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Aspublic recognition of domestic violence (DV)
and sexual assault (SA) hasreachedincreasing
heights, there hasbeen an outcry for moreeffective
prevention programs. Thisoutcry isbased onan
understanding of thewidespread nature of this
problem and theincredible coststo victimsand
society asawhole. Thisdocument summarizesthe
devel opment of preventioninitiativesinthesetwo
related areas. However, we caution that DV and SA
preventioninitiativesand evaluation research on
themareinther infancy. Therefore, thisreview
pointsout trendsand promising devel opmentsrather
than definitivedirectionsinthefield. Although the
research hasmany shortcomingsit leadsto
important suggestionsfor prevention strategies.

Researchinthisburgeoning field needstoinform
prevention. Many of the contributing risk factorsfor
sexud and physical assault havebeenidentifiedin
childhood and adol escence, and these need to be
incorporated into prevention goas. For example,
peer attitudes (Reitzel-Jaffe & Wolfe, 2001), past
experiencesof child maltreatment (Wolfeetd.,
2001), and substance abusein adol escence
(Wekerle& Wall, 2002) havedl beenlinked to
gresater risk of dating violence, domestic violence,
and sexua assault. Changing thenormsand climate
about relationshipsand providing studentsand
teacherswith the skillsneeded to foster healthy
relationshipsistheonly viableway to shift froma
crissorientation to oneof preventioninresponseto
theserelated formsof violence.

In preparing thisdocument wetook the
perspectivethat DV and SA aregender-linked
crimesbasedin cultural and societal valuesaffecting
gender inequality and abuse of power and control.

In conjunctionwith thisperspective, DV and SA
researchersand practitionershavedrawnfroma
variety of related theoretical perspectivesintheir
prevention efforts, ranging from feminist and
sociologica viewsof broad societd influencesto
individually-focused cognitiveand behaviord skill
deficits, which arereflected herein.

Prevention Strategies

Prevention effortsaregeneraly consderedin
termsof primary, secondary, and tertiary. Primary
prevention involveseffortsto reducetheincidence of
aproblem among apopulation beforeit occurs. The
goa of secondary preventionistotarget servicesto
select (at-risk) individudss, in an effort to decrease
theincidence of aproblem by reducing known or
suspectedrisk factors. Tertiary preventioninvolves
attemptsto minimizethe courseof aproblemonceit
isaready clearly evident and causing harm, whichin
thecurrent instanceinvolvestheidentification of
domestic violence and sexua assault perpetrators
and victims, control of thebehavior and itseffect,
punishment and/or treatment for the perpetrators,
and support for thevictims. Becausetertiary efforts
areintended moreasintervention aimed at current
needsaswell asprevention of futureharm, this
document reviewsonly primary and secondary
prevention strategiesand their current research
satus.

Intermsof DV and SA, primary prevention
strategiesintroduce new values, thinking processes,
and relationship skillsto particul ar popul ation groups
that areincompatiblewith violence and that promote
hedlthy, non-violent relationships. For example,
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resources can be used to focus on respect, trust,
and supportivegrowthinrelationships. A clear
advantageisthat these efforts can betargeted
universaly, at broad population groups, such as
school-age children or membersof aparticular
community. Secondary prevention effortsare
directed toward identified individualswho have
exhibited particular behaviors(e.g., dating violence)
or possess certain risk factors(e.g., male; prior
exposureto violence) that are associated with
domestic violenceand sexua assault. Asdescribed
bel ow, examplesof sexual assault secondary pre-
ventioninclude programsfor first year college
studentswho haveahistory of victimization or
problemswith substance abuse, which are associ-
ated with dating violence and sexual assault (e.g.,
Lonsway & Kothari, 2002).

Primary and Secondary Prevention of Domestic
Violenceand Sexual Assault

Developmental and Gender Considerations

A gtarting point for prevention programsis
deciding onthetarget age and the best venuefor
ddivering the program. For example, most adoles-
cent programsare designed for ahigh school
(classroom) venue, whereas adult prevention efforts
utilize the mass mediaand workplaceto chal lenge
attitudes and behaviorsthat support violenceto-
wardswomen. Therearea so considerations
regarding variation in program delivery according to
the gender of thetarget audience. Programson
dating violence, for example may create backlash
among boysif they identify the program asan attack
onmaesingenerd (e.g., Hilton, Harris, Rice,
Krans, & Lavigne, 1998), and unique strategiesmay
be needed for different agesand both sexes. Inour
experiencegirlsareoften moreinterested in discuss-
ingthesesengtiveissuesand willing torole-play
socid stuationsrelevant to prevention of DV and
SA, whereasboysare more resistance and rel uctant
to do s0. Unique strategiesfor male participation
may includeinvolvement of popular malepeer and
teacher role models, and more graduated ap-
proachesto introducing the underlying social issues
and factorscontributingto DV and SA.

A further congiderationin the devel opment of
prevention programsin both areasistheidentifica-
tion of the crucial preventiontargets. With adoles-
centsand adults, one can explicitly namethe prob-
lem of domestic violenceand sexua assault. How-
ever, withyounger children prevention effortsare
more oftentied to the early factors associated with
domestic violenceand/or sexud assault later inlife
(e.g., being exposed to domestic violencewhile
growing up; Graham-Bermann & Edleson, 2001).

Ingenerd, prevention programsareintended to
clarify inappropriate attitudes and behaviorsand
offer positiveaternatives. In essence, most preven-
tion effortsare psychoeducationd strategies, rather
than treatment services, aimed at abroad sector of
thepopulation. Severd illustrative programsare
described below that reflect the current state of
prevention research in domestic violenceand sexua
assault, followed by acritical analyssandimplica
tionsof theliterature.

Programs for Elementary-Aged Children
Schoolsareanideal placeinwhichtointroduce
primary prevention programsto awide range of
children. Much of children’ssocia learning takes
placein schooals, and influencesthe devel opment of
behaviorsand attitudes supportive of interpersonal
violenceinitsmany forms. Prevention programs
capitalize on thesefactorsby introducing discussion
of personal safety andinjury preventioninthe
classroom, and by integrating such discussion within
the context of trusting relationships. Themateria is
introduced at agenera level of understanding for
younger age groups (Jaffe, Wolfe, Crooks, Hughes,
& Baker, in press); sexua and physical violence,
personal responsibility, and alternativesto violence
aremoredirectly approached in high school and
collegeprograms(see below).

Community programshave sometimes collabo-
rated with schoolsin an effort to raise awareness
and prevent futureviolence (National Council of
Juvenileand Family Court Judges, 1998). Oneof
thekey valuesinherent inthese primary prevention
programsisthebelief that every student needsto be
awareof DV and SA. Evenif studentsnever
becomevictimsor perpetrators, they may have
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opportunitiesinthefuture, ascommunity members,
to help othersin preventing or stopping these
assaults. Thesemode programs sometimesinclude
involvement of parentsand other membersof the
broader community, in an effort to affect broader
change.

Oneof thefirst programsto document effortsto
prevent domestic violence by working with children
inthe schoolswasimplemented by the Minnesota
Codlition for Battered Women (Gamache & Snapp,
1995), and recently updated around the themesthat
“handsarenot for hitting” and students' “choice” for
aternativesto violence (MinnesotaCodlitionfor
Battered Women, 2000). Thisexcellent programis
oneof thefew that explicitly addressestheroot
causesof violence, such asracism, classism, sexism,
ableism, heterosexiam, etc. Preiminary eva uaions
of thisand related programsare promising and
indicatethat key elementsof successful school-
based programsinclude: identifying relationship
violenceasaform of societal violence; acknowledg-
ingthat DV and SA are abuse of power and control;
creating ahigh enough leve of trust that children can
disclose exposureto domestic violenceand teachers
can makeappropriatereferras; teaching safety skills
about what to do when domestic violence occurs;
and encouraging socid skillsdevelopment like
conflict resolution asaternativesto violence(e.g.,
Sudermann, Jaffe, & Schieck, 1996).

Adolescents and Young Adults

Early- and mid-adolescence offersaunique
window of opportunity for prevention effortsto
maketeensmore aware of how violenceinrelation-
ships can occur and to teach healthy ways of form-
ing intimaterel ationships. L ate adolescenceand the
early adult yearsared so critica periodsof trans-
tion. Infact, college studentsare seen as so high-risk
for partner violence and sexual assault that some
researchersargueingtitutions should provide univer-
sal programsto addressthe magnitude of these
issues(Koss& Harvey, 1991). When offered
opportunitiesto exploretherichness and rewards of
relationships, teensand young adults often show a
greater interest inlearning about choicesand re-
sponsihilities. Clear messages about persona

respongbility and boundaries, ddiveredinablame-
free manner, are generally acceptableto thisage
group, whereaslecturesand warningsareless
helpful (Dryfoos, 1991).

DV and SA prevention among thiscritical age
group hasfocused on dating violencethat often
includes, by definition, psychologicd, physicd, and
sexual abuse. Although theliterature approaches
dating violence and sexual assault prevention as
separatetopics, they overlap considerably, espe-
cidly fromaprevention standpoint. Programson
rape prevention focuson violence committed by
strangers, acquai ntances, work colleagues, and
intimate partners, which overlap with dating violence
initiativesintermsof lessonsabout ingppropriate
attitudesand behaviors. Morerecently programs
haveincorporated content on theinfluence of drugs
and alcohol and, in particular, “date-rape’ drugsthat
allow perpetratorsto incapacitate potentia victims.
Recognizing the overlap between DV and SA is
important, without allowing drugsand a cohol to
become an excusefor the perpetrator or an oppor-
tunity toblamethevictim.

Primary prevention programsdelivered univer-
sdly through high schoolsofteninvolveactivities
aimed at increasing awarenessand dispelling myths
about relationship violence and sexua assault. Such
activitiesincludeschool auditorium presentations
involving videotapes, plays, professional theatre
groups, or aspeechfromaDV or SA survivor;
classroom discussionsfacilitated by teachersor
service providers; programsand curriculathat
encourage studentsto examine attitudes and behav-
iorsthat promote or tol erate violence; or peer
support groups. Some school-based programs
haveresultedin youth-initiated prevention activities
such astheatrical presentationsto younger children
and marchesand other socia protestsagainst
violence (Sudermannet a., 1996).

A recent controlled evaluation of universa
sexual assault prevention involved acoeducational
program for teenson preventing sexual coercionin
dating situations (Pacifici, oolmiller, & Nelson,
2001). Theprograminvolved chalenging existing
attitudes about coercive sexual behavior, and
learning waysto deal with unwanted sexual ad-
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vancesthrough clear communication. Theprogram
wasinnovativeinitsuseof video and aninteractive
“virtud date.” Resultsindicatethat studentswith
more negative attitudes about sexual assault ben-
efited themost from the program, which supports
theuse of educational strategiesto reducerisk
factorsamongthisagegroup. Similar initiativeshave
been undertaken with college-aged populations
(Foubert, 2000; Gidycz et al., 2001; Lonsway &
Kothari, 2002).

Although DV and SA crossall racesand social
classes, some sexual assault prevention programs
areaimed at high-risk groups, such asmalesfrom
abusivefamily backgrounds, in an attempt to reduce
sexual assault by targeting rape mythsand coercive
behaviors. For example, Scheweand O’ Donohue
(1996) eva uated cognitive-behaviora approaches
that address beliefsthat promote or condone
coercivesexua behavior, aswell asincreasing
empathy for the plight of sexua assault victims. A
strength of thisstudy wasitsinvolvement of partici-
pantsfrom diverse cultural backgrounds, which
wererandomly assigned to treatment or control
conditions. Using salf-report, thisinvestigation
determined that cognitive-behaviord intervention
waseffective primarily at changing rape-supporting
attitudesand beliefsin ahigh-risk sample. Other
researchers have approached high-risk groups, such
asfraternities, which may support inappropriate
mal e attitudesthat condone sexual assault. A prom-
ising approachinthisregardinvolvesyoung men's
groupsthat engender empathy for sexual assault
survivors, which found asignificant reductioninrape
myth acceptance over aseven-month period
(Foubert, 2000).

Recent school -based dating violence prevention
programs have a so shown favorable outcomesin
termsof reducing reportsof physical, sexua, and
emotional abusetowardsand by dating partners
(Wekerle& Wolfe, 1999). Primary prevention
programs have approached thistopic through
school-based curriculathat address specific skills
and knowledge opposing abusive behavior toward
romantic partners. These curriculahave primarily
used didactic approachesto orient studentsto the
different waysinwhich abuse and violencemay be

expressed, and examining their own attitudesand
gender role stereotypes (Avery-Leaf et a., 1997;
Lavoie, Vezina, Piche, & Boivin, 1995). Foshee et
al. (1996; 2000), for example, examined the effects
of adating violence prevention program (“ Safe
Dates’) on psychological, physica, and sexua
abusein young adol escents. Over 1500 grade 8 and
9 students participated in 10 classroom sessionsand
related activities, such asaposter contest. Thisis
oneof thefew studiesthat included afollow-up to
explorelong-term prevention effects. Although some
of the positive behavioral changeshad disappeared
at aone-year follow-up, someof thecritical
changesinvariablesthat mediate dating violence
(e.g., dating violence norms, conflict management
skills, and awareness of community servicesfor
dating violence) were maintained.

In addition to school -based programsfor
adolescents, community-based programswith
secondary prevention goal s have been developed to
target youth at-risk of dating violence. The Youth
Rel ationshi ps Project was devel oped to assist adults
inempowering youth to end violencein relationships
(their own and that of their peers) through educa-
tion, skill development, and socia competence
(Wolfeet al., inpress). The program material takes
teensfromhigh-risk (i.e., abusive) backgrounds
through aprocess of learning about theissue, about
themsealves, and then expandstheir effortsto affect
changewithintheir peer groups, theteen cultureand
thebroader community. It reflectsanincremental
strategy aimed at self-awarenessand socia change
(i.e., examining onesdlf first, and movingontoone's
peers, school environment, social ingtitutions, and
culturd influences), whichisddivered through an
18-session program in community settings.
Two-year follow-up resultsinvol ving random
assignment to theintervention or control condition
support thisapproach in reducing threatening
behavior toward dating partners, aswell asphysical
and emotional abuse perpetration.

Adults

Public awareness campaignssuch aspublic
serviceannouncementsand advertisementsare
common approachesto primary prevention of DV
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and SA with adults. Thesecampaignstypicaly
provideinformationregarding thewarningssignsof
violenceand community resourcesfor victimsand
perpetrators. Over the past quarter century sexual
assault centersand sheltersfor abused women have
played aleadershiprolein these public awareness
strategies. A comprehensive public education
campaign devel oped by the Family Violence Pre-
vention Fund (FV PF) in collaborationwith the
Advertisng Council included televison advertise-
mentsdelivering the messagethat thereisno excuse
for domestic violenceand making referralstolocal
domesticviolenceservices (Klein, Campbell, Soler,
& Chez, 1997). Telephone surveys conducted over
two years showed decreasesin the number of
peoplewho said they did not know what to do
about domestic violence, did not believeit was
necessary toreportit, feltitwasnooneelse's
business, and believed that the problem of domestic
violencewas exaggerated by themedia. However,
theresultsal so showed that menweremorelikely
than women to believewomen provokemeninto
physically abusingthem, andtofed that themedia
exaggerated the prevalence and harmsof domestic
violence.

Resear ch Critique

Preventioninitiativesin domestic violenceand
sexua assault havegrown considerably over thelast
decade, and many have shown encouraging pre-
post changesintermsof knowledge and attitudes.
However, thereare several outstanding research and
eva uationissuesthat makethesefindingsprelimi-
nary, such aslimitationsin experimenta design,
measurement, follow-up, and variationsin program
content and delivery.

Design and Measurement

Prevention effortsin both domestic violenceand
sexual assault have been criticized for alack of clear
evidence of prevention of thetarget behaviors.
Most programs have used proxy measures, such as
changesin attitudes and knowledge, to concludethat
risk has been decreased. Behaviord indices, -

though morevalid, are plagued by ethical, practical,
and evendefinitional concerns(see, for example,
Yeater & O’ Donohue, 1999; Wekerle & Wolfe,
1999). Unfortunately, there are often few reasonable
aternativesfor obtaining information about private
rel ationshipsother than salf-report, which usudly
involves someestimation of victimization and perpe-
tration. For example, boysmay interpret “hit” as
involving aclosed-fisted punch, whereasgirlsmay
seethismorebroadly (i.e., an open-handed s ap).
Similarly, boystend to describeforce as psychol ogi-
cal pressure, whereasgirlsdescribeit asphysica
force (Muehlenhard & Cook, 1988; Watson,
Cascardi, Avery-Leaf, & O’ Leary, 2001). Findly,
very few prevention programstarget couples, which
may bemore appropriate both for intervention and
evauation.

Researchersurge caution, therefore, on
overextending theseresults subject to further evalua-
tion. Sexua assault prevention programs(for
example) have shown mostly short-term reductions
in rape-supportiveattitudes, with insufficient evi-
denceto concludethat such programsare effective
in reducing theincidence of sexual assault
(Breitenbecher, 2000; Foubert, 2000).
Furthermore, most of theimpact (especialy in brief,
knowledge-based programs) disappearsor
diminishesovertime.

Program Delivery

Theproper “timing” of prevention efforts
remainsunknown, and may have considerable
importanceintermsof “readinesstolearn.” For
example, risk of abusive behavior and opportunities
for changein early adol escence (when mixed sex
groupingsaremoretypica) may differ from those of
mid- to late adol escence, when dyadsaremore
common. These studiesoften reveal that teenswere
aready reporting considerableamountsof abusive
behavior at theinitiation of the prevention effort.
Similarly, debate continuesregarding the optimal
localefor dating violence prevention efforts. Com-
munity-based, rather than school-based, program-
ming permitsyouth with common needsand
strengthsto becomeinvolvedin their own communi-
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ties, and tofed safer in participating in unfamiliar
activitieswithout fear of peer interference. However,
school-based programs have the advantage of
greater accessto youth, space, time, and personnel.
Evenmorefundamental istheeimination of any
targeting or labelling of personsreceiving thepro-
gram by offering the program universally. School-
based prevention concerning dating violenceand
sexual assault, however, must beequally sengitiveto
gpecia needs(e.g., disclosuresof past or current
abusein the classroom), and theimportance of
providing asafe placeto discuss personal beliefs
and attitudes.

Other programmeatic considerationsthat merit
brief mentionincludeavoidinga*“oneszefitsal”
gpproachthat ignoresculturdly reevant information
and differences (Heppner, Neville, Smith, Kivlighan,
& Gershuny, 1999); determining the best “ dosage’
of information andtraining (i.e., someprogramsare
oneshot, while othersare extended over 10-20
lesson plansover several months); thepossiblerole
of “booster sessions,” familiar to most other formsof
prevention (e.g., delivering the curriculum over
multiple sessions, with follow-up and new age-
appropriateinformation); and the possibleinterfer-
enceof “backlash,” which hasbeen noted following
educationin sexud and physical assault prevention
(i.e., boyssometimesget worseintheir attitudes
after learning more about theseissues; Hiltonet d .,
1998). Backlash has also occurred dueto some
programs failureto recognize*mutua violence’
common among younger adolescent dating couples
(i.e., whiledomestic violenceismoreoften unilateral
between adults, in mid-adol escence both girlsand
boysmay engagein thesebehaviors, Chase,
Treboux, & O’ Leary, 2002), suggesting that vio-
lence and abuse have not asyet become an adult-
like pattern. Program lessonsthat do not reflect this
“redlity,” or fail totailor thematerialsto thelevel and
motivation of theintended audience, may fail to meet
their expectations (Jaffeet d., in press).

Practical Implications

Wearecurrently at acrossroadsregarding the
roleof school- and community-based programming

in preventing domestic violence and sexual assault.
There hasnever been greater awareness of theissue
of violence, but at the sametime society hasnever
been more polarized in deciding how to respond:
reactively or proactively. Thereisaclear needfor
thesetwofieldsto becomemoreintegratedin their
approach to prevention. Historically, therehave
been separate movementsto address sexual assault
and domestic violence, which haveled to different
servicessuch asrapecrisiscentersand sheltersfor
battered women. Underlying these social problems
aresamilar risk factorsat theindividud, family,
community, and societal levels. Recognizing these
smilaritiesshould lead to acommon purposein
prevention effortsand greater collaboration among
local, state, and federd government initiatives, socia
agencies, and community mobilization efforts. Itis
now necessary to move beyond small local pro-
grams scattered acrossvariouscommunitiesto
comprehens ve evaluationsand research that will
support broader prevention efforts (Wolfe & Jaffe,
1999).

Asthefield of DV and SA prevention devel ops,
therewill bearemaining challengeto ensure pro-
gramsareimplemented on acomprehensiveand
consistent basis. Thebest programintheworldis
futileif it gathersdust onaresistant principa’s
bookshelf, surrounded by the silence of other
educators, parents, and students. An open, collabo-
rative process based on respect, trugt, flexibility, and
communication isneeded to advance eval uation
effortswith community- and school-based programs
(Shapiro & Rinaldi, 2001). Despitesignificant
chalenges, prevention effortsremain avery promis-
ing approach to reducing domestic violenceand
sexud assault.
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In Brief:
Prevention of Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault

Aspublic recognition of domestic violence (DV) and sexual assault (SA) hasreached increasing
heights, there hasbeen an outcry for effective prevention programs. Thisoutcry isbased onan
understanding of thewidespread nature of this problem and theincredible coststo victimsand society asa
whole. Thisdocument summarizesthe devel opment of preventioninitiativesinthesetwo related areas.
Because DV and SA preventioninitiativeshave not been fully evaluated, thisreview identifiestrendsand
promising developmentsrather than definitivedirectionsinthefield.

Schoolsareanideal placeinwhichtointroduce primary prevention programsto awide range of
children. Much of children’ssocia learning takes placein school s, and influences the devel opment of
behavioursand attitudes supportive of interpersona violenceinitsmany forms. Prevention programs
capitalize on thesefactorsby introducing discussion of persona safety andinjury preventioninthe
classroom, and by integrating such discussi on within the context of trusting rel ationships. Early- and mid-
adolescence offersaunique window of opportunity for prevention effortsto maketeensmore aware of how
violencein relationshipscan occur and to teach healthy waysof formingintimaterelationships. Late
adolescenceand the early adult yearsare also critical periodsof transition. Infact, college studentsare seen
asso high-risk for partner violenceand sexual assault that some researchersargueinstitutions should
provideuniversal programsto addressthe magnitude of theseissues.

Public awareness campai gns such as public service announcements and advertisements are common
approachesto primary prevention of DV and SA with adults. Thesecampaignstypically provideinforma
tion regarding thewarningssignsof violenceand community resourcesfor victimsand perpetrators.

Wearecurrently at acrossroadsregarding therole of school- and community-based programmingin
preventing domestic violence and sexua assault. There hasnever been greater avarenessof theissue of
violence, but at the sametime society has never been more polarized in deciding how to respond: reactively
or proactively. Thereisaclear need for thesetwo fieldsto become moreintegrated in their approach to
prevention.

Asthefield of DV and SA prevention devel ops, therewill be aremaining challengeto ensure pro-
gramsareimplemented on acomprehensive basisand arefounded on good outcome research that docu-
mentswhat programsaremost effectivefor their target popul ations. Despite significant challenges, preven-
tion effortsremain avery promising approach to reducing domestic violence and sexual assaullt.

In Brief: Prevention of Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault (January 2003) www.vawnet.org

*The production and dissemination of this publication was supported by Cooperative Agreement Number U1V/CCU324010-02 from
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily
represent the official views of the CDC, VAWNnet, or the Pennsylvania Coalition Against Domestic Violence.
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