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A Phenomenological Inquiry Into Men’s Desistance 
From Intimate Partner Violence
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This research sought a deeper understanding of the experiences of men who 
have perpetrated intimate partner violence and subsequently participated in 
treatment and desisted from perpetrating violence in their intimate relation-
ships. Phenomenological methods were used to conduct in-depth, qualitative 
interviews with men who had perpetrated intimate partner violence and par-
ticipated in violence treatment programs to determine what assists individuals 
to desist from perpetration of intimate partner violence. Few participants who 
begin intimate partner violence programs successfully complete treatment, 
making it difficult to learn what helps men to successfully end their use of 
violence in their intimate relationships. This work adds to the small body of 
qualitative literature, which examines the ways by which men change their 
violent behavior and the motivating factors that assist with those changes. Re-
sults detail men’s experiences before entering programming, experiences while 
attending treatment programming, and experiences after attending treatment. 
Understanding how to help men to end their violent behavior not only increases 
women’s safety but also improves men’s lives. Future directions for treatment 
interventions are discussed.

KEYWORDS: intimate partner violence; domestic violence treatment; batterers' treatment 
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Working toward ending violence requires a deeper understanding of the lived reali-
ties of those who experience it. The present research sought to discover what men 
found most helpful during the time that they were working toward making changes 
to end the violence in their lives. Few qualitative studies have been published on 
men’s experience with intimate partner violence (IPV) treatment programs and their 
experience of making changes to their lives. Engaging in such research can be chal-
lenging due to low rates of treatment completion and difficulty recruiting men who 
have been identified as ending their violent behavior and are willing to discuss their 
experiences. The findings of the present study will not be applicable to all men who 
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perpetrate IPV but provide useful insights into the experience of those who are suc-
cessfully avoiding using violence in their intimate relationships, following treatment 
completion. The present study adds a small piece to the puzzle of what we know 
about men’s desistance from IPV perpetration, and these findings may assist service 
providers who work with men as they work to end their violence.

In Canada, women are twice as likely as men to be physically injured, three times 
as likely to experience disruptions to their daily lives, and seven times as likely to 
fear for their lives as a result of IPV (Sinha, 2013). In a 10-year period (2005–2015), 
there were 964 intimate partner homicides in Canada (Burczycka, 2017); of these, 
753 (78.11%) were female victims (Statistics Canada, 2017).

Saskatchewan, where the present study was conducted, has a rate of police-re-
ported IPV that is over double the national rate (666 per 100,000 population vs. the 
Canada-wide rate of 309 per 100,000; Burczycka, 2017). Saskatchewan women are 
over four times as likely to report experiencing IPV as men in province (4,825 female 
victims [rate of 1,086] vs. 1,151 male victims [rate of 254]; Burczycka, 2017). Forty-
eight intimate partner homicides occurred in Saskatchewan from 2005 to 2014. The 
majority of victims of intimate partner homicide were female, while the majority of 
perpetrators were male (Saskatchewan Ministry of Justice, 2017). Over 80.28% of 
those who are charged with spousal violence and who entered the Domestic Violence 
Treatment Option Court process in Saskatchewan were male (Saskatchewan Minis-
try of Justice, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c). Furthermore, the majority of Domestic Abuse/
Violence Treatment Programs in the province serve male clients. For the above rea-
sons, the present study focused on the experiences of men who use violence.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Decision theory (Hart & Logan, 2011) frames violence as a choice, where violent 
behavior is used to achieve a goal. People make decisions, no matter how quick or 
impulsive, to use violence and therefore, are solely responsible for their behavior. 
Individuals who use violence are also responsible for ending their violence. Following 
the principles of decision theory, the present study viewed people who use violence 
as responsible for their actions, examined their decision to stop using violence, and 
inquired what assisted them as they continued to avoid using violence.

Domestic Abuse/Violence Treatment Programs

Three cities in Saskatchewan have specified Domestic Violence Courts, which offer 
the Domestic Violence Treatment Option (DVTO)—Regina, Saskatoon, and North 
Battleford. The DVTO is available to individuals who are charged with domestic vio-
lence and who are referred by the Crown, provided that they accept responsibility by 
offering a guilty plea. Approximately two-thirds of people who are charged with do-
mestic violence are referred to Domestic Violence Courts (Saskatchewan Law Courts, 
2012). The Crown does not refer individuals in cases where the violence is repetitive 
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and extreme, when the Crown will be seeking a jail term, or when a sexual assault 
has taken place. In such cases of severe violence, the perpetrator is ineligible for the 
DVTO and would then proceed through the regular court system.

In 1 year (April 1, 2013 to March 31, 2014), 1,887 individuals entered the Do-
mestic Violence Court process in Saskatchewan. The majority (1515) were male (71 
[70%] in North Battleford, 680 [80%] in Regina, and 764 [81%] in Saskatoon). Many 
individuals charged with domestic violence offenses enter not guilty pleas at the 
docket and then continue through the criminal court system. In other cases, a stay 
of proceedings occurs. Guilty pleas were entered by 56 individuals (both males and 
females) in North Battleford, 162 in Regina, and 522 in Saskatoon. Of those who 
enter a guilty plea, not all are assessed to be deemed suitable for treatment. Oth-
ers are discontinued or withdraw from treatment programs. Those who successfully 
completed treatment in 1 year totaled 224 (12% of the 1,887 who entered the court 
process). This number includes both males and females (Saskatchewan Ministry of 
Justice, 2016aSaskatchewan Ministry of Justice, 2016bSaskatchewan Ministry of 
Justice, 2016c).

Enrollment in DAVTPs differs among programs—in some communities, Health 
Region programs take all categories of referrals (self-referral, domestic violence 
court, or probation), whereas other Health Region DAVTPs take individuals with a 
lower risk to reoffend and those with a higher risk to offend are enrolled in programs 
run by the Ministry of Justice Corrections and Policing Division. Community-based 
programs often take both court-mandated and self-referred participants.

Recognizing that a full understanding of the phenomenon of violence against 
women would need to examine the experience of both victims/survivors and people 
who use violence, scholarly research on male perpetrators of IPV and the appropriate 
interventions began in the late 1970s. Literature on these interventions can be classi-
fied into seven categories, including the effectiveness of DAVTPs (Babcock, Green, & 
Robie, 2004; Sartin, Hansen, & Huss, 2006; Stuart, Temple, & Moore, 2007), drop-out 
and attrition rates of DAVTP participants (Catlett, Toews, & Walilko, 2010; Eckhardt, 
Holtzworth-Munroe, Norlander, Sibley, & Cahill, 2008; Olver, Stockdale, & Wormith, 
2011), recidivism rates and avoiding recidivism (Eckhardt et al., 2008; Gondolf, 2000; 
Huss & Ralston, 2008; Kingsnorth, 2006; Olver et al., 2011; Sartin et al., 2006), men’s 
perceptions and understandings of their violence (Cavanagh, Dobash, Dobash, & 
Lewis, 2001; Dobash, Dobash, Cavanagh, & Lewis, 1998; Flinck & Paavilainen, 2008; 
Gondolf & Hanneken, 1987; Järvinen, 2011; Stefanakis, 1999), readiness to change 
among male perpetrators of IPV (Eckhardt et al., 2008; Hellman, Johnson, & Dobson, 
2010; Zalmanowitz, Babins-Wagner, Rodger, Corbett, & Leschied, 2013), change pro-
cesses and motivating factors to change violent behavior (Gondolf & Hanneken, 1987; 
Pandya & Gingerich, 2002; Schmidt et al., 2007; Scott, 2004; Scott & Wolfe, 2000; 
Silvergleid & Mankowski, 2006; Stefanakis, 1999; Wangsgaard, 2000), and batterer 
subtypes (Eckhardt et al., 2008; Holtzworth-Munroe, Meehan, Herron, Rehman, & 
Stuart, 2000; Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994; Huss & Ralston, 2008; Johnson, 
1995, 2008).
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The present study sought to gain insight into the experiences of men who attended 
treatment programs for IPV, with a focus on what they found helpful while working 
to  make changes to end their violent behavior. This work adds to existing literature 
which examines the ways by which men change their violent behavior and the moti-
vating factors that assist with those changes (Gondolf & Hanneken, 1987; Pandya & 
Gingerich, 2002; Schmidt et al., 2007; Scott, 2004; Scott & Wolfe, 2000; Silvergleid & 
Mankowski, 2006; Stefanakis, 1999; Wangsgaard, 2000). The goal was not to ask men 
about their experiences of violence perpetration or why they chose to use violence but 
rather about their experiences of changing their behavior and what they felt helped 
them to make these changes, with the goal of adding to what was discovered in the 
small body of qualitative literature on this area of IPV research (including Scott & 
Wolfe, 2000; Silvergleid & Mankowski, 2006; Stefanakis, 1999; Wangsgaard, 2000).

Silvergleid and Mankowski (2006) completed in-depth interviews with men who 
successfully completed treatment programs, as well as treatment facilitators. In this 
study “all of the program participants talked with passion about the impact of the 
other men in the group on their own process of change” (p. 10). Specifically, balancing 
support and confrontation were seen as important, as were the sharing of stories and 
the modeling of nonviolent behavior. Men in this study also identified the new skills 
that they learned, which included identifying their feelings and taking time out. Self-
awareness and the decision to change were also significant themes.

Stefanakis (1999) spoke to men who had not perpetrated IPV for at least 2 years. 
The importance of maintenance of the new, nonviolent behavior was stressed by par-
ticipants in this study. A process of desisting from violence (including occasional re-
lapses and critical events following the incident where violence and/or intervention 
occurred) appeared as a key theme.

Wangsgaard (2000) highlighted the importance of a group environment where the 
men felt that they could safely share their feelings as well as the desire by many 
participants for continued group participation and “check-ins” with group facilita-
tors. The acceptance of responsibility was a key theme among the male participants 
in Wangsgaard’s study.

Scott and Wolfe (2000) found that participants reported that changes to their be-
havior were related to increased responsibility for their past violence and increased 
communication skills, as well as increased empathy and reduced dependency on their 
intimate partner. They highlighted the importance of research into aspects of treat-
ment programs that assist men to make changes to end their use of violence and 
noted the importance of qualitative research in this area.

Masculine Socialization

The theme of masculine socialization came up repeatedly in the literature review. 
Throughout the course of their lives, men often learn not to show signs of vulnerabil-
ity, thus limiting their ability to connect with others, especially other men. Afraid that 
attempting to establish emotional connections will earn them social rejection, men 
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decide to follow traditional societal norms. Unfortunately, this can lead to greater 
isolation rather than connectedness because the stereotypical form of male bond-
ing is a “counterfeit” form of closeness, which offers “companionship and connection, 
but only on a superficial level if the content is according to the prescriptions of the 
role” (Wangsgaard, 2000, p. 143). The implications of this are seen in men’s recount-
ing of their experiences prior to desisting from violence as well as their experiences 
in treatment. The widespread idea that masculinity is innate leads men to believe 
they do not have a choice about their behavior and the way they enact masculinity 
(Augusta-Scott, 2009), when in fact, violence is a choice, and it is possible to learn and 
implement new behaviors.

Kaufman (2007) describes a triad of masculine violence, which includes violence 
against women, violence against other men, and violence against oneself. He states 
that the three types of violence in the triad reinforce each other, making it a near 
impossibility to find a solution to violence against women without simultaneously 
working to eradicate all violence against other men and violence against oneself. 
Kaufman offers examples of men’s violence against other men that exists in all areas 
of society, which include fighting among adolescent boys, attacks on gay or minority 
men, and violence in sport. Violence done to oneself can manifest in many forms, 
including suicide and excessive drinking and drug use. The violence that men do to 
themselves comes from the denial of emotions and “feelings men associate with pas-
sivity. The failure to find safe avenues of emotional expression and discharge means 
that a whole range of emotions are transformed into anger and hostility” (Kaufman, 
2007, p. 49).

METHODOLOGY

The foundation of this research is rooted in phenomenology, as was described by 
the German philosopher Edmund Husserl. Husserl spoke of the “the rigorous and 
unbiased study of things as they appear so that one might come to an essential un-
derstanding of human consciousness and experience” (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989, 
p. 6). Contemporary phenomenological research aims to understand what people 
experienced and how they experienced it and achieves this by collecting data from 
individuals who have experienced a phenomenon and developing a description of 
the individual’s lived experiences. This study employed phenomenological research 
methods to understand men’s experiences of attending domestic violence treatment 
programs and working to end the violence in their lives.

Qualitative research is valuable for gaining deeper insight into the stories of a 
small group of participants than is typically found in quantitative studies. Phenom-
enology centers on in-depth interviews with a small number of participants who have 
experienced the phenomenon. Generally, sample sizes in phenomenological studies 
range from 2 to 10 participants (Boyd, 2001). Sample size can be a “trade-off be-
tween breadth and depth” (Russell & Gregory, 2003, p. 37), as studies with a smaller 
number of participants typically are able to engage in a deeper exploration of those 
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participants’ experiences, while studies with larger samples often focus on a narrower 
range of themes. In phenomenology, the adequacy of the sample size is assessed by 
how thoroughly the information shared by the participants provides an understand-
ing of the phenomenon experienced by the group (Russell & Gregory, 2003).

Phenomenological research is inductive, as opposed to hypothetico-deductive. The 
phenomenological researcher does not enter the interview with a thesis. The goal 
is to gain a deeper understanding of individuals’ experiences of a phenomenon as 
well as the features of that phenomenon. Phenomenology puts forth specific research 
methods for investigating what people experienced and how they experienced it. This 
is done by collecting data from individuals who have experienced the phenomena 
through interviews and then analyzing interview data by categorizing the informa-
tion gathered from participants using significant statements and combining these 
statements into themes (Creswell, 2007). According to Creswell (2007), phenomeno-
logical interviews ask two broad, general questions. From Creswell’s template, an 
interview outline was developed centering on two broad topics: “the experience of 
attending a DAVTP” and “the experience of making changes to violent behavior.” 
A limited number of standard questions, such as: “how did you feel going into the 
program?,” “do you feel like things changed?,” “what changed?,” and “at what point 
did things start to change?” were designed to prompt talk of participants’ experiences 
in treatment programs and of making changes. Follow-up questions based on the 
participants’ stories were asked to gather more details, and therefore a richer under-
standing, of the men’s experiences.

A combination of van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenology (1990) and Mousta-
kas’ (1994) approaches composed the methodological framework. It was important 
to perceive everything shared by the participants in an open way as in Moustakas’ 
transcendental phenomenology during interviewing and data coding. Hermeneutic 
philosophy tells us it is the researcher’s task to reflect on fundamental themes and 
write a description of the lived experience. According to van Manen, hermeneutic 
phenomenology is not only a description of the phenomenon but also involves a pro-
cess of interpreting meanings. It was necessary to interpret the meaning during data 
analysis, making it possible to share the findings in a meaningful way, making them 
applicable to further research and treatment with men who use violence.

Phenomenological analysis starts with “horizontalization” in which the researcher 
finds and lists significant statements, sentences, or quotations from the interviews 
about how the individuals are experiencing the phenomenon. During the horizontal-
ization process, all statements made by the participants were regarded as significant 
statements, therefore attempting to eliminate bias regarding what was most signifi-
cant. Significant statements were coded into themes, and the themes organized into 
categories, following Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological methodology.

The statements and themes form a textural description of what the participants 
experienced as well as a structural description of how the experience happened and 
the context and setting of the experience. While it was important to perceive every-
thing shared by the participants in an open way during the interviews and during 

Men’s Desistance From Intimate Partner Violence 403



the data coding phase, it was also necessary to interpret the meaning of this informa-
tion during data analysis, so that it might be possible to learn from the themes that 
were shared. The final step was to write a composite description, the essence of the 
participants’ experiences from both the structural and textural descriptions, which 
focuses on the common experiences of the participants—what they experienced and 
how they experienced it.

In the composite description, the statements were coded into themes, and the 
themes were divided into categories. As well as the central themes, subthemes were 
also identified, which further describe the experiences of the participants and the 
context of those experiences.

Sample

Sampling followed the Criterion Sampling method (Creswell, 2007), which requires 
that all individuals meet some specification. Men were sought who met the following 
criteria: had perpetrated IPV, had attended a treatment program for IPV, identified 
as having successfully made changes to their behavior, and were no longer perpetrat-
ing IPV.

As the project was provincial in scope, ethical approval was obtained from three 
research ethics boards. Following ethical approval, an email including the Letter 
of Initial Contact was sent to staff of DAVTPs across the province, requesting that 
program staff share the letter with clients who fit the criteria and may be interested 
in participating.

The pool of potential participants who fit the criteria was small, given that 
around 12% of those who enter the DVTO process successfully complete treatment 
(224 of 1,887). The 12% includes both male and female participants, and as the 
current study focused on males who use violence, the pool of potential participants 
was narrowed further (Saskatchewan Ministry of Justice, 2016a, Saskatchewan 
Ministry of Justice, 2016bSaskatchewan Ministry of Justice, 2016c). Embarrass-
ment, perceived stigma, or concerns regarding confidentiality (Wangsgaard, 2000) 
is a barrier to men who have perpetrated violence volunteering to speak about their 
experiences. Furthermore, to protect confidentiality and offer participants’ choice 
around participation, the project relied solely on DAVTP facilitators’ willingness to 
distribute the Letter of Initial Contact. Program facilitators only distributed the let-
ter to participants who had, in their opinion, successfully completed the treatment 
program. During the 10-month data collection period, four individuals interested 
in participating contacted the researcher, and all four were interviewed. The men 
who participated in this study stated that they were no longer perpetrating IPV. 
The four participants were all of White/European descent and were between the 
ages of 50 and 56 years with a mean age of 52.5 years. Education levels ranged 
from completion of Grade 9 (with completion of General Education Development  
Diploma later on) to partial completion of a doctoral degree. Two of the participants 
were separated, one was married to the same partner whom he had perpetrated IPV 
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against, and another was cohabiting with a new partner. Of the four participants, 
one recalled that he grew up in a home without violence. Two others recalled that 
the violence than they witnessed and experienced was verbal and emotional. The 
fourth, who had perpetrated the most ongoing violence in his adult relationship, re-
called that his parents were physically abusive, as well as verbally and emotionally 
abusive. He recalled that he “grew up in a family full of violence.” Two of the partici-
pants were mandated to take DAVTPs after they were arrested and plead guilty in 
domestic violence court. Another attended relationship counseling with his partner 
and the counselor, recognizing signs of abuse, referred him to the DAVTP. The fourth 
participant self-referred to the program.

Men who volunteered to participate in the research self-identified as having per-
petrated violence in their intimate relationships. All the four participants identified 
at least one occurrence of physical violence, as well as more frequent incidences of 
verbal and emotional abuse. None of the participants in the study identified as hav-
ing perpetrated sexual violence against their partners or former partners. Informa-
tion regarding history of violence perpetration comes from participants’ self-reports. 
As the goal of the research was not to explore experiences of violence perpetration, 
but rather experiences of changing their behavior and what men who used violence 
found helpful during their change process, in-depth questions about the nature of the 
violence were not asked.

The extent of one of the men’s involvement had been attending and completing a 
treatment program once, while the other three men continued to participate in ongo-
ing domestic violence treatment programming. Of the three that were still partici-
pating, one had been participating for almost 20 years, another for 14 years, and the 
third had completed the program approximately 3 years before the interview.

RESULTS

The information shared by participants describes their experiences at three dif-
ferent stages: men’s experiences before entering DAVTPs, experiences attending 
DAVTPs, and experiences after attending DAVTPs. Of their experiences with vio-
lence before entering DAVTPs, the participants talked about the violence that had 
existed in their relationships (including current and past relationships and the po-
tential for harm to self or others), relationships with their children, their families of 
origin, and masculinity. When discussing their experiences in treatment programs, 
the men spoke about engaging initially (their attitudes upon entering the programs, 
perceived stigma about perpetrating violence, and attending DAVTPs), accepting 
responsibility, bonds with other participants and facilitators, and things that they 
learned (such as self-awareness and communication and listening skills). In describ-
ing their lives after completing the programs, the participants discussed improved 
relationships, improved self-esteem, healthy masculinity, and engaging in continued 
work.
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Men’s Experiences Before Entering DAVTPs

Risk of Domestic Homicide. Two of the participants stated that in addition to vio-
lence toward their intimate partners, they had been violent to others, such as getting 
in bar fights with other men. Two of the four men recalled that thoughts of homicide 
and suicide—killing their partner and themselves—had occurred to them. In one of 
these cases, the man had considered homicide/suicide prior to becoming physically 
violent.

Research demonstrates that while there are warning signs for intimate partner ho-
micide (Campbell, Glass, Sharps, Laughon, & Bloom, 2007; Domestic Violence Death 
Review Committee, 2012; Koziol-McLain et al., 2006), risk to victims cannot always 
be determined by the severity and type of violence (Nicolaidis et al., 2003). Nicolaidis 
et al. (2003) interviewed thirty women who had been the victim of attempted murder 
by their intimate partners. While twenty of the women reported ongoing violence, 
ten of these women reported that they had been not been victims of physical violence, 
or had only experienced minor physical violence (such as a shove) leading up to the 
attempted murder. Results from the present study serve as a caution to those who 
work with people experiencing violence, both perpetrators and victims, that there 
can be a risk of homicide/suicide, regardless of the level of physical violence present 
in the relationship.

Violence and Masculinity. The topic of masculinity came up in three of the four men’s 
narratives. These men told of how they had been raised with the idea that mascu-
linity equaled not having/not showing emotions, especially emotions that could be 
construed as weakness:

“If you don’t quit crying, I’ll give you something to cry about” … And I can re-
member, that was the whole attitude, that describes my whole family, how the 
male is expected to act and its—you didn’t show weakness, you didn’t show fear, 
it was… so, when youre hiding that all the time and when youre keeping that 
in, its not a good thing. That probably describes how I was raised better than 
anything else.

Very early, boys are told to “be a man” and are pulled away from expressiveness 
and connection with others. If they do not successfully cut themselves off emotion-
ally, they risk being informed by others that their behavior is not “manly” enough. To 
salvage their masculine standing, and their self-esteem, men must disconnect from 
their emotions, which, of course, creates challenges for men when they try to engage 
in intimate relationships with others (Hooks, 2004).

The participants in this study shared that they had learned to keep their emo-
tions to themselves in their youth and as adults did not have outlets to share their 
emotions. Men learn to “hide their emotional awareness from other men for fear of 
being attacked and shamed” (Hooks, 2004, p. 8). Men may not feel that they are able 
to talk to the women in their lives about their feelings because doing so might mean 
admitting to weakness.
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One of the participants said that after some time in the program, “I recognized 
that I have fear” [of] “so many things … being left out, can’t control your woman, your 
weak. Just totally afraid of being seen as being soft or weak.”

These sorts of attitudes are not uncommon among men who have perpetrated vio-
lence—research dating back to the 1970s states that men who abuse their partners 
hold “rigid sex role stereotypes, or traditional, stereotypic views of masculine and 
feminine roles and male-female relationships” (Schmidt et al., 2007, p. 92). Partici-
pants in the present study evidenced these rigid sex role stereotypes in their stories, 
as exemplified by a comment from one participant who felt that he needed to main-
tain his role as “the man of the family,” and to do that he had to demonstrate control 
and avoid admitting that he needed help.

Men’s Experiences in DAVTPs

Engaging in the Program. Participants in this study (which included two court-man-
dated and two voluntary participants), who engaged in the program and made sub-
stantial changes, recalled that they felt shame and irritation upon beginning. From 
the interviewees’ perspectives, most men who attend a DAVTP feel similarly at first. 
Consistent with the literature on change processes in DAVTP participants (Sheehan, 
Thakor, & Stewart, 2012), some of the participants recalled a turning point in their 
DAVTP participation, where they realized they had to be there for themselves, not 
just because of external pressures.

As in work by Sheehan et al. (2012) demonstrating “that external events can be 
used as a trigger for internal motivation to change” (p. 37), the present study saw 
participants utilizing external events as motivation to enter DAVTPs. While some 
entered due to the external motivation of wanting to salvage their relationship, inter-
nal motivation is what keeps clients attending programs. Internal motivation leads 
to true engagement (and later, changed behaviors). Program participants who do not 
find a source of motivation, whether it be relationships with their children, relation-
ships with their co-participants, or the desire to behave in a more pro-social way are 
more likely to drop out of programs before they find internal motivation, fully engage, 
and make changes (Zalmanowitz et al., 2013).

The participants spoke of the length of time it takes to engage in the program, 
with one participant saying that it took until at least the third session for him to 
begin taking part. Others, who enrolled in the program multiple times, stated that 
it took them the first two or three years to really “get it.” Once the participants did 
engage in the program and began to want to attend, their experience was often af-
fected by the engagement level of their co-participants. Some of the men spoke of 
being able to make more progress in the group after the most resistant participants 
dropped out, resulting in those who were more receptive to change constituting the 
remainder of the group.

Three of the four men joined a maintenance program after completing the ini-
tial DAVTP program. Maintenance programs are an optional second stage where 
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graduates from the first stage of programming can continue treatment. Clients can 
participate in maintenance programs for as long as they choose. Some participants 
go every week while others go once in a while when they feel they need to check-in. 
These groups were compared by some participants to the way many Alcoholics Anon-
ymous (AA) participants continue to attend throughout their lifetime.

Consistent with data collected by Schmidt et al. (2007), the men in the present 
study were initially motivated to change because of the effect that their abuse had 
on others and because they wanted to do the right thing and did not want to feel 
bad about themselves anymore, rather than by legal repercussions. The opportu-
nity to repair relationships appeared to be viewed by the participants having a 
greater long-term effect on their lives, even more so than legal consequences, and 
thus were a greater motivator for change. This also applied to voluntary DAVTP 
participants who were in the program because they (or someone else) recognized 
problems in their interpersonal relationships and they knew that they had to 
make changes.

Accepting Responsibility. In telling their story, all four men spoke of accepting re-
sponsibility for their violent behavior or their process of accepting responsibility for 
their violence while in programming. Consistent with the literature (Scott & Wolfe, 
2000; Sheehan et al., 2012; Silvergleid & Mankowski, 2006), recognizing one’s own 
abusive behavior was crucial to the process of changing. They also relayed that, when 
undergoing treatment, they had to accept responsibility for making changes in their 
lives.

One participant said, “And then after a while, I began to recognize it wasn’t about 
what was going on outside of me. It was all about what was going on inside of me.” 
Realizing that things that needed to change were within themselves gave the men 
agency to do something about the problem. Sheehan et al. (2012) stated that “the 
most consistent theme identified across studies was that perpetrators who change 
take responsibility for their past behavior and feel their decision to stop their abuse 
was autonomous” (p. 36). They go on to say that even court-mandated participants 
“felt that the actual decision to change their behavior was of their own volition and 
under their control” (Sheehan et al., 2012, p. 36). This finding is consistent with 
thoughts shared by the participants in the present study.

Bonds with Other Men in the Program. A combination of a safe environment and 
positive modeling and mentoring was essential to men’s participation in the group. 
For three of the four participants, the relationships that they formed with other 
participants in the program were as important, or even more important, than the 
content of the program itself. The importance of relationships shown in the present 
study was consistent with findings in the literature (Gondolf & Hanneken, 1987; 
Silvergleid & Mankowski, 2006; Wangsgaard, 2000). A recurring theme in the narra-
tives of the four participants was the need to feel safe in the group and to share their 
feelings without judgment. The men talked at length about how, in their experiences, 
it is not viewed as acceptable for men to display emotions.
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DAVTPs in Conjunction with Other Programs. In Gondolf and Hanneken’s (1987) 
early study of reformed IPV perpetrators, they stated that “two of the men that at-
tended AA meetings found it tremendously helpful for some of the same reasons that 
they valued the abuser group counseling” (p. 186). The same was echoed by three of 
the four participants in the present study who took other programs at the same time 
that they participated in DAVTPs. These other programs included Gamblers Anony-
mous, Alcoholics Anonymous, Al-Anon, Adult Children of Alcoholics, and Co-Depen-
dents Anonymous, and a “step group” designed to work through emotional issues.

These three men talked about the linkages between their participation in DAVTPs 
and their participation in other programs. They also spoke of the necessity to deal 
with their addictions, as well as their violence, if they wanted to truly change their 
lives:

I came to the realization I couldn’t do the Alternatives program and be non-
violent if I was drinking and drugging… That was a tough year—quitting the 
drinking and drugging. I mean, that was how I medicated my feelings.

While attending addiction groups or other types of group treatment alone will not 
assist men to end their violence, it is necessary for many violent men to end their 
substance abuse if they are going to successfully live free from violence.

Another similarity between DAVTPs and addictions programs is that some par-
ticipants, in both addictions and violence programming, engage in lifetime participa-
tion. Citing addictions research, Wangsgaard posited in 2000 that DAVTP clients 
may also benefit from continued group participation and “check-ins” with group fa-
cilitators. The current participants’ experiences with repeated attendance in DAVTPs 
or in maintenance programs support Wangsgaard’s observation. The men repeatedly 
spoke of the trust that formed with the other DAVTP participants and of being able 
to share differently, and more deeply, with those men than they could with people in 
other circles of their lives. One participant remarked that he had gotten busy with 
his job and neglected to attend programming and that he subsequently “went back-
wards” until he reconnected with the maintenance group. It appears this continued 
connection is an essential part of men’s emotional health and of continuing to live 
non-violently.

Men’s Experiences After DAVTPs

Things Learned in DAVTPs. The men listed three things that they learned during 
their participation in DAVTPs that continue to help them in their relationships 
and day-to-day lives. These were: increased self-awareness, including becoming 
comfortable recognizing their own emotions, recognizing triggers, and “not taking 
things so personally;” improved communication and listening skills; and the real-
ization that they need to continue working on the skills they learned in the program 
to maintain the positive changes that they have made. As in the literature (Scott 
& Wolfe, 2000), the participants stated that learning to recognize their triggers, 
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developing listening skills, and learning to articulate their feelings were all essen-
tial to making changes.

While participating in the programs, the men became comfortable recognizing 
their own emotions:

It’s okay to feel down and to feel sad and you don’t have to hide it with anger 
and that was something that I’ve really… its okay to have emotions, I guess, 
you know what I mean, and without [the program], I don’t think I would have 
picked up on that.

Gondolf and Hanneken (1987) found the same, reporting that “the catalyst for the 
broader personal change was the emotional education the men experienced in the 
group. All of the men referred in some way to discovering their feelings” (p. 186)—the 
comments of the men in that early study were very similar to those of the men in the 
present study.

Self-awareness is not only valuable in terms of noticing and coping with negative 
emotions, but in recognizing one’s own strengths as well. The ability to objectively 
see their own positive attributes, helps men to increase their self-esteem and build 
the sense of self-efficacy that is needed to successfully make sustainable behavioral 
changes.

The present study found that self-esteem is intrinsically connected to IPV perpe-
tration and change in four main ways: positive self-esteem is linked to the motivation 
to change (Schmidt et al., 2007); positive self-esteem assists in learning new, non-
violent ways of interacting (Hellman et al., 2010); low self-esteem is linked to the 
perpetration of violence; and self-esteem is lowered even further after arrest and/or 
identification/self-identification as a perpetrator of violence.

Even when they were enacting abusive behavior, these men knew that abuse was 
not right and shared that it did not make them feel good about themselves. They 
recalled that upon beginning a DAVTP, their self-esteem was extremely low. When 
DAVTP participants work toward improving their self-esteem, they are less likely to 
act out with violence and participation in the program helps to build self-esteem as 
well as new ways of communicating and interacting with others.

Hellman et al.’s (2010) quantitative research, in which perpetrators of IPV com-
pleted an anonymous self-report questionnaire, discovered a small positive correla-
tion between self-esteem and taking action to end violent behavior. They suggest 
that violent behavior may be enacted by perpetrators of IPV as a way of compensat-
ing for low self-esteem, and that “it might be expected that as a person develops 
a stronger sense of self and recognizes his or her strengths and talents, they will 
feel less threatened by others and less likely to act out” (p. 436). This supposition 
is consistent in the present study, in which participants each described the low 
self-concept that they had experienced at the time when they were acting violently 
and following their enrollment in the DAVTP. Participants in present research re-
ported increased self-esteem and a more positive self-concept after completion of 
the DAVTP.
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Healthy Masculinity. In the present study, as in Gondolf and Hanneken (1987), the 
men redefined their ideas about masculinity and masculine behavior. They spoke of 
moving away from more traditional masculine behaviors as they became more com-
fortable in the group. As the men absorbed the new information presented to them 
in the DAVTPs, they learned that they not only had a choice over their behavior, but 
also in the way they enact masculinity (Augusta-Scott, 2009).

They were able to share their feelings and emotions in the group and with those 
close to them—things that they felt they would not have been able to do prior to at-
tending the DAVTPs. The realizations gained in DAVTPs help men to realize that it 
is okay to openly express feelings and to show signs of vulnerability. They also real-
ize that they can accept responsibility for their own emotional needs and can take 
responsibility for their own emotional health and safety. All of the men interviewed 
were eventually able to recognize and become comfortable sharing their emotions 
after attending the program.

There was pressure to be a man, you know, if you’re hurt you don’t say any-
thing, or if you’re feeling bad, suck it up. That’s what I grew up with… The 
Alternatives thing was its okay to feel down and to feel sad and you don’t have 
to hide it with anger and that was something that I’ve really… its okay to have 
emotions, I guess, you know what I mean, and without that, I don’t think I 
would have picked up on that.

It is a major shift for men to learn that it is okay to have emotions and to share 
them with others when they have spent their lives up to this point believing the oppo-
site. For men who have become comfortable with their emotions, it can be challenging 
when they cannot share their feelings with their friends and family. The partici-
pants explained that they could not talk openly with their male friends as they do in 
DAVTPs. For men, even though they may have groups of friends that they spend a lot 
of time with and are close with, there are unwritten rules about sharing feelings and 
potentially making others uncomfortable. Bell Hooks stated that in her discussions 
with men, she was “stunned when individual males would confess to sharing intense 
feelings with a male buddy, only to have that buddy either interrupt to silence the 
sharing, offer no response, or distance himself” (Hooks, 2004, p. 143). Men who want 
to talk about feelings usually learn not to discuss then with other men, which can 
lead to not realizing that there are other men who have had similar experiences and 
similar feelings, and they can end up feeling isolated and alone. Even after attending 
DAVTPs and becoming more comfortable sharing their emotions, the participants 
reported that they often feel that they cannot share their feelings with their friends 
and family.

So that’s why I try to go these groups, you know, the voluntary ones, because if 
I went with my friends, the ones that I curl with, and sat around the kitchen 
table and said, you know, “this is how I am feeling today,” they’d look at me like 
I was nuts, but I can go to this group and it is a safe environment.
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The men commented during their interviews that they wished they had taken 
these programs “30 years ago” and went on to say that perhaps education for youth 
could help young men to acquire the same skills that they had acquired in DAVTPs. 
The participants stated that this sort of education should also include themes of 
healthy masculinity—in their words, “the manly thing.”

Despite the painful circumstances that brought them to enroll in the program, 
such as arrest or being identified as someone who had perpetrated violence against 
their partner, the men spoke positively of their subsequent enrollment and positive 
outcomes. They men verbalized the impact that the DAVTPs had on their lives as 
such:

I say that was probably the best day of my life when I got arrested because it 
made me face a lot of things… yeah, I’m not sure where I’d be right now if it 
wasn’t for that, so I am glad I got in the program and got the help I needed, I 
just wish it hadn’t happened the way it did… things have really turned around 
for me since that day, because they were… really bad.

 
I say that [when I got arrested] was the worst and the best day in my life, the 
whole wrapped up into one.

 
It [the program] was a good experience, I’m not proud of the way I got there but 
I’m sure proud that I finished the program and that I continue to participate in 
it. Its been good for me.

 
I regret how I got there, but I don’t regret the steps I’ve taken since.

 
It’s a good life today.

 
But yeah, these programs, they saved my life.

 
I think after I joined the Alternatives program, I finally realized I didn’t want 
to die.

 
Today: no drugs, no alcohol. I don’t like people walking on egg shells [around 
me]. I’m able to relax. I’m able to make decisions that are healthy for me even 
though they hurt.
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The participants felt that their success thus far was connected to their willingness 
to continue working on themselves to ensure that their lives remain violence-free. 
Three of the participants continued to participate in DAVTPs in the form of main-
tenance programs. The fourth, who had not attended any additional programming 
since completing his DAVTP program also commented that he still reviewed the ma-
terial that he gathered in the program on his own. Throughout the telling of their 
stories, the men spoke of continuing to work on the issues that they felt had led them 
to use violence and subsequently end up in programming.

I know I am not healed, you know what I mean, there is still a lot of work to do, 
lots of things that I want to work on but at least…

 
It’s no different than riding a bike, you fall over, right, so if I don’t keep working 
on what I need to work on… so that’s why I try to go to these groups, you know, 
the voluntary ones…

 
Learning that I need to work on things regularly is another thing. I can’t 
“okay, I’m done my 32 weeks and life is great now”—there are things I will 
have to work on for the rest of my life and that’s okay, I’m not perfect, I never 
will be, but at least I know that I have these defects and that I can work on 
them and that there is things I can do to make them a little bit better next 
time.

 
I had the opportunity to heal and to keep healing and to keep working and to 
try to get better. And to know that I am capable of doing it.

DISCUSSION

A strength of the sample was that two court-mandated participants and two volun-
tary DAVTP participants were interviewed, providing a view of both types of experi-
ence, though no significant differences were noted between the court-mandated and 
self-referred participants.

The men interviewed for this study spoke openly and told complex narratives. 
This is similar to some studies of DAVTP attendants (Scott & Wolfe, 2000; Wangs-
gaard, 2000) and divergent from the results of others (Cavanagh et al., 2001; Dobash 
et al., 1998). In a 1998 study, Dobash et al. interviewed 122 men who had perpetrated 
IPV over the course of a three-year evaluation study. Dobash et al. (1998) stated 
that men’s accounts of the violence were “sparse and abbreviated” and that they 
minimized the violence as well as blamed and “implicated partners” in the violence 
(p. 390). In the present study, men talked at length and acknowledged responsibility 
for the violence that they had committed, which differed significantly from what was 
seen in the Dobash et al. (1998) sample.
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This difference leads to a discussion of why differences may exist between the stud-
ies on the acceptance of responsibility. Because the present study examined experi-
ences of change, only past DAVTP participants who had successfully made changes to 
their behavior were recruited. The 122 men in the Dobash et al. (1998) sample were 
interviewed immediately after they became involved in the criminal justice system, 
and longitudinal follow-up was done via mail later. This difference speaks the dif-
ferences stemming from DAVTP completion. It is likely that the men in the present 
sample had learned improved communication skills (the reason why their responses 
were not “sparse and abbreviated”) and revised their attitudes while in the program, 
which is the reason that they did not display the blaming and minimizing language 
of those interviewed in the Dobash et al. (1998) and Cavanagh et al. (2001) studies. 
This postulation indicates a need for further research to investigate the difference 
between men immediately following arrest/enrollment in DAVTPs and the changes 
that they have made following completion of the program.

While some of the participants grew up in homes where they witnessed violence 
or were abused themselves, more prevalent in the men’s narratives of their formative 
years was the idea of typical masculine behavior. The men reported that they had 
grown up with the idea that being a man meant not showing their emotions. It is 
true that “to heal, men must learn to feel again” (Hooks, 2004, p. 143) and learning 
to connect with their emotions and become comfortable sharing their feelings proved 
necessary for the men’s processes of changing.

Two of the men in this study stated that they had been contemplating domestic ho-
micide/suicide (killing their partners or killing their partners and themselves) and in 
one of those cases, the participant self-reported only one serious incident of physical 
violence against his partner, which occurred after the thoughts of homicide/suicide 
began. This serves as a stark reminder that women can be at risk of homicide even 
in relationships where incidents of physical violence are not frequent or severe, as 
demonstrated by Nicolaidis et al. (2003), or where abuse is not physical.

LIMITATIONS

As the present research specifically sought participants who had successfully made 
changes to their behavior, this significantly lowered the pool of possible subjects, 
even with programs across the province serving a number of both court-mandated 
and self-referred clients. We know that, in one year, only 12% of those who entered 
DAVTPs through the Domestic Violence Court process successfully completed treat-
ment. As that figure includes both male and female perpetrators and the present 
study only sought male participants, the number of men who successfully complete is 
lower. Additionally, recruitment was likely challenged further by requiring the Let-
ter of Initial Contact to be shared with potential participants by program facilitators. 
This passive recruitment method meant that it was not possible to control which, 
and how many, DAVTP clients received the letter. Due to low rates of treatment pro-
gram completion as well as embarrassment, perceived stigma, or concerns regarding 
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confidentiality (Wangsgaard, 2000) it is unsurprising that only four men agreed to 
participate during the 10-month study. Fortunately, this is considered to be an ad-
equate sample size in phenomenological research (Boyd, 2001) and allowed for an 
in-depth examination of the experiences that they shared. Sample size in studies like 
this one are often small (for example: Pandya & Gingerich, 2002 (group of 6 men); Sil-
vergleid & Mankowski, 2006 (9 men); Scott & Wolfe, (2000) (9 men). While each study 
of this sort offers valuable insight into what helps men make changes and end their 
violent behavior, more research needs to be conducted so that the cumulative results 
will provide a clearer picture of what helps men change (Pandya & Gingerich, 2002).

This project provides a thick description of four men’s process of desistance from 
IPV, which may provide insight into key factors that contribute to making change. 
The commonality between the experience of these men’s experiences may provide 
some sensitizing ideas for future larger-scale research. It is not possible to know if 
these four participants are representative of DAVTP participants who successfully 
change their behavior, however, the information provided by these participants adds 
rich detail to what is currently known about the experiences of men who perpetrate 
IPV, attend programming, and desist from IPV perpetration.

As the four participants were all of White/European descent, it is not possible to 
know if the experiences that these men shared might share commonalities with men 
of other ethnic groups. As well, the participants were all between the ages of 50 and 
56, so it is unknown if their experiences might be similar to those experienced by 
younger DAVTP participants.

CONCLUSION

With the understanding that individuals who prepetrate IPV are solely responsible 
for their behavior and for ending their violence, this research sought a deeper un-
derstanding of the experiences of men who have perpetrated IPV and subsequently 
participated in treatment and desisted from perpetrating violence in their intimate 
relationships. Phenomenological methods were used to conduct in-depth, qualitative 
interviews with men who had perpetrated IPV and participated in violence treatment 
programs to determine what assists individuals to desist from perpetration of IPV.

Few participants who begin IPV programs successfully complete treatment, mak-
ing it difficult to learn what helps men to successfully end their use of violence in 
their intimate relationships. This work adds to the small body of qualitative litera-
ture which examines the ways by which men change their violent behavior and the 
motivating factors that assist with those changes.

The changes that the participants made to end violence in their relationships 
began with accepting responsibility for their violent behavior and recognizing that 
the cause of the violence and the changes that they had to make were internal, not 
external. While the men initially entered the programs because of others and the 
support of others who cared about them helped them to succeed, the men success-
fully made changes when they realized that they were responsible for their violence 
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and for their future actions. The men were able to make positive changes because 
they accepted responsibility and put in the work necessary to make things better for 
themselves, which in turn increases the safety of those that they have relationships 
with.

Masculine socialization was a key theme, as participants reported that they had 
grown up with the idea that being a man meant not showing emotion. The men stated 
that learning to connect with their emotions and becoming comfortable sharing their 
feelings was one of the most important things that they gained through participation 
in DAVTPs. For three of the four participants, the relationships that they formed 
with other participants in the program were as important, or even more important, 
than the content of the program itself. The importance of relationships shown in the 
present study was consistent with findings in the literature (Gondolf & Hanneken, 
1987; Silvergleid & Mankowski, 2006; Wangsgaard, 2000). A recurring theme in the 
narratives of the four participants was the need to feel safe in the group and to share 
their feelings without judgment.

It was notable that the men who participated in this study spoke openly, told com-
plex narratives, and acknowledged responsibility for perpetrating IPV. While some 
research in this area had similar findings (Scott & Wolfe, 2000; Wangsgaard, 2000), 
research conducted with men shortly after arrest found that they were unlikely 
to speak openly and at length and to accept responsibility (Cavanagh et al., 2001; 
Dobash et al., 1998). This difference highlights the importance of research to examine 
the difference between men following arrest/enrollment in DAVTPs compared to fol-
lowing completion of the program.

The men in the present study stated that it often took months, or even years, to 
engage in the programming in a meaningful way. As programs are not designed to 
run for this length of time, this demonstrates the importance of opportunities for 
men to return to programs after completion or to stay involved through maintenance 
programs. This also speaks to program facilitators’ ability to connect with the men 
and encourage them to continue returning to the program each week, so that they 
will continue participating until they experience a turning point and truly do engage 
in the program. As well as lengthening programming, the research participants also 
suggested that “mandatory check back-ins” might lower the number of individuals 
who recidivate. Participants also discussed the need for peer support and suggested 
that sponsoring relationships, similarly to those employed by AA, could be helpful for 
DAVTP participants.

This research also highlighted that women can be at risk of intimate partner ho-
micide (and men can be at risk of suicide) even when the violence is not physical, or 
physical violence is not severe. It makes it clear that clinicians who work with men 
who use violence as well as victims/survivors must be aware of warning signs for do-
mestic homicide and have training in risk assessment and risk management.

The conclusion of this study is similar to that of Gondolf and Hanneken in 1987—
these men model strategies that other men could employ to make changes to ending 
violence in their lives, as well, if they accept responsibility for their actions. The 
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changes made by the men in the present study, as in Gondolf and Hanneken (1987) 
“could be replicated by other motivated men” (p. 188).

Understanding how to help men to end their violent behavior not only increases 
women’s safety, but it improves men’s lives. Information on what makes it possible 
for men to develop and maintain non-violent behaviors can assist service providers 
and community members help men to achieve these goals. Helping professionals “can 
guide, instruct, observe, share information and skills, but we cannot do for boys and 
men what they must do for themselves” (Hooks, 2004, p. 16).
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