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Violence against women has become recognized as a major public health and criminal justice 

issue in the United States. This violence encompasses a continuum of crimes and related 

behaviors that include sexual assault, domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking. It may be 

perpetrated by those closest to the victim, e.g., by a spouse or other intimate partner, or by a total 

stranger, and it is not uncommon for victims to experience more than one type of victimization, 

or to be victimized by multiple perpetrators over their lifetime. Violence against women often 

consists of patterns of behavior that are ongoing and repetitive, rather than one-time occurrences. 

The impact of this violence is social, psychological, and economic, and ripples well beyond the 

victim herself—to her children and other family members, her workplace, and her community. 

 

Our efforts to address violence against women in the United States have been guided by two key 

principles:  1) ensuring safety for victims; and 2) holding perpetrators accountable.  Beginning 

with landmark national legislation, The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), which was 

enacted in 1994, the United States government has launched a multifaceted effort to respond to 

domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault, stalking, and other forms of violence against 

women. VAWA changed the legal landscape, creating new criminal and civil enforcement tools 

for holding perpetrators accountable and for offering victims access to safety and justice.  

 

In addition, VAWA recognized that, given the powerful social barriers that had kept these crimes 

hidden, public support for specialized outreach, services, training, and enforcement was critically 

important to realizing the vision of a society that no longer tolerates violence against women. To 

this end, VAWA established within the U.S. Departments of Justice (DOJ) and Health and 

Human Services (HHS) a number of formula and discretionary grant programs to help 

communities respond to the needs of women who had been, or potentially could be, victimized 

by violence. Together, these grant programs were designed to increase criminal enforcement, to 

provide necessary services, and to support prevention efforts. 

 

This paper summarizes some of what we have learned from our efforts to address violence 

against women in the United States, with reference to informing potentially analogous efforts 

abroad.   

1. Changing Cultural Norms  

As a threshold matter, an effective response to violence against women cannot occur unless 

societal attitudes that implicitly or explicitly condone violence against women are addressed. The 

primary way for a society to communicate that violence against women is unacceptable is 

through the vigorous enforcement of laws criminalizing violence against women. Our efforts in 

the United States depend upon the existence of a system of laws that appropriately criminalize 

violence against women and provide law enforcement with the tools to intervene when violence 

occurs. Of course, this has not always been the case in the U. S., where physical assaults by 
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husbands against their wives were not criminalized until the late 1800’s and early 1900’s.
1
 Once 

domestic violence laws were passed in the U.S., other legislation slowly followed that created a 

means for removing abusers from their homes, allowed women to get protection orders, and 

authorized police to initiate warrantless arrests in cases of domestic violence.  

The efforts to reform the criminal laws in the United States also extended to other forms of 

violence against women. In the 1970s, a number of states passed rape reform laws that included 

provisions ensuring that a victim no longer had to reveal prior sexual history or prove evidence 

of physical resistance to the assault for the event to be defined as a crime.  States also removed 

marital rape exemptions from their laws. Over the past 30 years, states have also adopted laws 

criminalizing stalking. Without these changes, the criminal justice system could not have 

responded in a meaningful way to crimes of violence against women. Good laws alone, however, 

are not sufficient to ensure criminal justice accountability, which also requires training and 

coordination, both of which are discussed in more detail below.  

Nor can laws alone change deeply entrenched attitudes that blame victims and condone violence. 

A society can also convey its condemnation of violence against women by developing a robust 

service delivery system that ensures that victims of violence have access to the resources they 

need to holistically heal from their victimization. The important role that victim services play in 

addressing violence against women in the U.S. is also discussed in greater detail below.  

Governments can also work to address damaging cultural attitudes about violence against women 

directly through public education and prevention campaigns. Since 1994, for example, VAWA 

has provided funding for the Rape Prevention and Education (RPE) program administered by the 

CDC, which supports rape prevention and education activities in all 50 states. VAWA funds 

have also been used to develop bystander intervention programs, which are an innovative effort 

to engage the whole community in ending violence against women. This prevention model 

empowers and trains potential bystanders about the causes of sexual violence. It builds on 

research about community members’ expressed willingness to get involved in these issues, and 

helps to minimize negative long-term consequences for survivors by strengthening informal 

safety nets in their social and community networks. Although we tend to think of sexual assault 

as a crime usually involving only two people, a 2002 study in the United States revealed that 

sexual assaults are often witnessed by at least one person in the bystander role. If bystanders 

were more willing in intervene, violence could be prevented.  

2. Coordinated Community Response 

In the years since VAWA’s enactment, we have witnessed a sea-change in the ways that 

communities respond to violence against women.  One of the signature achievements of VAWA 

                                                 
1
 In the late 1800’s, the women’s suffrage movement began pushing for elimination of the legal right for a husband 

to beat his wife. The first state laws criminalizing wife abuse were passed in 1871, and by the end of World War I all 

50 states had such laws. These laws would have meant very little without contemporaneous changes to divorce laws 

and women’s rights to own property, and the fight to end violence against women in the U.S. has always been 

inextricably linked with the fight for women’s political and economic equality. 
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is the development of the concept of a coordinated community response (CCR).  VAWA 

encourages jurisdictions to bring together stakeholders from diverse backgrounds to share 

information and to use their distinct roles to improve community responses to violence against 

women.  

 

When OVW implemented its first VAWA programs, our vision for a successful CCR focused on 

improving the criminal justice response to domestic violence. We encouraged grantees to bring 

together law enforcement officers, prosecutors, and non-profit, non-governmental victim 

advocates to share their experience and use their distinct roles to improve a community-defined 

response to domestic violence. We now recognize that a truly effective CCR must be informed 

by the experiences of survivors and must be broad enough to include a diverse group of 

community partners that affect the safety of survivors and the accountability of perpetrators. 

Community partners should include health care providers, cultural groups, and neighborhood 

organizations, as well as the criminal and civil justice systems and housing and homeless 

organizations. This expanded view recognizes that many victims do not report to law 

enforcement, do not choose to pursue a criminal justice-based response, or have needs that 

cannot be met by the criminal justice system alone. 

 

Research has demonstrated the effectiveness of CCR efforts to respond to violence against 

women (Shepard, 1999). Research on the impact of batterer intervention programs (BIPs) has 

suggested that a CCR involving BIPs and mandatory court reviews, as well as strong community 

support for victims, may improve victim safety (Gondolf, 2000). A Duluth, Minnesota, study on 

the effectiveness of a project designed to enhance CCR through danger assessment and 

information-sharing among criminal justice partners and advocates found lower recidivism rates 

among offenders after the implementation of the project, when compared to a baseline period 

(Shepard, Falk, & Elliott, 2002).  

 

We have learned through our work that a CCR is equally important in improving our response to 

other crimes of violence against women, including sexual assault. Sexual-assault-focused CCR 

efforts at the community level often involve the development of a Sexual Assault Response 

Team (SART). SARTs, often organized around Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner (SANE) 

programs, coordinate the efforts of medical providers, counselors, advocates, and criminal justice 

agencies to improve the response to sexual assault victims. Some SARTs have case-specific 

discussions, while others focus more on systemic responses. SART programs have been found to 

greatly enhance the quality of health care for women who have been sexually assaulted, to 

improve the quality of forensic evidence, to improve law enforcement’s ability to collect 

information and to file charges, and to increase the likelihood of successful prosecution 

(Campbell, Patterson, & Lichty, 2005; Crandall & Helitzer, 2003).  

 

A formal CCR process creates a mechanism for communities to continue to reevaluate what is 

working in their response to violence against women and to challenge attitudes and assumptions 

that may be creating barriers to a successful response in a collaborative rather than 

confrontational manner.   
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3. Victim-Centered Response 

In the development of the CCR concept, we have learned that the effectiveness of a community’s 

response to violence against women depends on the extent to which the response is victim-

centered. Many forms of violence against women happen within a context of complicated 

interpersonal relationships, which can involve children and social and economic 

interdependence.  Because of this, victims’ needs will vary, and a successful response must be 

able to take these differing needs into account. A victim-centered response places an awareness 

of the needs of an individual victim at the center of the process, which enables the community to 

meet the holistic needs of the victim. In the western criminal justice context, this requires a 

reorientation of a system that has traditionally dealt primarily with the defendant to take into 

account the needs and concerns of the victim as well. When victims feel less alienated from the 

criminal justice system, they are more likely to be committed to the prosecution process and to 

accessing services, which results in lower rates of re-victimization. At the most basic level, 

efforts to combat violence against women must include women and consider the victims in the 

design and implementation of policies, programs, and services.  

4. Broad-Based Training 

As communities have developed coordinated response initiatives, the need for quality training 

and cross-training has become evident. In the United States, as in much of the world, attitudes 

that implicitly condone violence and blame victims persist. Criminal justice and health care 

responders are not immune from these damaging beliefs and experience tells us that it does not 

work to simply adopt progressive policies without providing training that addresses these 

misconceptions and provides accurate information. If the protocols and policies developed as 

part of a CCR are to be effective, participating agencies must also engage in training and cross-

training to ensure that each agency’s staff members understand the dynamics of violence against 

women and how their roles and responsibilities relate to those of staff in their partner agencies. 

Through VAWA grant programs, the federal government provides vital support for the training 

of professionals to improve their response to sexual assault, domestic violence, dating violence, 

and stalking. 

In addition to supporting the work of a CCR, appropriate training can make the difference 

between the success or failure of discipline specific strategies to address violence against 

women. For example, many jurisdictions in the U.S. implemented mandatory arrest policies in an 

effort to overcome deeply entrenched law enforcement bias that domestic violence was a private 

family matter. Implementation of mandatory arrest policies in some jurisdictions, however, 

resulted in dual arrests—i.e., the arrests of both victims and batterers—and an increase in the 

number of battered women who were arrested. A New York City-based study looked at these and 

other unintended consequences of a mandatory arrest statute and concluded that a mandatory 

arrest policy must be paired with appropriate training to be effective (Frye, Haviland, & Rajah, 

2007). More generally, methods and practices of police training have been shown historically to 

be instrumental in either implementing change or, conversely, in thwarting implementation of 

progressive policies (Buzawa & Buzawa, 2003).     
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Training efforts must also extend beyond actors in the criminal justice system to include health 

and mental health professionals. These professionals become involved in the lives of 

victims/survivors at critical times; therefore, it is important that they understand the dynamics of 

domestic violence and sexual assault to enable them to provide appropriate support and referral 

to other services. Training also demonstrates to these professionals how certain actions can be 

harmful to victims/survivors (e.g., engaging in marriage counseling with a controlling batterer 

and a victim, blaming the victim/survivor for her injuries, or recommending that the 

victim/survivor leave the batterer without understanding the dangers that presents). These 

professionals may not be aware of or recognize the tactics of intimidation and manipulation 

employed by batterers or the increased danger victims may face when attempting to leave or 

when newly separated from their abusive partners (Fleury, Sullivan, & Bybee, 2000). Medical 

personnel who have not received specialized training may inadvertently retraumatize rape 

victims. 

 

Training health care providers in how to identify domestic violence among their patients is a 

critical step in improving safety for victims. One study measuring the attitudes and values of 

health providers before and after a three-hour domestic violence training program found that 6 

months after the training, the providers reported feeling that they were better able to identify and 

assist victims, they were more comfortable making referrals, and they saw a greater role for 

themselves and the health care system in stopping domestic violence (Hamberger et al., 2004).  

5. Criminal Justice Accountability 

As mentioned above, an appropriate criminal justice response that holds offenders accountable is 

a critical component of an effective coordinated community response to violence against women. 

In addition to sending the message to society at large that violence against women is not 

acceptable, research confirms that arrest of offenders deters repeat abuse.  (Maxwell, Garner, and 

Fagan 2001; Dugan, Nagin, and Rosenfeld, 2003). If law enforcement fails to respond 

appropriately once called to the scene of a domestic violence incident, the research is also clear 

that victims are less likely to call again (Buzawa et al., 1999). However, if the response is 

appropriate and engenders victim confidence in law enforcement, victims are more likely to 

report future incidents (Davis & Maxwell, 2002; Davis & Taylor, 1997; Friday, Lord, Exum, & 

Hartman, 2006).  

 

Aggressive prosecution of crimes of violence against women that affords meaningful sanctions 

in direct proportion to offender danger also deters repeat abuse and encourages law enforcement 

to sustain higher arrest rates.  Research indicates that prosecutors’ offices that adopt specialized 

policies and practices to deal with intimate partner abuse are more sensitive to victims’ needs, 

which appears to lower intimate partner abuse rates.  (Dugan, Nagin, and Rosenfeld, 2003). 

 

Through our experiences in the U.S., we have also found that specialized domestic violence or 

sexual assault units in police departments or prosecutors’ offices, and specialized dockets in 

courts, can also significantly improve the response of the criminal justice system to crimes of 

violence against women.  
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Research shows that specialized domestic violence police units not only increase victim contact 

and confidence, but also support evidence gathering. This has been shown to significantly 

increase prosecution, conviction, and sentencing of abusers (Jolin et al., 1998). Intervention by 

specialized domestic violence police units is also associated with a greater likelihood that victims 

will leave their abusers sooner—within four months, compared to 14 months for victims not 

receiving specialized police response (Jolin et al., 1998).  

 

As with specialized law enforcement units, specialized domestic violence prosecution units have 

been found to be particularly valuable in promoting effective prosecution of abusers. These 

specialized prosecution programs generally include fast track scheduling (thereby reducing 

victim vulnerability pending trial); increased victim contact pending trial; and victim-friendly 

proceedings that remove, as much as possible, victim involvement with the mechanics of 

prosecution. While victims most commonly reported fear of retaliation as a barrier to their 

participation in prosecution, a three-state study found that the fear was reduced in sites with 

specialized prosecution programs, increased victim advocacy, and specialized domestic violence 

courts (Harrell, Castro, Newmark, & Visher, 2008). 

 

Specialized domestic violence courts have also been shown to be associated with decreased re-

abuse and reoffending in general. Domestic violence courts are also associated with an increase 

in convictions and a decrease in dismissals (Davis, Smith, & Rabbitt, 2001; Harrell et al., 2006; 

Henning & Klesges, 1999; Newmark et al., 2001).  Domestic violence courts both increase 

offender compliance with court-ordered conditions and increase the penalties for non-compliance 

(Harrell et al., 2006; Newmark et al., 2001). 

6. Protection Orders and Full Faith and Credit  

Protection orders can play a crucial role in affording a safety umbrella to victims escaping 

violence. Recognizing that the effectiveness of protection orders depends on the extent to which 

they are honored and enforced wherever the victim may be, VAWA requires all states and tribes 

to give full faith and credit to protection orders from other jurisdictions. Since the passage of 

VAWA, OVW has undertaken a number of activities to assist jurisdictions and professionals 

with issuing and enforcing protection orders. Of particular note, the National Center for Full 

Faith and Credit (NCFCC) was created with OVW funding to assist states and tribes with 

implementation of the full faith and credit mandate in VAWA. NCFCC trains law enforcement 

officers and judges, provides onsite technical assistance to jurisdictions, and tracks state 

protection order legislation and forms.  

To further support jurisdictions, in 2005 OVW funded the National Council of Juvenile and 

Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) to develop and issue "A Guide for Effective Issuance & 

Enforcement of Protection Orders," which was updated in 2010. This publication was developed 

to give communities and professionals the tools and strategies to strengthen the effectiveness of 

protection orders. More than 7,600 copies of the book have been provided to professionals 

working in the domestic violence field. Finally, the National Center for State Courts, with OVW 

funding, established "Project Passport" to encourage courts to issue uniform protection orders 
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and thereby enhance nationwide enforcement. Through Project Passport, 32 states and the 

District of Columbia have adopted uniform protection order coversheets. 

7. Non-Profit, Non-Governmental Advocacy Services 

 Comprehensive and ongoing advocacy services for victims/survivors have been found to be 

instrumental in reducing re-victimization (Sullivan & Bybee, 2000). Early studies of shelters for 

battered women found that the majority of victims, upon leaving the shelters, returned to their 

abusers (Gondolf, Fisher, & McFerron, 1990); subsequent studies of shelter residents indicated 

that if they were connected to supportive services and assistance, most did not return to their 

abusers and, as a result, experienced less re-victimization (Klein, 2005). Research indicates that 

women who work with advocates are more effective overall at accessing community resources 

(Allen, Bybee, & Sullivan, 2004). The same study concludes that it is essential that advocacy and 

other human service programs recognize the need for a comprehensive response to the needs of 

victims. In a recent multi-state survey, more than 90% of women living in domestic violence 

shelters reported that their shelter stay made them more hopeful about the future, helped them 

plan for safety, and increased their confidence in achieving goals. 

The federal government has supported access to advocacy services through VAWA-funded 

programs that support community-level victim services programs and through the creation of the 

National Domestic Violence Hotline, which was created with funding first authorized by VAWA 

in 1994 and is administered by the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Today, the 

trained advocates who staff this toll-free hotline answer an average of 21,000 calls a month from 

victims and their friends and families nationwide. These advocates not only provide immediate 

crisis counseling but can connect victims with service providers in their local communities. 

8. Legal Services 

VAWA recognizes that access to legal services enhances safety for victims and their dependent 

children.  Often, legal services are essential for victims to access the legal protections afforded to 

them under the law, including accessing comprehensive protection orders that will provide for 

care and custody of children, financial support, and housing.  Without this crucial assistance, 

victims may not be able to overcome legal and economic obstacles to achieving safety for 

themselves and their children.  Research indicates that the increased availability of legal services 

has significantly contributed to a decline in domestic violence in the United States.  Victims of 

domestic violence, however, often need highly trained attorneys willing to take on lengthy and 

complex litigation beyond the protection order hearing and the provision of government 

resources for this purpose are critical. 

9. Housing and Economic Independence 

A victim’s need for assistance in achieving economic independence may not be as immediately 

obvious as the need for an appropriate criminal justice response, advocacy or medical care, but it 

is equally important. Domestic violence victims often cite lack of housing, employment, and 

financial security as barriers to leaving an abusive relationship, and abusers often sabotage 
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women’s efforts to gain employment, job skills, and education. Wage discrimination and pay 

inequality can also exacerbate the challenges for victims striving to break free from a cycle of 

violence. Without financial independence and a stable place to live, victims and their children are 

trapped with nowhere else to go. As a result, victims of domestic violence are often forced to 

choose between staying in an abusive relationship or facing economic hardship, poverty, and 

homelessness. But when victims improve their economic stability, they increase their likelihood 

of living separately from their abusers.  

 

Emergency shelters help in the immediate crisis, but since these beds are for those in the greatest 

danger, they are not a long-term solution. Focus groups conducted in Florida’s emergency 

shelters two years ago found that nearly 100% of women in emergency shelter were struggling to 

find housing as their shelter exit dates approached. A number of VAWA programs support 

initiatives and organizations that work with women to build their long-term self-sufficiency 

through job training, financial literacy training, and housing services. Transitional housing 

programs funded under VAWA and other federal programs provide victims with housing for as 

much as 24 months. Other model housing programs focus on helping victims find and maintain 

permanent housing by providing subsidies and supportive services for extended periods of time. 

VAWA also provides legal protections for domestic violence victims who live in publicly 

assisted housing to make sure that they do not lose their housing because of crimes that have 

been committed against them.    

10. Attention to Needs of Unique Groups (Including Minorities, Underserved, etc.)  

Violence against women affects all populations in all areas of the United States, but some groups 

are reported to be more vulnerable and to experience higher rates of violence than others (Field 

& Caetano, 2004). These population groups include American Indians/Alaska Natives, women 

living in rural areas, older adults, women who are disabled, people of color and other racial 

minorities, immigrants, and refugees. Victims/survivors from these populations often face unique 

challenges and barriers to receiving assistance and support, and how they perceive and manage 

their experiences with violence may often reflect cultural and social norms, opportunities, and 

restrictions (Campbell, Sharps, Gary, Campbell, & Lopez, 2002).  

 

As a general matter, research indicates that survivors are more inclined to seek services from 

organizations that are familiar with their culture, language and background. Culturally-specific 

community-based organizations are more likely to understand the obstacles that victims from 

their communities face when attempting to access services. These organizations also are better 

equipped to engage their communities. Whether they serve communities of color, the LGBTQ 

community, immigrants, or the Deaf community, these organizations play a vital role in 

providing services that are relevant to their communities. OVW programs support the 

development of diverse organizations that represent underserved groups, including community- 

and faith-based organizations. 

 

Governments also play an important role in removing barriers that prevent victims of violence 

from underserved communities – such as racial, ethnic, or religious minorities – from seeking 

services and protection.  In the United States, federal law requires that individuals with limited 



January 2011  Page 9 of 9 

 

English proficiency have meaningful access to the criminal and civil justice systems.  VAWA 

has also addressed the unique vulnerabilities of immigrant women who are victims of violence 

by creating a mechanism for battered immigrant women to separate their legal status from their 

abusers. Similarly VAWA has included a host of provisions aimed at addressing the unique legal 

circumstances of indigenous women in the United States who are victims of violence. As other 

countries work to develop responses to violence against women, it is important that they 

similarly identify groups within their society with unique legal or cultural needs.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The United States has made significant strides in developing effective community responses to 

violence against women. A core lesson from our efforts is that each community, guided by the 

voices of victims, must come together to develop the specific responses that will work for their 

particular community as a whole, and for the various cultural groups that make up that 

community. While appropriately tailored responses will therefore necessarily differ, any 

successful response will include two core elements. First, attitudes that condone violence and 

blame victims will be confronted through appropriate criminalization, provision of services, and 

public education. Second, the needs of victims will be addressed holistically and provide for their 

overall psychological, physical, spiritual, and economic healing.  


