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1. Background 

 

Currently in the field of domestic violence many organisations in South Africa 

work with issues affecting the abused women.  In recent years domestic 

violence has been a top priority of the South African government, particularly 

SAPS and Social Development.  However since the 1980’s the focus of 

domestic violence intervention has been mainly on the abused woman.  

Responsibility was placed on the woman to get out of the cycle of violence and 

do something to change her situation.  Although support of the abused women 

alone is regarded as a critical intervention around domestic violence prevention, 

it is not enough.  Despite all the available interventions the phenomena 

continuous to have a high incidence and appears to be escalating.   According 

to literature, it is because domestic violence is seen as a women’s problem only 

that men have not been targeted in prevention strategies.   

 

Although the passing of the Act on Domestic Violence is a definite step forward, 

the implementation thereof is not without difficulty.  One of the biggest obstacles 

in the implementation of this act is the response of the over exhausted Criminal 

Justice System.  For numerous reasons this causes disempowerment rather 

than empowerment of the victim.  Due to massive educational and awareness 

drives around domestic violence and the new domestic violence legislation, 

many abused women have applied for protection orders against their 

husbands/partners.  Often many withdraw the cases.  For those that 

contravened the Act, many received suspended sentences, a few short prison 

sentences, many got off - scott free.          
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2.  NICRO Perpetrator Programme 

 

NICRO’s Victim Support Programme’s goal is to ensure that the rights of victims 

of crime in South Africa are met through the development of sustainable, needs 

based victim support services and projects.  NICRO as organisation has worked 

in the field of domestic violence intervention for the past 18 years.  The 

domestic violence situation in South Africa has led NICRO to evaluate the 

extent of our intervention and investigate alternative ways of responding to 

domestic violence in a more holistic way.  The major shortcoming identified was 

the lack of focus on the Domestic Violence perpetrator.  Thus it was decided to 

run a programme with the perpetrators of domestic violence as a sentencing 

option.  In 2001- 2002 NICRO ran pilot programmes for perpetrators of 

Domestic Violence in three provinces in South Africa - Western Cape, Eastern 

Cape and Gauteng.  This is an evaluation report of the two pilots that were run 

in the Western Cape by the Community Victim Support Team. 

 

Although there are criticisms of perpetrator programmes reflecting a range of 

concerns, there are many reasons (in literature and also confirmed by our 

research) why these programmes should emerge and that these types of 

programmes have a definite value to bring in reducing the incidence of domestic 

violence.  It needs to be stressed that perpetrator programmes are not a soft 

option.  They hold perpetrators accountable and responsible, and try’s to 

minimize the violence. 

 

3.  Objectives of the perpetrator programme:  

 

The discussion of the goals gives an overview of the whole programme and will 

only briefly be mentioned. 

 

3.1 Reduce Domestic Violence by developing a Zero Tolerance ethos 

 

The fact that men were referred to the group by the courts shows that them that 

there are consequences for their violence.  Violence will not be tolerated and 

their sentences will not be withdrawn, even if the courts deemed the Domestic 

Violence less serious. 
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Within the group there was a zero tolerance ethos towards violence of any kind 

at home.  This was contracted in the pre group phase.  

 

3.2 Promote a culture of deterrence 

 

Due to being in the group, offenders expressed fear of 'doing anything wrong at 

home' in terms of Domestic Violence.  The group was holding them 

accountable for their violence and they felt the impact.   

 

3.3 Programmes must collaborate with other key role players - justice, health, 

correctional services, battered women's programmes, social institutions 

 

The programme did network with Justice (the two courts) as well as social 

institutions working in the field - FAMSA (when drawing up the programme) and 

the Department of Social Development.  We offer battered women's 

programmes ourselves.   

 

3.4 Educate perpetrators with skills - pursue alternative attitudes, values and 

behaviours 

 

The first half of the programme focussed on challenging unhealthy beliefs and 

expectations around relationships that arise out of socialisation. Secondly skills 

such as safety plans, anger management, conflict resolution and goal setting 

were also taught in the group. 

 

3.5 Increase perpetrator responsibility and accountability 

 

In challenging attitudes, values and behaviours issues around violence as a 

means of control were discussed.  The Power and Control Wheel developed by 

Ellen Pence of the Duluth Model was used in this regard. This leads to serious 

challenging around taking responsibility and accountability for the decision to 

use violence in the relationship over a non-violent option to solving the 

problem. 
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3.6 Treatment/programme provision must include evaluation 

 

The evaluation process was set in place before the programme began, 

considering indicators of change that we were interested in as well as methods 

of measuring that change.  Undertaking pre- and posttest interviews did 

measurement. 

 

3.7 Perpetrators must consent to treatment providers having access to their 

victims 

 

The partners were included from the assessment phase.  They were 

interviewed face to face or telephonically to confirm the perpetrators 

assessment.  This was extremely useful in evaluating group members during 

the group.  It was made clear that they could contact Nicro at any time if they 

had difficulties or need support and were encouraged to go for counselling or 

join a support group.   

 

3.8 Acknowledgement that treatment of perpetrators is merely one other option 

 

We are working in conjunction with the courts that view prison, suspended 

sentences and fines as other options for Domestic Violence Perpetrators.  We 

work in a team where counselling and support of victims is also an option. 

 

3.9 Court mandated treatment is merely an option, need to explore several 

alternatives such as pre-trial, diversion 

 

In the two pilots different options were explored.  Mitchell's Plain court was a 

diversion option (similar to the Nicro youth diversion programme), after which 

the perpetrator had to attend a second court date after completing the 

programme.  Failure to complete the course resulted in the case being taken 

further.  Wynberg Court referred people to the group when partners asked for 

the case to be withdrawn.  Thus there was no accountability to the courts for 

finishing the group. 
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3.10 Perpetrators should pay a fee for services, alternatives for indigent 

persons 

 

When working with perpetrators, one of the biggest challenges is not to take 

away funds from victim support.  Fees were charged on a sliding scale (R5 - 

R20 per session).  Everyone was able to meet these requirements.  These 

funds are then used for victim support.  The Department of Social Development 

funds the programme. 

 

4.  Models & techniques used 

 

This was a psycho-educational group drawing upon a variety of different models 

and techniques in a path of discovering what is best suited for the South African 

context.   

 

• Duluth model – Education groups for men who batter, Minnesota: formed 

the underlying approach to our programme.  The basis of this model is 

cemented in the belief that violence is used to control people’s 

behaviour.  Although this model was not found to be comprehensive 

enough to follow in all sessions, three tools were however taken from the 

model that was extremely useful: Power & Control Wheel, Equality 

Wheel and the Control Log.  We used these in illustrating clearly 

accountability and responsibility. It brought about an understanding of the 

use of violence as a tactic of control as well as how to end the use of 

violence by reinforcing equality into your relationship. 

• The Victim Empowerment Programme (VEP) training manual, developed 

by NICRO and other NGO’s for the Department of Social Development, 

was used for the educational part of the programme (the Act, rights, 

myths, victim empathy) 

• Ending Men’s’ Violence Against Women - an Australian report:  provided 

a lot of insight into facilitator techniques for running perpetrator groups as 

well as rationale behind exercises and models used.  Cognitive 

Restructuring was a useful exercise (when simplified to layman’s terms) 

for dealing with negative thoughts that usually result in anger build-up 



 

XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 
 

6 

and violence.  The group identified well with this session. The manual 

also proved useful in challenging the men about the abuse. 

• From Dark To Light - a Canadian Manual was used for practical 

exercises that the group found useful and we were able to return to in 

report back time most sessions. Safety Plans and Pre-violence signs are 

examples of these exercises 

• West Side Domestic Violence Project – in the USA was also drawn upon 

for topics and techniques 

• Role Plays were used quite extensively later on in the group in practising 

healthy relationship alternatives to violence.  In terms of language / 

education barriers – role plays are excellent at putting points across as 

well as determining the level of understanding in participants.  In one 

session earlier on, it was clear from the role-play that not one member 

was able to rephrase a short scenario that was originally violent into 

something that led to a resolution.  It eventually took intervention by the 

facilitators to bring a simple conclusion that immediately became obvious 

to the group.  The method of conflict resolution used in that role-play was 

then reportedly used by one of the group members in a home situation.  

This internalisation shows the effectiveness of the technique. 

• Videos were also used, but found it to be less effective due to being out 

dated, more relevant to women seeking help and not really suited for the 

group members  

 

The above-mentioned models, theories and practice examples were not the 

only sources used, but were most influential in planning the programme outline. 

 

5.  Group process 

 

The group went on for 16 sessions.  Two hour sessions once a week – one in 

Wynberg and one in Mitchell’s Plain.  Just a brief outline of the group process: 

 

Pre-group phase:  During this phase the Nicro staff was trained and an 

assessment tool was developed to determine if a person was suited for the 

group.  In developing this tool literature was used and an expert in the field 

facilitated this process.  We lobbied with courts; an administrative system was 
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put in place; networking with other organisations took place; and the 

programme was planned.  Perpetrators were referred and an assessment was 

also done using the tool mentioned above.  The courts were informed if the 

offender was accepted into the programme or not through a standard form that 

we fax too them within two weeks of referral.     

 

Contact and contract phase: In this phase the group was very reluctant as they 

felt that they were being forced to be in the group.  With that there was lots of 

denial and blame shifting, not acknowledging their wrongdoing and in response 

to challenges by the facilitators as well as confrontational exercises.   This 

initially caused the group process to be stuck and the response of the 

facilitators was that of having to make the members understand the importance 

of being in the group. From session 1 to 5 the group members were testing the 

boundaries. 

 

Intervention phase:  There was definitely an attitude shift later on in the group.  

People began to be more willing to learn, needs and struggles began to be 

expressed more openly.  From sessions 6 to 11 the grouped moved into the 

Middle Phase of starting to work together. Group cohesion started forming, the 

members were able to identify and relate to one another, they formed a bond in 

even standing up for one another, when it came to the issues being discussed. 

They were able to work together on group tasks and also had the input of their 

partners when it came to completing homework exercises. Here the group even 

started to make sense of the concept of domestic violence and how to work at 

having a healthy relationship. Initially, getting members to take responsibility for 

their actions was the perceived problem.  As members began to realise the 

alternatives to their actions and gain skills in conflict resolution, they also 

realised they had made the choice to be violent.  All but one in the group 

seemed to come through on this issue.  After all, that is the focus of the group.  

 

Evaluation and Termination phase:  Termination Phase was from sessions 12 to 

16; here the group started showing anticipation in wanting to finish off with the 

programme. The final quarter involved a lot of work intermingled with many pre-

termination issues – members were unsure about the ending of the group.  

They wanted to make plans to phone each other to find out how things were 
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going, to get together to watch sport etc.  Some of the members mentioned their 

anxiety in having to use the sessions in their lives after the group, wondering 

whether it meant with the group ending that there wouldn’t be anyone to monitor 

their progress. One of the members said that he wants the group to go on 

forever and another mentioned that should there be another group, then he will 

volunteer to come and tell those members about his experience of being in the 

group. 

 

We realised the group was a powerful medium as the members encouraged 

each other to share or challenged each other in areas where it was obvious 

they needed change. 

 

Co-facilitation:  We made use co-facilitation on a rotation basis.  One facilitator 

for each programme continued throughout the whole group and the co-facilitator 

rotated after every fourth session.  As a result of the changing facilitators there 

was a marked 4-week cycle in the group process.  Elements of the beginning 

phase (such as testing out and not opening up) were played out in the first 

session of each new facilitator.  Men often felt compelled to tell their story to the 

new facilitator so that they would not be misunderstood in discussion times.  

There was also a time of adjusting in the facilitation partnership at the start of 

each quarter.  By the third session of each quarter we were all working well 

together, understanding each other and making progress (Working phase).  The 

final session of each quarter was a mini termination session – parting with a 

facilitator that the group had come to know. 

 

Interesting to note with regard to facilitation is the difference in male and female 

facilitators.  It became apparent that male facilitators were able to challenge 

‘men’s only’ issues with slightly more success.  It has been said that having 

both a male and a female facilitator is the ideal because of the gender 

dynamics.  Each facilitator brought something unique to the group; an ability to 

challenge group members without letting anything go by unnoticed, an ability to 

bring a creative design into the programme allowing things to be put across 

more clearly, a clear understanding of domestic violence and its victims, 

excellent group work skills that ensured important points were picked up during 

evaluation and planning.        
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Staff debriefing:  This was a built in phase of the process and it was found to 

have a very important function. 

 

Post- Group:  Communication with Courts. 

 

6.  Group structure 

 

All the people referred to the programme were not accepted into the group due 

to group dynamics and the way a person can influence the latter.   

 

Group size 

Wynberg:    21 Referrals from court 

  11 Accepted for the group 

  3 No shows 

2 Referred back to court during the group for breaking  

            contract 

  6 Completed 16 sessions 

  

 

Mitchell’s Plain:    21 Referrals from court 

   14 Accepted for the group 

   4 Referred back to court for breaking contract 

   10 Completed 16 sessions 

 

In the Wynberg group 8 was an optimal size to work with.  There was enough 

time for each group member in one session to have some focus.  It was big 

enough to work with different teaching exercises and small enough to open up 

and share honestly about what was happening at home. 

 

Mitchell’s Plain group was initially a bit too big; facilitators found it difficult to 

include everyone in the group during one session.  They also found it difficult to 

draw people into discussions. 
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7.  Highlights 

 

• A highlight for us was completing the 16 sessions and the huge learning 

process that it involved. 

• Very often a go-around evaluation of a session was a highlight.  

Participants gave very positive feedback at these times, expressing how 

much had learnt, and how they appreciated gaining relationship skills.  

These expressions were not prompted and appeared genuine. 

• Partner evaluations were another highlight since they were mostly positive 

and talking about the change in their partners.   

• Group members grew attached to each other and group cohesion was 

good – in one example a group member came to group under the influence 

of alcohol and the group were very supportive and even appreciative when 

he was asked to leave.   

 

 

8.  Research findings 

 

Sample:  Due to being a pilot study and the research population so small, it was 

decided to include all the group members in this study.   

 

Procedure: Participants were contacted telephonically to set up appointments.  

Using an interview schedule a pre-test was undertaken before the group 

started.  The same interview schedule was applied for interviews after the group 

finished.  Unfortunately not all participants were interviewed with the post 

testing.   Reasons being that participants did not turn up for appointments, could 

not get off work and had transport problems.  Another set of posttest interviews 

took place in May 2003 to measure sustainability. 

 

Measurement indicators included improved attitude, taking responsibility, 

accountability, anger management, view of relationship, emotional 

development, understanding the impact of abuse, self image, realization of 

need for change, changing behaviour, and conflict management. 
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Findings: 

 

The findings are based on the last post-test undertaken in May 2003 and is 

measured against the objectives of the programme.  Eleven interviews took 

place with perpetrators and four interviews with wife’s/partners – all done 

separately, both face to face and telephonically.  Only the significant responses 

will be mentioned briefly. 

 

OBJECTIVES MET 
 
Objective 1: Reduce domestic violence by developing  

Zero tolerance.  
 

• 90.9% (10/11) of the group members said they were not abusive after 

completing the programme.  

• 100% (11/11) group members responded by saying that talking about 

what makes them angry is or why they are angry is more important than 

using violence. 

 

• 3/4 partners did note a positive change in the group members.   

 
Objective 2: Promote a culture of deterrence.   
 

• 90.9% (10/11) of the group members responded negatively towards 

domestic violence. 

 

Objective 4: Educate perpetrators with skills –  
Pursue alternative attitudes, values and behaviours.  

 
• 90.9% (10/11) of the group members said to do practical things instead 

of being violent, e.g. taking a walk, talk it out, keep quiet, be more 

understanding, respect and appreciate wife, clean the garden or do 

exercises, be more tolerant and control anger.  

• When asked what is a healthy relationship, respondents 100% (11/11) 

said that sharing secrets and trusting your wife/partner is important. 

90.9% (10/11) said that sharing one’s feelings and being honest with 

your wife/partner is also important as well as never making all the 

decisions on their own. 



 

XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 
 

12 

 

• The partners were asked what group members have learned from the 

group.  Three women responded and all mentioned that the group 

members have learned to control anger and feelings.   

• When asked if the group members have applied any of the new skills at 

home, two said yes, and one noted sometimes.   

 

After the initial post-test, one wife’s comment was: “Person X has changed…he 

is different somehow.  It seems he has… emotions… like he has feelings!  

Today is the first time in 9 years he has remembered our anniversary…and he 

is getting on so well with the children”.   

 
 
Objective 5: Increase perpetrator responsibility and  

accountability.   
 

• When asked what can be done or have been done to improve the 

relationship, 8 respondents (group members) answered, and 75% (6/8) 

said the following; “stop drinking, find a job for money, communication 

and understanding, stop jealous outbursts and be friends with wife – they 

thus take responsibility or at least see their responsibility. 

 
Objective 7: Perpetrators must consent to treatment  

providers having access to their partners.  
 

• Although treatment providers had contact with their partners for the 

duration of the programme, 81.8% (9/11) of the group members felt 

strongly that they would like their partners to be included in the 

programme. 

 

Group members and their partners were asked if they are of the opinion that the 

NICRO programme is effective, 10/11 of the group members felt that it was and 

3 partners answered, all saying that they also feel this way.   
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Although some negative responses are noted, the group members’ changes are 

mostly positive after attending the group.  Working with perpetrators of domestic 

violence is still a relatively new approach in South Africa and problems are 

unavoidable.  What is important to remember is that negative issues need to be 

identified and vied as challenges that needs to be faced in developing a truly 

South African Model.   

 

9.  Challenges 

 

We are facing some important challenges in our part forward with this 

programme.   

 

• Firstly, a huge challenge that will remain is not to run programmes at the 

expense of victim support services.   

• Networking - as any programme can only reach it's full potential when it 

is not done in isolation 

• Group members coming late to the group 

• Members staying absent without Doctor’s certificate or valid reason 

• Substance abuse, on one occasion two of the members were sent home 

for being drunk and drugged 

• Complaints from partners of men who had still been abusive in the 

beginning 

• Lack of taking responsibility for their actions 

• No feedback from Court in terms of referrals, or follow-ups after 

completion of programme 

 
10.  Current programmes 
 
 
! NICRO Western Cape is running three new perpetrator programmes this 

year.  Having learnt from previous groups we aim to achieve even more this 

time around.  We are running one open- and two closed groups so that 

comparison is possible.  A support group for the wives/partners of persons 

attending the group is also being run in parallel.    

! We are conducting continuous practice research to be able to identify 

challenges and address them to improve the programme  
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! We have developed a more comprehensive pre- and post-test questionnaire 

based on information we received from last years testing 

! To find the best legal option in partnership with the courts (diversion, 

sentencing, pre-trial etc.) making sure there is accountability for the 

perpetrators, should they break their contract. 

! We are involving the partners more in the current programme, giving them a 

chance to be supported as well as learning similar conflict resolution skills to 

their husbands  

! Develop an outline of methods and topics that were the most useful in the 

two groups that were run for use with future groups. 

! Continue staff support systems, including emotional support as well as 

practical and theoretical. 

! Networking with more organisations and establishing partnerships.   We are 

currently working on extending this network base and have already started 

negotiations with SANCA for men that need assistance in this area. 

 

12.  Conclusion 

 

Family violence remains a global issue, and sharing new alternatives and 

experiences is critical to improving intervention worldwide.  In domestic violence 

prevention we can no longer just look at the symptom.  For too long the 

responsibility for domestic violence has been on the woman – empower the 

women to take responsibility for her rights – an empowerment that leaves 

women in financial dire, to take responsibility for the children, to leave her home 

and go to a shelter, to risk her life to attend counselling sessions. 

 

Men have a choice about their violence.  The group dynamics are critical to the 

process of perpetrators beginning to take responsibility for their choices and to 

learn new ways of behaving.    

 

All the provinces that piloted the perpetrator programme had good preliminary 

success stories, with challenges (of course), as this is a fairly new intervention 

in South Africa.   These types of programmes have a definite value that they 

bring to reducing the incidence of domestic violence in South Africa.  NICRO 

undertakes to continue exploring this, as well as other, alternatives to the 
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domestic violence problem facing South Africa.  To support this we will also 

continue to do research, impact studies and longitudinal studies as well as 

testing a variety of, and a combination of various models, in order to produce a 

truly South African model.  

 

NICRO identifies that there are many other alternatives, and continues to 

remain actively involved in lobbying that these areas be explored at a national 

level.   
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