice which is evidence-based, informed by the (still contested) findings of
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evaluative and other studies into effective interventions with domestic violence
perpetrators. This is reflected in the implementation of the accredited IDAP and
CDVP programmes, by the Statement of Principles and Standards developed by
practitioners affiliated to Respect (Respect, 2004) and indeed by Respect recently
becoming an accreditation agent of best (non-probation) practice in its own right.

The Probation Service has however been criticized previously (Gorman, 2001;
Mair, 2004; Shaw and Hannah-Moffatt, 2004), for being preoccupied with the
roll-out of somewhat standardized approaches to programme implementation.
While the IDAP Programme, rolled-out in 2005, is aimed at providing a clear
model of practice for domestic violence offenders, based on a sound (pro-feminist)
theoretical framework underpinned by research, the comments of some of this
sample – about training and monitoring focusing more on the technicalities of
programmes, and less on a more holistic engagement with the domestic violence
offender – are worrying.

The consistent findings from the emerging ‘who works’ literature, for example,
emphasizing the importance of relationship skills in motivating change in offend-
ing clients (Barry, 2000; Burnett and McNeill, 2005; McIvor, 2004; McNeill, 2002;
Rex, 1999; Trotter, 1999, 2000), point clearly to the need for workers to be confi-
dent, skilled and able to venture beyond the boundaries of a cognitive behavioural
curriculum in order to engage more effectively with the complex lives of clients.
Similarly, studies into the assumed commonalities of domestic violence offenders
which underpinned the development of earlier pro-feminist programmes (which in
turn underpinned IDAP) have increasingly questioned the concept of a prototypical
perpetrator. Instead it is suggested that there may be particular characteristics or
sub-types of such offenders (e.g. men who are generally violent, ‘family only’
violent, or who are exceptionally dependent) (see Gilchrist et al., 2003; Holtzworth-
Munroe and Stuart, 1994), for whom interventions have to be specifically tailored.

Findings such as these all suggest that probation officers’ comprehension of
why and how some men are violent in relationships, of how to intervene, and of
the processes by which they may eventually desist from such behaviour, requires
them to feel prepared and able to work at depth, with need as well as risk, and
with underlying problems as well as presenting behaviour.

Support needs

Almost as much of a concern for probation officers as training was the quality of
the support and supervision they received thereafter, a finding consistent with similar
studies (Iliffe and Steed, 2000; Way et al., 2004). Labouring under the initial impact
of men’s programme work and frequently experiencing a simultaneous loss of
confidence, probation officers wanted this work to be valued and supported by
their colleagues and managers. This was also a notable finding of a recent article
in this journal on the experiences of female probation officers working with violent
and sexual offenders (see Petrillo, 2007).

While most officers were ‘reasonably satisfied’ with support from management
and colleagues, a third felt ‘unsatisfied’ or ‘unsupported’ in working with domestic
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violence perpetrators. Where managers were simply uninformed about the nature
of men’s programmes this was broadly acceptable and could be resolved. In three
instances, though, where management seemed uninterested, unsympathetic to
perpetrator work, or as Petrillo (2007) has also observed, preoccupied with targets,
consequences for workers were disabling, damaging to their esteem and on their
ability to work confidently and effectively.

One noted that ‘probation management say all the right things but show no
real interest or commitment to the process of supporting staff in doing this work,
or of understanding the impact it has on the energy and emotions of workers.’
Another, whose manager was sceptical about perpetrator programmes, felt person-
ally isolated and professionally obstructed. Finding time to prepare properly for
group work had been ‘a nightmare. . . . I’m afraid to say the probation service
does not support me. I have had no supervision in the last eight months.’ Oppor-
tunities for debriefing and offloading personal feelings, so crucial in minimizing
the negative impact of stressful emotional work (Wollman, 1993), were not avail-
able for more than two-thirds of the entire sample.

Feeling isolated

Concerns about training and support were reinforced by the fact that (as with Iliffe
and Steed’s 2000 study), a large proportion of the sample felt isolated working
in this comparatively innovative area. This occurred irrespective of setting; the
comment of the counsellor in a small voluntary organization, ‘stuck out there on
my own . . . [experiencing] . . . a lack of support, or approval and validation from
other agencies for the value of the work we do . . .’, was echoed by one probation
officer’s observation that, ‘while my authority has supposedly bought into all this,
I have real difficulties convincing colleagues and others that domestic abuse
should be taken seriously’.

Impact on self

McCann and Pearlman (1990, 1991) had concluded that professionals working
with child abuse victims sustained disruption to their beliefs and emotions in seven
core areas: frame of reference, safety, trust/dependency, esteem, independence,
power and intimacy. Iliffe and Steed (2000) encountered similar disruptions among
domestic violence professionals working both with perpetrators and victims/
survivors. The principal concern of the present study was to explore with those
engaged in this innovative practice the personal consequences of working with men
who perpetrated violence against women. As previously indicated, practitioners
were asked how this had impacted upon them emotionally, its effects on their views
about ‘men in general’, their perceptions of themselves as men and women and
on whether this had influenced their views about personal intimate relationships,
including their own relationships.
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For most probation officers, working directly with men who were violent had
engaged them emotionally unlike any other of their experiences with offending
clients (see also Iliffe and Steed, 2000; Morran, 2005, 2006). One recounted,
‘each week I dread the group from when I wake up – and yet, when I drive home
afterwards I realize that it’s where I’m best challenged and derive most satisfaction
as a worker. I must be mad!’ The work ‘stretched’ them more. ‘This is more
intense, it uses up more emotional energy. I think about it more between sessions.
It is also more satisfying, more meaningful, more real.’ The ‘sheer uphill slog’ of
engaging with men’s resistant, challenging and sometimes hostile behaviour in
the groups, while ‘completely draining’, kept workers ‘enormously focused’.

Several compared their experiences of domestic violence perpetrators to other
service users, particularly sex offenders.

I personally find working with men who use violence in their relationships more
challenging than working with sex offenders, which . . . may be to do with the
negative attitudes towards women and levels of minimization, denial and blame
. . . lots of men in the groups. . . . do not really accept responsibility for controlling
behaviour and therefore minimize their past and current behaviours towards their
partners.

Some were envious about the levels of support they felt were available in sex
offender work (not necessarily borne out in Petrillo’s 2007 study), which acknowl-
edged the demands upon workers, and which seemed to have been overlooked
as far as working with domestic violence offenders was concerned.

Views about relationships

As with the findings of McCann and Pearlman (1990), and Iliffe and Steed (2000),
most workers in this study reported an increasing, troubling awareness of power
and control issues operating at all levels in their own lives, persistent distortions
in relation to their perceptions of men, and considerable changes to their view of
their personal world as a safe and reliable place.

The responses of women probation officers were particularly illuminating.
Working with men in programmes had made them ‘hyper aware’ about issues of
power, control and abusiveness, whether this concerned life in general, relations
within the workplace, between family and friends, or significantly, in their own
personal relationships.

Most were constantly watchful for abusive or disrespectful attitudes to women
to emerge in everyday conversations, of what to let go or challenge. ‘I recognize
that I see “issues” more quickly when my female friends and family discuss their
relationships’ commented one, and ‘I think that I . . . question things that may be
just power struggles or the non-abusive “dance” in a relationship’. Several were
more assertive and ready to challenge men, not only in the men’s groups, but
also with friends and colleagues.
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Working in a perpetrators’ group has made me much more aware of both my
own and society’s expectations of me as a woman. I assert my rights much
more. . . . which doesn’t always make me popular! (Female Probation Officer)

Three referred specifically to the impact perpetrator work was having on their views
about intimacy and on their relationships with partners. ‘I am more wary and I
focus on aspects of abuse in my own relationship,’ one noted. ‘I will not permit
any type of abuse to go unnoticed in my own relationship!’ A colleague concurred,
saying ‘I’m more up for challenging when I’m treated as though my experiences,
views and needs are not listened to or ignored. . . . I’m clear that addressing this
is good for us both.’ Some women reflected on their own potential for behaving
abusively, ‘. . . doing this work has had quite an impact on my own relationship.
Sometimes I wonder if I’m becoming abusive to him as I react to every little thing!’

Resonance with personal experiences

While no one in the sample had been asked whether they had experienced abuse
themselves in personal relationships it was evident that for several, particularly
women, there were resonances between professional and personal experiences,
past and present. The effect of regularly encountering issues of abuse and control
through work with perpetrators had affected some women’s decisions to remain
in, or terminate relationships, and had also resulted in them re-appraising current
and former partners. ‘It’s made me aware that a previous relationship I had was
emotionally abusive,’ one reflected. For another, ‘doing this work coincided with
a low point in my life and a difficult relationship which ended. I definitely think
my hyper awareness of abusiveness means I felt negatively about men in general
. . . and this man in particular.’ She, like her colleague felt that her experience of
working with perpetrators had contributed to a general lack of trust and hesitancy
about entering into intimate relationships in future.

McCann and Pearlman’s findings (1990) that exposure to damaging and painful
material affected workers’ self-esteem, sense of vulnerability, and wider world view,
were again evident here. Female officers were powerfully affected by the dismissive,
demeaning attitudes to women that they heard in perpetrators’ groups, and some-
times compared themselves with the men’s partners, ‘I look at myself as a strong
woman but I’m aware that I am in the victim group for many men’. Another noted, 

I always thought I was quite aware of what it means to be a woman in this society
but I have felt very powerfully just how I am seen by men and that has really
shaken me and made me feel very uncomfortable. Sometimes I feel – as do the
men’s partners – that as a woman I can’t win no matter what I do!

Experiencing a decreasing sense of personal choice and autonomy, a third
observed:

I’ve always been a very confident woman and still am. Before, I would have
believed that I was the architect of my own fate. But now I believe much more
in. . . . luck . . . that I haven’t fallen into an abusive relationship myself. There is
no difference between me and women victims – except I’ve been lucky so far.
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Concerns about personal safety

Women’s concerns about their physical as well as emotional safety were evident,
and several – as in Iliffe and Steed’s (2000) sample and Petrillo’s (2007) study –
reported feeling exposed and vulnerable when engaging with men. ‘I’m constantly
. . . working out what anger is aimed at the man’s partner, what is about women
in general, and what is aimed at group workers or me due to being female,’
commented a social worker from a voluntary programme. A probation officer
worried about how to ‘model’ herself in the groups:

I continue to be conscious that my role as a youngish woman is very important in
how I and my colleagues relate to one another during the sessions. I’m conscious
of being strong and not presenting myself in a ‘weak’ way and that causes a
certain amount of stress as I am so aware of this throughout the sessions.

Another whose experience of working with men had resulted in ‘extreme feelings
of fear, rage, hate and confusion’ observed,

I am far more concerned about seeing these clients at times that are safer for me,
when others are around. . . . I frequently think about my clients and whether any of
my input is resulting in increased difficulties for their partners. The moral
dilemmas are enormous. (Emphasis in original)

Complex emotions

Studies of vicarious trauma have found that counsellors, particularly those working
with victims of sexual and other forms of abuse have felt enormous feelings of
anger (Iliffe and Steed, 2000; McCann and Pearlman, 1990; Schauben and
Frazier, 1995). Powerful emotions were clearly experienced by workers in this
present study. Anger, rage and even loathing for the men they worked with were
reported by a number of the women, the intensity being illustrated by one who
recounted,

I experience strong feelings of shame if I let something go that I felt I should have
challenged. Sometimes I am filled with loathing if the man is bragging about his
capacity to manipulate, scare or control others. I experience rage when men justify
appalling abuses as responses to perceived slights from their partners.

Women sought however to balance these negative (and distorted?) experiences
about men by acknowledging positive examples of men in their lives. Sons, fathers,
brothers and male partners served as alternative reference points for many. The
proximity of such men was important. Although several women, elsewhere in the
study, provided illustrations of positive changes in men they had worked with, their
perceptions of men as abusive, controlling and oppressive seemed persistent and
powerful. Only a small minority expressed the view, shared more generally by
male workers, that some men were possibly frightened as well as frightening. One,
expressing a guarded optimism about her work with perpetrators observed, ‘It’s
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enabled me to see that some men want to change, that they are enormously
confused and misinformed about women, and that they often appreciate direct
responses with caring listening and firmness about their abusive behaviour.’

Men’s responses: Them and us or ‘struggling
brothers’?

Four of the sixteen probation officers and six of the fourteen ‘others’ were men, a
reflection perhaps of previous observations (e.g. Buckley, 1996; Morran, 2005)
that men are less numerous than women in domestic violence perpetrator work
in both probation and the non-statutory sector. Responding to questions about the
personal impact of working with other men on their violence and abuse, their
replies tended to be more brief and ‘matter of fact’ than women’s. It is not clear
whether this was due either to the style or indeed the medium of an exploratory
questionnaire. It may be that such brief responses reflect a shortcoming of the
methodology of this initial study, hopefully remedied by the in-depth interviews
with male and female workers currently taking place.

At any rate most men, whether probation officers, counsellors or others, like
their female colleagues, acknowledged their heightened awareness of men’s
abusive and oppressive behaviour which they observed in everyday situations by
‘men in general’, friends and colleagues, fathers, brothers, sons. They, like the
women, were also more alert to power and control issues in their personal relation-
ships. Their comments suggested they ‘thought more’ about how their behaviour
affected their partners, were prepared to ‘take on [partners’] perspective more’,
and were ‘generally less selfish’. Hearing the men in the programmes it seemed,
had had a sanguine effect, and, significantly, male workers saw aspects of these
men in themselves. Some, recognizing the range of abusive behaviour and atti-
tudes of the men they worked with, asked themselves to what extent they shared
similar characteristics. ‘I see many men unable to get beyond hierarchy in their
relationships – I recognize some of that in me.’

While men did not experience, or did not report, the concerns for their physical
safety that the women referred to, they acknowledged other ways in which working
with perpetrators had left them feeling vulnerable. ‘While I am not exactly a fan
of hegemonic masculinity,’2 one reflected, ‘I am more able to see most men as
“struggling brothers.”’ Men also, unlike most (but not all) of the women, suggested
that they perceived the men as afraid, fearful as well as frightening. Reflecting on
how working in a programme had affected his views about men generally, one
of the counsellors, referring to whether he found the group environments person-
ally threatening commented, ‘No. I’m frightened [my emphasis] of violent people.
Luckily in the groups I mostly see the “frightened little boy”. I’m starting to perceive
all men as having similar emotional problems. I’m spotting frightened angry men
everywhere!’
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Heightened emotional sensibility

It was also apparent that several of the men, as with Iliffe and Steed’s Australian
study (2000), felt ‘energized’ in doing this work. Some referred to experiencing
feelings of ‘elation’ compared to the women’s more commonly cited ‘weariness
and despondency’ of working with perpetrators. This seemed related to how they
saw themselves as changing and evolving as men, of ‘having my own ideas chal-
lenged’, and ‘having to work on my own ideas and attitudes in my relationships’.
A number observed a sense of movement in their own emotional vulnerability, of a
developing awareness of feelings in themselves or in other men. For some there was
a sense that their own emotional life was expanding, of understanding that a ‘limited
emotional palette’ was causing problems in their lives. One of the counsellors com-
mented expansively, ‘I feel things more deeply and run through a range of emotions
like anger, sadness, joy, ecstasy and frustration! Doing this work has helped me
grow up!’ A probation officer referred to ‘being more emotionally vulnerable, more
sensitive, more likely to cry, more patient and more loving’. Being alert to one’s
own vulnerabilities had also allowed some men to value themselves more, of ‘being
OK with my weaknesses’, and learning to live with some of the internal contradic-
tions of being a man looking critically at the attitudes and behaviour of other men.

Modelling behaviour

Several struggled, however, with what they were expected to model in the groups,
of what to challenge and what to let go. This could be perplexing. One wondered,
‘Is it more realistic or more symbolic if it’s me and not [woman colleague] chal-
lenging the man on a particular issue?’ Others pondered whether they might be
overcompensating for behaviour and attitudes they witnessed in groups, observing
that in their personal lives they were ‘constantly monitoring our own behaviour’
which was ‘wearing’ and felt ‘very much like hard work’. Concerns about ‘living
life as a role model’ of ‘committing to living non-abusively’, represented another
aspect of isolation. It was experienced by the police officer working in a voluntary
programme who felt completely ‘out of kilter’ with his male colleagues and by those
probation officers who anxiously sought, sometimes unsuccessfully, the validation
and support of their male colleagues and managers. This need for the support of
other male colleagues and for a recognition from them of the importance of working
with men’s violence and abuse as a legitimate area of probation concern continu-
ally came across as crucial and essential.

Rewards

This is the best, most satisfying and challenging job I’ve ever had!

Given the many challenges of working with men who were violent, the impact upon
workers’ sense of personal and professional safety, personal vulnerability and view
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of the world, what was rewarding? What kept them engaged and committed to
such demanding work?

Optimism

Perhaps surprisingly given the negative feelings which working with men engen-
dered, 11 of the 16 probation officers felt either ‘very optimistic’ or ‘quite optimistic’
about the fact that the work they were doing was positive and having an impact
upon ‘perpetrators’. While workers were appropriately wary about men’s own
accounts of behaviour or attitudinal change (tempered by awareness of research
which cast scepticism on the effectiveness of this work) and often placed more
faith in partner feedback, it was also evident that most retained a belief in the
capacity for men to change.

They referred to ‘watching men begin to get it’, of the usually small though
occasionally significant, shifts which they displayed in their attitudes and behav-
iour towards their partners and others, especially when verified by partner workers
or partner contact. Their most immediate source of evidence though was in the
groups. Here workers witnessed men challenging other men, acknowledging
something of the impact of their attitudes and behaviour on others.

In the groups it’s about getting to a point where the man can speak candidly
about his behaviour and we can work on alternatives. Recently a man I was
working with came to realize how his verbal assaults on his partner were
deliberate attempts to get from her the rejection he most feared. This has opened
up a whole new territory for him. It has taken nearly a year to get through all his
arrogance and claims that he doesn’t need anyone. The hope that these small
steps promote a reduction in destructive behaviour towards himself and others is
my reward. (Female Senior Probation Officer)

Conclusion

The findings from this small study indicate that the experience of working with men
on domestic violence offenders programmes impacted upon workers both posi-
tively and negatively in ways that were distinctly personal. It appears that for
probation officers, working with the complexity of men’s abuse was unlike engaging
with the ‘otherness’ of most (offending) clients’ behaviour. It was more connected
directly with the way that officers lived their own lives, and their own experiences
and struggles in relationships. It also had resonance for what they saw in them-
selves and were trying to change in others.

It is clear that the emotional impact of working with men’s violence upon the
women in the sample reflects the constellation of factors described by McCann and
Pearlman (1990), of workers’ anxieties about their own physical and emotional
safety, trust, loss of self-esteem, perceptions of power, powerlessness, independence
and autonomy, and the nature of men, women, and general view of the world.
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If, as Pearlman and Saakvitne (1995) have suggested, vicarious trauma inter-
feres with the ability of practitioners to work effectively with their clients, then the
findings from the present study raise important issues about practice with domestic
violence offenders. It is entirely conceivable, for example, that the impact upon
workers of engaging with men in domestic violence programmes affects the
manner in which they in turn relate to and engage with these men.

When female probation officers are regularly exposed to men’s negative behav-
iour and attitudes, often accompanied by a robust and entrenched resistance to
change, it is essential that this is recognized and that managers and colleagues
support them in a manner that sustains their willingness and ability to continue
working with such men. It also seems important in the light of the women’s experi-
ences, and in terms of what is known about the importance of the worker/client
relationship in motivating and facilitating personal change (e.g. Barry, 2000;
Burnett and McNeill, 2005; McNeill, 2002) to consider how they set aside or
otherwise deal with feelings of fear and anger, and either suppress or utilize them
in such a way that facilitates progress with truculent men who may already be
antagonistic to women (see also Petrillo, 2007).

As far as male workers are concerned, a striking finding was that although they
too found domestic violence offender work demanding and challenging, most
identified to some degree with the men they worked with. They also felt extremely
isolated and unsupported by the majority of their male colleagues in undertaking
this work. This raises a number of questions. Do such feelings of identification with
men on programmes act as a disincentive for other male officers to become
involved in programme work, given that they might see programmes as the
domain of feminists and male camp-followers where men are under attack? For
those men actually working in the programmes, are feelings of affinity and identifi-
cation understood as an asset which they can then harness positively to encourage
other men to commit to a process of personal change, or are they interpreted as
another insidious example of collusion, by which all men knowingly or unknow-
ingly undermine challenges to their attitudes and behaviour?

Domestic violence perpetrator programmes have been a core probation activity
for the past 15 years. They remain a contested area of practice, where despite the
recent accreditation of IDAP programmes, knowledge about the effectiveness of
programmes and of interventions with perpetrators is still ‘rudimentary’ (Rees and
Rivett, 2005). This study suggests that future research needs also to acknowledge
that while female and male workers may co-work in perpetrator programmes, the
impact of doing so affects them differently as women and men, which in turn may
influence their interaction and potential effectiveness with programme participants.
It is also patently evident that both male and female probation officers need to be
supported much more than is presently the case in undertaking this difficult and
demanding work.

Notes

1 Respect is the UK membership association for domestic violence perpetrator
programmes and associated support services. Respect’s key focus is on increasing
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the safety of those experiencing domestic violence through promoting effective
interventions with perpetrators. The Respect Phoneline is on 0845 122 8609. For
more information see http://www.respect.uk.net

2 ‘The set of ideas, values, representations and practices associated with “being
male” which is commonly accepted as the dominant position in gender relations
in society at a particular historical moment’ (Jefferson, 2001: 138). See also
Connell (1987).

References

Baird, S. and S. Jenkins (2003) ‘Vicarious Traumatization, Secondary Traumatic
Stress and Burnout in Sexual Assault and Domestic Violence Agency Staff’,
Violence and Victims 18(1): 71–86.

Barry, M. (2000) ‘The Mentor/Monitor Debate in Criminal Justice: What Works for
Offenders’, British Journal of Social Work 30: 575–95.

Buckley, K. (1996) ‘Masculinity, The Probation Service and the Causes of Offending
Behaviour’, in T. May and A.A. Vass (eds) Working with Offenders. London: SAGE.

Burnett, R. and F. McNeill (2005) ‘The Place of the Officer–Offender Relationship in
Assisting Offenders to Desist from Crime’, Probation Journal 52(3): 247–68.

Connell, R.W. (1987) Gender and Power. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Gilchrist, E., R. Johnson, R. Takriti, S. Weston, A. Beech and M. Kebbel (2003)

Domestic Violence Offenders: Characteristics and Offending Related Needs, Home
Office Findings 217. London: Home Office.

Gorman, K. (2001) ‘Cognitive Behaviouralisim and the Holy Grail: The Quest for a
Universal Means of Managing Offender Risk’, Probation Journal 48 (1): 3–9.

Holtzworth-Munroe, A. and G.L. Stuart (1994) ‘Typologies of Male Batterers: Three
Subtypes and the Differences Among Them’, Psychological Bulletin 116: 476–97.

Iliffe, G. and L.G. Steed (2000) ‘Exploring the Counselor’s Experience of Working
with Perpetrators and Survivors of Domestic Violence’, Journal of Interpersonal
Violence 15(4): 393–412.

Jefferson, T. (2001) ‘Hegemonic Masculinity’, in E. McLaughlin and J. Muncie (eds)
The Sage Dictionary of Criminology, pp. 138–40. London: SAGE.

McCann, L. and L.A. Pearlman (1990) ‘Vicarious Traumatization: A Framework for
Understanding the Psychological Effects of Working with Victims’, Journal of
Traumatic Stress 3(1): 131–49.

McCann, L. and L.A. Pearlman (1991) ‘Vicarious Traumatization: The Emotional
Costs of Working with Survivors’, Treating Abuse Today 3(5): 28–31.

McIvor, G. (2004) ‘Getting Personal: Developments in Policy and Practice in
Scotland’, in G. Mair (ed.) What Matters in Probation, pp. 305–26. Cullompton:
Willan Publishing.

McNeill, F. (2002) ‘Beyond “What Works”: How and Why People Stop Offending’,
Briefing Paper 5. Edinburgh: Criminal Justice Social Work Development Centre for
Scotland.

Mair, G. (2004) ‘What Works and What Matters’, in G. Mair (ed.) What Matters in
Probation, pp. 1–11. Cullompton: Willan Publishing.

Morran, D. (2005) ‘Programme Integrity or Programme Integration? The Need for a
Co-ordinated Approach to Work with Domestic Violence Offenders’, Irish
Probation Journal 2(1): 57–67.

Morran, D. (2006) ‘Thinking Outside the Box: Looking Beyond Programme Integrity’,
British Journal of Community Justice 4(1): 7–18.

151Morran ● The impact of working in domestic violence offender programmes

 by Books Editorial on March 11, 2009 http://prb.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://prb.sagepub.com


Pearlman, L.A. and P.S. MacIan (1995) ‘Vicarious Traumatization: An Empirical
Study of the Effects of Trauma Work on Trauma Therapists’, Professional
Psychology 26(6): 558–65.

Pearlman, L.A and K.W. Saakvitne (1995) Trauma and the Therapist: Counter
Transference and Vicarious Traumatisation in Psychotherapy with Incest Survivors.
New York: W.W. Norton.

Petrillo, M. (2007) ‘Power Struggle: Gender Issues for Female Offenders in the
Supervision of High Risk Offenders’, Probation Journal 54(4): 394–406.

Respect (2004) Statement of Minimum Standards of Practice. URL (accessed 10
December 2007): http://www.respect.uk.net/pages/Principles_and_Standards

Rees, A. and M. Rivett (2005) ‘“Let a Hundred Flowers Bloom, Let a Hundred
Schools of Thought Contend”: Towards a Variety in Programmes for Perpetrators
of Domestic Violence’, Probation Journal 52(3): 277–88.

Rex, S. (1999) ‘Desistance from Offending: Experiences of Probation’, Howard
Journal of Criminal Justice 38(4): 366–83.

Schauben, L.J. and P.A. Frazier (1995) ‘Vicarious Trauma: The Effects on Female
Counsellors of Working with Sexual Abuse Survivors’, Psychology of Women
Quarterly 19(1): 19–64.

Shaw, M. and K. Hannah-Moffat (2004) ‘How Cognitive Skills Forgot about Gender
and Diversity’, in G. Mair (ed.) What Matters in Probation, pp. 90–121.
Cullompton: Willan Publishing.

Smith, D. (2004) ‘The Uses and Abuses of Positivism’, in G. Mair (ed.) What Matters
in Probation, pp. 34–52. Cullompton: Willan Publishing.

Trotter, C. (1999) Working with Involuntary Clients: A Guide to Practice. London:
SAGE.

Trotter, C. (2000) ‘Social Work Education, Pro-Social Orientation and Effective
Probation Practice’, Probation Journal 47(4): 256–61.

Way, I., K.M. VanDeusen, G. Martin, B. Applegate and D. Jandle (2004) ‘Vicarious
Trauma: A Comparison of Clinicians Who Treat Survivors of Sexual Abuse and
Sexual Offenders’, Journal of Interpersonal Violence 19(1): 49–71.

Wollman, D. (1993) ‘Critical Incident Stress Debriefing and Crisis Groups: A Review
of Literature’, Group 17(2): 70–83.

Probation Journal152 55(2)

David Morran is a Lecturer in Social Work at the University of Stirling.
Address: Department of Applied Social Science, Colin Bell Building, Stirling
FK9 4LA, Scotland, UK. Email: d.c.morran@stir.ac.uk

 by Books Editorial on March 11, 2009 http://prb.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://prb.sagepub.com

