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Abstract: Men arrested and condemned for intimate partner violence assaults tend to use external attributions to justify
their behavior and tend to minimize the severity of their violent acts. Responsibility assumption is one of the main goals in
many batterer programs because it could facilitate behavioral changes and reduce the dropout rate. In the current study,
first we aim to create two scales to assess attribution of responsibility and minimization of incidents of partner violence,
and second, to classify batterers based on their levels of minimization and their attributions of responsibility. Participants
were 119 male batterers attending to the first assessment session of a court mandated batterer intervention program in the
community. The analyses showed appropriate psychometric characteristics for both scales. The scores obtained allowed
us to identify two types of participants in the study.

INTRODUCTION
Intimate partner violence against women (IPVAW) is a
social and public health problem as well as a human rights
abuse with a high prevalence worldwide. The World Health
Organization’s [1] offers a summary of 48 population-based
surveys from around the world in which 10% to 69% of
women reported being physically assaulted by an intimate
partner. In western countries IPVAW affects many women at
some point in their lives [2-6]. Furthermore, the impact of
IPVAW on women’s physical and mental health, both in the
short and long term, and the wider effects of IPVAW on
families, communities, and society, makes it a public health
priority [7-9]. Prevalence data in Spain, where this study was
conducted, are similar to other Western countries, with estimates ranging from 4.0% to 12.4% [10-12]. Given the high
prevalence of this problem, it is important to improve our
ability to assess, prevent, and intervene in intimate partner
violence [13].
ATTRIBUTION OF RESPONSIBILITY AND MINIMIZATION
Frequently, men arrested and condemned for IPVAW
show a lack of responsibility assumption [14-17]. This denial
of personal responsibility is a basic trait of IPVAW offenders [18]. Male batterers often use external attributions such
us their partner’s personality or behavior, stress or economic
and occupational difficulties, to justify their behavior [1921]. Also, compared to nonviolent men, batterers are more
likely to blame their partners for their marital conflicts [2223]. Furthermore, their jealousy makes them often to attribute more negative motivations to women’s behaviors [2325].
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Also, batterers commonly minimize the severity of their
violent acts or completely deny the incident [14-26], and
argue “self-defense” to justify their own acts [27]. According
to professionals interviewed in a study conducted by Edin,
Lalos, Högberg, and Dahlgren [28] in Sweden, male batterers “tend to diminish what has happened, seem not to fully
understand the consequences of their violent behavior, and
are thus able to justify themselves and even portray themselves as victims… Men for instance might claim that
women cheated on them or offended them emotionally or
explain that they had both been fighting or that they had reacted to their partner hitting them first or else she was furious, hysterical, and acted badly so he was forced to keep a
firm hold on her and to grapple and beat her”.
In addition, as Henning and Holdford [15] point out, IPVAW offenders are in many cases skilled at presenting
themselves in socially favourable ways in multiple scenarios
(self-report questionnaires, clinical interviews, treatment
sessions) [29]. Effects of social desirability on reporting of
relationship aggression and attributions have been found in
previous studies [18, 30-32].
BATTERER PROGRAMS AND ASSUMPTION OF
RESPONSIBILITY
Batterer intervention programs are an integral part of any
comprehensive approach to IPVAW [33]. The vast majority
of batterer intervention programs acknowledge the importance of making offenders aware of their responsibility for
the violent behavior. Moreover, standards of good practice in
batterer intervention programs usually work with misattributions such as victim blaming, denial and minimization. Encouraging batterers to take personal responsibility for their
violent behavior is also a critical intervention goal [18, 34].
For example, in programs based on the Duluth Model [35]
batterers have to face up the consequences of their own behavior, accept responsibility for the harm done and eliminate
the justifications and rationalizations in relation to their behavior [36-37]. Denial, minimization and victim blaming
2008 Bentham Open
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strategies used by batterers have been a matter of concern
because its association with increased risk of recidivism
[16]. Many treatment programs assume that men who deny
their responsibility will have a high probability to continue
abusing their partners [33, 35, 38-39]. However, little research attention has been paid to the relationship between
recidivism and responsibility assumption. Moreover, the
scant research on relationship between recidivism and responsibility assumption and minimization provide mixed and
inconsistent results [15, 39-41]. On the other hand, some
research has shown that high levels of victim-blaming are
associated with increased intimate partner abuse [42]. Studies on attributions in relationships show that men who have
been violent in their relationships tend to view their partners
as critical, rejecting, and intentionally malicious, and tend to
blame their partners for difficulties [43-45]. Finally, with
regard to minimization, as Scott and Straus [18] point out,
individuals with prior experience of intimate partner violence are more likely to minimize the extent and impact of
low-level abusive behaviors [46] and to be accepting aggression in relationships [47-48]. Furthermore, and of utmost
importance for batterer programs, men who avoid taking
responsibility for their violent behavior will be less motivated to change and will be in higher risk of premature
treatment termination [49-51].
THE PRESENT STUDY
Despite the importance to asses carefully all these cognitive distortions and management impressions by male batterers, the studies and measures on these issues remain scarce
[18]. Furthermore, in Spain, except for few exceptions, there
is virtually no tradition in studies about batterer programs,
and almost no psychometrically sound evaluation instruments are available. In the current study, firstly we show the
psychometric characteristics of two scales assessing, respectively, attribution of responsibility and minimization of incidents of partner violence against women among male batterers. Secondly, we used this scales to classify batterers based
on their levels of minimization and their attributions of responsibility in order to identify specific interventions needs.
Therefore, the twofold aims of the study are:
1)

the analysis of the psychometric properties of two
scales measuring attribution of responsibility and
minimization.

2)

the clustering of individuals regarding their levels of
victim-blaming, self-defense justifications, selfattributions of blame, and minimization to evaluate if
there was any meaningful profile in attributions of responsibility and minimization for male batterers.

METHODOLOGY
Participants and Procedure
Participants in this study were 119 male batterers attending to the first assessment session of a court mandated batterer intervention program in the community. This first assessment session aimed to ensure that some minimum requirements were met to take part in the program. As criteria
for inclusion, the program established that: a) no substance
or alcohol abuse was present; b) no presence of severe psychopathology; c) no indication of high levels of aggressive
behavior that could put at risk the program personnel. Male
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batterers completed paper-and-pencil tests in a large group
room under supervision of program personnel. Questionnaires were read to the men when necessary. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of socio-demographic variables.
Table 1.

Descriptive Statistics for Socio-Demographic Variables in the Sample (N = 119)
n

%

….21-30

36

30.2

….31-40

39

32.8

….41-50

34

28.6

….51-60

7

5.8

….61-70

3

2.6

….Spain

68

57.1

….Latin-America

33

27.7

….Other

18

15.2

….No educational
background

12

10.3

….Elementary school

52

44.8

….High school

41

35.3

….University Studies

11

9.6

….Employed

72

61.0

….Unemployed

44

49.0

Age

Country

Educational Level

Employment

Although the age ranged between 21 and 70 years old,
most of participants were between 21 and 50 years old
(about 71%). More than a half of participants were Spaniards
(57.1%) while the remaining were immigrants. Among immigrants, mostly were from Latin-American countries
(27.7%), and 15.2% of participants were from other countries, mainly from Eastern Europe and Africa. Educational
level was low with more than 50% of participants with elementary education or lower. Most of participants were employed at the time of the study (61%).
MEASURES
Attribution of Responsibility
An 8-item scale was specifically created for this study to
evaluate participants’ attributions as to why they have been
convicted for IPVAW. To do so, we reviewed previous work
identifying male batterers’ attributions [15, 52]. Also, we
gathered information from experienced personnel in the
evaluation of convicted males for IPVAW. The attribution of
responsibility scale was developed to be self-administered
and all items were framed within the following presentation:
you are in a court mandated batterer program because you
were convicted for intimate partner violence against woman.
Then, participants were asked to estimate the degree of
agreement with 8 items in a 0-99 response scale, being 0
completely disagree and 99 completely agree. The Attribu-
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why he is convicted for IPVAW (Alcohol or substance abuse is the reason why I am in this situation;
I am in this situation because of my jealously; my
character -aggressiveness, impulsivity, lack of control, nervousness, psychological problems, etc.- is the
reason why I am in this situation).

tion of Responsibility Scale comprises three dimensions
theoretically relevant and frequently studied in the literature
on male batterers programs:
1)

Victim-blaming assesses the degree to which the subject put the blame for his situation on personal characteristics or behavior of the victim (I am in this
situation due to a false report; I am here because of
the lies and exaggerations of my partner; the aggressive character, lack of control, nervousness or psychological problems of my partner are the reasons
why I am in this situation).

2)

Self-defense evaluates the degree to which the subject
attributes his situation to an act of self-defense (I am
in this situation because I acted in self-defense; I am
here because I defended myself from my partner’s
aggressions).

3)

Self-attribution of blame comprises three items that
assess the degree to which the subject assume that his
personal characteristics or behaviors are the reason

Table 2.

Minimization
We created a 4-item scale that evaluates the degree to
which the subject minimize the behavior that led him to be
convicted (The reason why I am here is because the Law
gets involved in private matters; I am in this situation for
doing things that I have seen in my family; I am here because nowadays “domestic violence” is a label applied to
trivial things; I am in this situation for doing things that in
my family are considered unimportant).
Social Desirability
To evaluate the tendency to respond in a socially desirable fashion we used the Crowne-Marlowe scale [53]. This

Principal Component Analysis, Internal Consistency and Pearson Correlations with Social Desirability
Attribution of Responsibility Scale1
Victim-Blaming

Self-Defense

Minimization Scale2

Self-Attribution of Blame

Attribution of Responsibility
I am in this situation due to a false report

.80

I am here because of the lies and exaggerations of my partner

.82

The aggressive character, lack of control, nervousness or
psychological problems of my partner are the reasons why I
am in this situation

.79

I am in this situation because I acted in self-defense

.87

I am here because I defended myself from my partner’s
aggressions

.83

Alcohol or substance abuse is the reason why I am in this
situation

.75

I am in this situation because of my jealously

.75

My character (aggressiveness, impulsivity, lack of control,
nervousness, psychological problems, etc.) is the reason why
I am in this situation

.60

Minimization
The reason why I am here is because the Law gets involved
in private matters

.80

I am in this situation for doing things that I have seen in my
family

.67

I am here because nowadays “domestic violence” is a label
applied to trivial things

.56

I am in this situation for doing things that in my family are
considered unimportant.

.57

Internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha)
Pearson correlations with Social Desirability
1

Loadings from the rotated solution (Promax).
2
Loadings from the unrotated solution.

.78

.79

.60

.60

.14ns

-.14ns

-.29**

-.15ns
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10-item scale has been used in previous research with similar
samples to assess the degree to which responses are biased
because the subject is trying to present himself in a socially
desirable fashion.
RESULTS
To ascertain if the two scales were multidimensional or
unidimensional we first run a series of Principal Component
Analyses. For the Attribution of Responsibility scale we
found an underlying structure of three distinct components.
These three components were then obliquely rotated (Promax) because the three theoretical dimensions were a priori
related. For the Minimization scale we found a onecomponent solution, so there was no further need to rotate
this component.
In Table 2 we present results for Principal component
Analyses for the two scales along with their internal consistency and their relationships with social desirability. Regarding the Attribution of Responsibility Scale, the empirical
structure found clearly reflects the three theoretical dimensions hypothesized: victim-blaming, self-defense, and selfattribution of blame. All of the loadings are greater than .50
and no cross-loadings greater than .45 were found, indicating
that each item is clearly identified with only one component.
Internal Consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .70) is moderate
for the complete scale, while the corresponding alphas for
the subscales ranges from .60 to .79.
None of the scores are biased by social desirability except for self-attribution of blame (r = -.29, p < .01). This
Table 3.
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finding suggests that in higher levels of social desirability
there is a tendency to show lower levels of self-attribution of
blame. The lack of statistical relationship of the two remaining dimensions of the Attribution of Responsibility Scale
with social desirability also seems to suggest that victimblaming and self-defense responses were relatively unbiased
in our participants.
Regarding the Minimization Scale, the four items clearly
loaded in one dimension with coefficients greater than .55.
Its internal consistency is moderate ( = .60) and the scale
score does not seem to be affected by social desirability (r =
-.15, n.s.)
In Table 3 we present the descriptive statistics for the 12
items of the Attribution of Responsibility and Minimization
Scales. Overall, the items that obtained a higher degree of
agreement were those of victim-blaming, all of them above
50. In this sense, the item with the greater mean is I am in
this situation because of the lies and exaggerations of my
partner (M = 61.94).
Also, those items that reflect self-attribution of blame
obtained the greater disagreement in the sample, specifically
the item I am in this situation because of my jealously (M =
18.38). Overall, both self-attributions of blame and selfdefense items registered the higher levels of disagreement in
the sample.
Although item variability across subjects is moderate, as
indicated by their standard deviations, these results seem to

Means and Standard Deviations for Scales Items (N = 119)
Items

Mean

Standard Deviation

I am in this situation due to a false report

50.76

42.53

I am here because of the lies and exaggerations of my partner

61.94

39.24

The aggressive character, lack of control, nervousness or psychological problems of my partner are the reasons
why I am in this situation

52.82

37.54

I am in this situation because I acted in self-defense

28.81

38.27

I am here because I defended myself from my partner’s aggressions

31.54

39.89

Alcohol or substance abuse is the reason why I am in this situation

25.28

36.68

I am in this situation because of my jealously

18.38

30.91

My character (aggressiveness. impulsivity. lack of control. nervousness. psychological problems. etc.) is the
reason why I am in this situation

29.22

36.72

The reason why I am here is because the Law gets involved in private matters

18.82

30.93

I am in this situation for doing things that I have seen in my family

9.41

26.05

I am here because nowadays “domestic violence” is a label applied to trivial things

39.78

40.98

I am in this situation for doing things that in my family are considered unimportant.

47.88

41.11

Attribution of Responsibility
Victim-Blaming

Self-Defense

Self-attribution of blame

Minimization
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Pearson Correlations Sub-Scales for Attribution of Responsibility and Minimization
Attribution of Responsibility Scale
Victim-Blaming

Self-Defense

Self-Attribution of Blame

Attribution of Responsibility
Victim-Blaming

-

Self-Defense

.43***

-

Self-attribution of blame

-.20*

-.06

-

Minimization

.20*

.39***

.14

**p <.05. ** * p <.001.

suggest that participants in this study showed a tendency to
blame the victim for their situation.
Regarding the Minimization scale, descriptive statistics
also point to a similar direction. Except for the item I am in
this situation for doing things that in my family are considered unimportant (M = 47.88), the levels of minimization
tended to be low in the sample.
Finally, in Table 4 we present Pearson correlations
among the three dimensions of Attribution of Responsibility
and Minimization. The victim-blaming and self-defense dimensions were significantly related (r = .43, p < .001) suggesting that those participants who tended to blame the victim also showed a tendency to justify incidents as a matter of
self-defense. Also, victim-blaming was negatively and significantly related with self-attribution of blame (r = -.20, p <
.05), indicating that those respondents that blamed themselves also tended not to blame the victim. However, the
relationship between self-attribution of blame and selfdefense was non-significant (r = -.06, n.s.), suggesting that
these two dimensions are relatively independent. In other
words, self-defense is a type of justification for the violent
episode that appears at any level of self-attribution of blame.
Regarding Minimization, higher scores in this variable
were related to higher levels of victim-blaming (r =.20, p <
.05) and higher levels of self-defense (r =.39, p < .001).
Also, minimization seemed to be unrelated to self-attribution
of blame (r =.14, n.s.). In other words, blaming the victim
and justifying the behavior as an act of self-defense tended to
appear in participants that also minimized the importance of
their behavior towards the victim. For those who assumed
the blame for the violent episode, their levels of minimization varied suggesting that these two variables are relatively
independent.
Table 5.

TWO-STEP CLUSTER ANALYSIS
Finally, we analyzed the clustering of participants in the
attribution of responsibility sub-scales and minimization
scores. To do so, we used the two-step cluster analysis procedure implemented in SPSS 15. To determine the number
of clusters automatically, SPSS uses the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC). BIC is calculated for each number of
clusters within a specified range to find the initial estimate
for the number of clusters. At this stage, we used an initial
range from 1 to 15 clusters. BIC is then used to evaluate the
difference in model information, starting the comparison
between a model with n and a model with n+1 number of
clusters, where n for the first comparison is 1. The ratio of
change in BIC determines the optimal number of clusters.
This number of clusters is further refined by finding the largest relative increase in distance between the two closest clusters in each clustering stage. This procedure is adequate
when the researcher wants to find the optimal number of
groups that best represent the empirical distribution of data
in the variables of interest. These variables were: victimblaming, self-defense, self-attribution of blame, and minimization.
In the first step, the number of clusters (or groups) that
best fit the data is found. In our case, the number of groups
were n = 2. In the second step, each participant is assigned to
a group. In Table 5, we present the two-step cluster analysis
results, along with both multivariate and univariate tests of
the mean differences between groups, as well as the means
for each group.
The distribution of participants across the two groups
indicates that group 1 is represented by 68.7% of participants
while group 2 only represents one third of the sample
(31.3%). Looking at the average scores in each variable for

Mean Group differences1 in Attribution of Responsibility and Minimization
Attribution of Responsibility Scale
%

1
a

Minimization Scale
Victim-Blaming

Self-Defense

Self-Attribution of Blame

Group 1

68.7

44.8

13.3

23.3

21.1

Group 2

31.3

79.1a

73.5 a

24.7

46.3 a

Multivariate Test (MANOVA): [F(4. 110) = 80.91. p < .001].
Group 2 > Group 1, p <.001. Univariate test.
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group 1 we observe that, overall, participants in this group
are characterized by lower levels of victim-blaming, selfdefense and minimization as compared to group 2 [F(4. 110)
= 80.91. p < .001]. The univariate test (not shown in Table 5)
also reveals that there are statistically significant mean differences in all variables except for self-attribution of blame
(F = 0.77. n.s.).
Thus, profile for group 2 indicates that almost one third
of the sample not only blamed the victim and justified their
behavior as an act of self-defense (means around the highend of the scale,  73) but also they tended to minimize the
behavior itself (mean = 46.3). On the contrary, most of the
sample (group 1) showed low levels of self-defense (mean =
13.3) and minimization (mean = 21.1) and medium levels of
victim-blaming (mean = 44.8). For both groups, levels of
self-attribution of blame were similar and low (means  25).
DISCUSSION
In this study we have analyzed the attribution of responsibility of incidents of intimate partner violence in 119 male
batterers attending to the first assessment session of a court
mandated batterer intervention program in the community.
The aim of the study was twofold: a) the analysis of the psychometric properties of two scales measuring attribution of
responsibility and minimization; and b) the clustering of individuals regarding their levels of victim-blaming, selfdefense justifications, self-attributions of blame, and minimization to evaluate if there was any meaningful profile in
attributions of responsibility and minimization for male batterers.
First, results showed that the 8-item Attribution of Responsibility Scale, that provides information about victimblaming (3·items), self-defense justifications (2 items) and
self-attribution of blame (3 items), has an adequate internal
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .70) as well as their subscales (ranging from .60 to .79). Also, its factor structure
clearly reflects the existence of three distinct dimensions
theoretically relevant. Sub-scales scores are relatively independent of social desirability except for the self-attribution
of blame dimension, whose score seems to be negatively and
significantly related to social desirability. Thus, those participants more focused on showing a positive self-image also
tended to show little agreement with the idea that they were
responsible for their situation (convicted). Both victimblaming and self-defense dimensions were free of social desirability bias.
As for the Minimization Scale, comprised by four items
evaluating the degree to which subjects minimize both the
relevance and the severity of their behavior, the scale has
showed a moderate internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha =
.60). Scores on this scale are positively and significantly
related with both victim-blaming and self-defense, suggesting that minimization might be accompanied by attributions
that deny individual’s responsibility. However, we did not
find any statistical relationship between minimization and
self-attribution of blame, indicating that the perception of
severity for the violent episode does not seem to be linked to
the assumption of responsibility. On the contrary, when
minimization is high, participants tended to use external attributions (victim-blaming and self-defense) in order to explain their behaviors.
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Consistent with prior studies [15-16, 19-21, 26-27, 29],
high levels of external attributions of blame were found
within our sample. The lower mean scores were obtained to
self-attribution of blame items (mean scores from 18.4 to
29.2). Despite the fact that men in our sample had been arrested for and found guilty of assaulting his partner, the
higher mean scores were found in items like I am here because of the lies and exaggerations of my partner, The aggressive character, lack of control, nervousness or psychological problems of my partner are the reasons why I am in
this situation, and I am in this situation due to a false report
items. All of these items refer to victim’s lies, behavior or
personality problems as responsible of their situation. Finally, another justification used by participants to a certain
extent was that they acted in self-defense (I am here because
I defended my self from my partner’s aggressions and I am
in this situation because I acted in self-defense). These types
of attributions characterize many perpetrators of IPVAW,
and have to be taken into account in batterer programs interventions where participants “often do not perceive the existence of a problem, are rarely the ones to initiate treatment,
are typically unwilling or disinterested participants in the
change process, and face a wide array of criminal justice
sanctions for treatment noncompliance” [54] (p. 329).
Second, the study has identified two types of participants
in the program regarding their attribution of responsibility
and minimization levels. The majority of participants (group
1, 68.7%) showed medium levels of victim-blaming and low
levels of self-defense and minimization. The remaining participants (group 2, 31.3%) showed high levels of both victim-blaming and self-defense and medium levels of minimization. For both groups, levels of self-attribution of blame
were low. These results suggest that almost one third of participants maintained that their convicted status was due to
the personal characteristics and aggressiveness of the victim.
Also, these participants clearly disagreed with mainstream
societal conceptions of domestic violence against women
(minimization of proven facts). The majority of the participants (group 1) showed low levels in self-defense and minimization, and medium levels in victim-blaming. Although
self-attribution of blame scores in this group are slightly
higher than in group 2, they are very low too. The fact that
all participants had low levels of self-attribution of blame
could point to one of the priority areas of intervention. Since
one of the main goals in batterer programs is that male offenders take responsibility of their behavior, the participants
in group 2 clearly have an important need of intervention in
this regard. Arguably, high levels of victim-blaming, selfdefense and minimization among participants may lead to
disruptive behaviors during treatment sessions and an increased risk of abandoning the program [49].
While findings in this study suggest that both the attribution of responsibility and minimization scales might be useful, we should be cautious about the generalizability of results due to sample size. Also, the observed values on variables of the study corresponded to the first assessment session of a court mandated batterer intervention program in the
community. Thus, it is unclear whether these attributions
were present when the episode happened. Alternatively,
these attributions could have changed during the time-lag
between court’s sentence and the assessment session at the
beginning of the program. The availability of this informa-
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tion to researchers could be useful to assess participants’
potential of change and therefore to focus on the special
needs of each participant throughout the program. This is
especially relevant in intervention programs that seek to
promote stable and deep changes in attribution of responsibility and minimization. For example, in severe cases, the
professionals may need to consider different methods for
motivating participants. For these cases, participants might
benefit from previous intervention efforts to increase readiness for treatment [55].
Another potential limitation is that in our study we did
not take into account underlying variables that could be explaining the low levels of self-attribution of blame observed
among all participants. It could be that dispositional factors
had been accounting for low self-attribution of blame levels.
In this regard, White and Gondolf [56] had shown a preponderance of narcissistic and antisocial tendencies among batterers using the psychological profiles generated by the Millon Clinical Multiaxial Inventory (MCMI-III) [57]. A research review on violent offenders in general showed that
inflated expectations, “self-righteousness”, and threatened
egotism characterized the vast majority of these men [58].
According to Gondolf [59], many violent people, especially
those with antisocial and narcissistic tendencies, do not feel
much guilt or personal responsibility for their violent behavior. They are likely to blame other individuals or outward
circumstances. In this regard, according to Henning and
Holdford [15] it is important to assess these dispositional
variables. Furthermore, Paulhus [60] makes a distinction
between response biases for the purpose of impression management as opposed to self-deception. In the case of impression management there is conscious manipulation of responses in order to appear more socially conforming. This
can be originated by situational pressures or shame about
violent behavior. In the case of self-deception, individuals
actually believe their positive self-reports to be accurate.
These individuals often have an inflated self-esteem and tend
to blame others for their behavior and to believe that the severity of their actions has been exaggerated. More research is
needed to disentangle the effects of dispositional and situational factors on attribution of responsibility and minimization [32].
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Beyond these potential limitations, the results presented
here might be useful to identify priority areas of intervention
in convicted males for domestic violence against women.
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