
Working with perpetrators 

A toolkit for staff 

Purpose of this toolkit

To help staff in frontline roles (e.g., nurses, school staff, housing officers) respond safely and effectively 
when encountering individuals who may be perpetrators of domestic abuse. The toolkit covers interacting 
with anyone aged 16 and over who has used violence, abuse and controlling behaviours in intimate 
partner relationships or in situations involving adult family violence. It is for use with men, women and those 
who are LGBT+. It is not for use in situations of Child and Adolescent to Parent Violence and Abuse.  

What is domestic abuse? 

Domestic abuse is defined as any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening 
behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are personally connected to each other. 
Domestic abuse isn’t just physical. It includes controlling, coercive, threatening and degrading behaviour, 
by a partner or ex-partner, or a family member. It can also include financial or economic abuse. Click here if 
you want to learn more about what domestic abuse is.

Language used in this toolkit 

Staff: Any staff that are having conversations with the public. 
Victim / survivors: Adults and children who have experienced or are experiencing domestic 
abuse.
Perpetrators: Those who are responsible for the abuse / who are using harmful behaviour 
(whilst acknowledging this may not be the language used by the individual themselves).

What are we trying to achieve with this toolkit? 

Around 1 in 20 people are estimated to perpetrate violence against women and girls each year, and the 
real figure is likely higher. This means most services are already working with perpetrators, whether they 
realise it or not. People who harm others still access healthcare, education, housing, and support services 

https://www.respect.org.uk/pages/114-capva
https://www.respect.org.uk/pages/114-capva
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/domestic-abuse-bill-2020-factsheets/statutory-definition-of-domestic-abuse-factsheet#what-do-you-mean-by-personally-connected
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/domestic-abuse-bill-2020-factsheets/statutory-definition-of-domestic-abuse-factsheet#what-do-you-mean-by-personally-connected
https://idas.org.uk/what-we-do/domestic-abuse-support/about-domestic-abuse/
https://idas.org.uk/what-we-do/domestic-abuse-support/about-domestic-abuse/
https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/call-to-action-as-violence-against-women-and-girls-epidemic-deepens-1
https://news.npcc.police.uk/releases/call-to-action-as-violence-against-women-and-girls-epidemic-deepens-1


like anyone else. We want to raise awareness that most organisations, via frontline staff, are frequently 
engaging with perpetrators and have opportunities to make a difference and help reduce harm in the city.

Why is it important to work with perpetrators?

Evidence tells us that if we work with perpetrators, increase their ‘visibility’ and engage with them early 
then victim / survivor safety and outcomes will improve. Engaging with them at the earliest possible stage 
leads to improved safety for victims and survivors, as well as for any children directly or indirectly involved. 
This approach places responsibility for the abuse where it belongs: with the perpetrator.

We are not asking you to be an expert on working with perpetrators, but we all 
have a responsibility to identify domestic abuse and recognise who may be a 

perpetrator.

Key message to take away: 

Your role is to identify that domestic abuse is present 
or potentially present

Principles guiding this work 

Work with perpetrators safely by following these steps...

Look and listen

Ask
Consider who’s at risk

Respond

Refer 
Record



To do that, you should:

1.  Think about victim / survivor safety first. It is always the top priority. You can help to support 
victim / survivor safety by recognising abusive and harmful behaviour.

2.  Take all reasonable steps to ensure your support does not create or increase risks for victims / 
survivors.

3.  Avoid collusion. Do not minimise or excuse abusive behaviour.

4.  Have an awareness of your local referral pathways. 

Reflect on how this applies to your role and organisation

How you work with perpetrators will depend on your role and your organisation. You may only have one 
brief interaction with the perpetrator, or you may have ongoing contact — both are fine. Use what you can 
from this toolkit, and always consider the context you’re working in, your relationship with the perpetrator, 
and the level of trust you’ve established.

You need to be aware of...

Abuse takes many forms. There is no single sign that will enable you to identify a perpetrator - often 
they appear charming or believable while discrediting victims. Stay alert to the risk of professional 
manipulation. 

Evidence shows us that some perpetrators can have issues with mental health and drug and alcohol 
use. You might spot some signs that someone is using abusive behaviour when supporting someone 
in these areas. 

You don’t need to explore the reasons behind their behaviour — your role is to consider the risk to 
everyone involved, not to change the behaviour of the perpetrator. 

Be aware of your own biases and how they may affect your judgement. 

You’re not alone — consider who in your organisation can support you, including any Domestic Abuse 
Champions, always discuss concerns with your line manager.

Feel that this toolkit is too advanced for you? 

Increase your knowledge on domestic abuse by attending free, high quality training on domestic 
abuse for professionals working in Sheffield. Book on here: Rotherham Workers Training Brochure

https://www.rotherham.gov.uk/downloads/file/5017/domestic-abuse-training-brochure-pdf-
https://www.rotherham.gov.uk/downloads/file/5017/domestic-abuse-training-brochure-pdf-


Work with 
perpetrators safely 
by following these 
steps...

Look and listen

Ask

Consider who’s at risk

Respond

Refer 

Record

This is a process, and you may only be able to complete one stage, or you might do all these stages. Think 
about victim / survivor safety throughout. You may be the first member of staff to spot that this person is 
behaving harmfully - to the victim / survivor or others - don’t assume other organisations already know. 
These stages have been developed in line with guidelines from Respect - the UK charity stopping 
perpetrators of domestic abuse.

Safety tips for practitioners

Familiarise yourself with your organisation’s lone working processes and following the relevant 
guidance (e.g. checking in and out with colleagues or visiting in pairs, organising meetings in 
neutral spaces) 
If you can, check for any warning flags on the case system / gather info / find out as much as 
you can before any interaction – all this helps with risk assessment 
If visiting, think about safety measures you can take pre-visit, during the visit, post visit 
If you feel unsafe, end the conversation and leave the household / space 

What can professional manipulation look like? 

Charming perpetrators can really make you doubt yourself, but professional manipulation is about the 
extension of control into professional spaces. It can take many forms but some examples are: 

Complimenting you as the staff member: “You’re the first person who’s really listened. You seem far 
more competent than the others.”
Controlling the narrative: “She gets confused, What she means is...”
Deflecting or moving the conversation on: “How about a cup of tea before we get into this?”
Presenting themselves as the victim: “She’s got issues, I’m the one who needs support.”
Saying different things to different professionals. 
Complaining about one professional to another.

https://respectphoneline.org.uk/resources/frontline-workers/guidelines-for-working-with-perpetrators-of-domestic-abuse/
https://respectphoneline.org.uk/resources/frontline-workers/guidelines-for-working-with-perpetrators-of-domestic-abuse/


Working with perpetrators 

How to do it safely

LOOK & 
LISTEN

Consider - could this be domestic abuse?

Look for signs or indicators

Listen to how they talk about important 
people in their lives

ASK
Take the lead from the person – what are they 

telling you? 

Get to know them and use a non-judgemental 
approach

CONSIDER 
WHO’S AT RISK

Consider risk before deciding what to do 
next. Think about everyone involved - who 

else is at risk? 

RESPOND
Use your skills and expertise to read the 

situation. It isn’t about following a script - use 
paraphrasing and reflection as a starting 

point 

REFER
Follow your own organisation’s domestic 

abuse and safeguarding policies

Share the concerns you’ve got with the 
agencies that need to know 

RECORD
If you haven’t written it down and recorded the 

interaction, then it hasn’t happened. 

If you can only do one thing, record what 
happened. 



LOOK & LISTEN

Perpetrators will present in all different ways and will use a range of abusive behaviour; there is no 
one size fits all approach. They might not see their abusive behaviour as a problem and are unlikely 
to come straight out and tell you they are behaving harmfully. But it’s important for you to 
consider - could this be domestic abuse?

Look for signs or indicators:

Signs of coercive control: isolation, monitoring, intimidation. Domestic abuse is about power 
and control, not anger.
Minimising or blaming language. 
Always talking for someone or wanting a joint meeting or an appointment with the victim / 
survivor. 
They may talk about other issues such as drinking, stress or their low mood and say that this is 
the problem rather than their own choices and behaviours. 

Listen: Use active listening skills. Listen to the way they talk about important people in their lives: 

“they’re on at me all the time, always nagging me.”
“they were arguing with me, but everyone argues.”
“they never let me see the kids.” 
“they provoked me, they set me off on one.”
“they send me all their benefits every month because they can’t manage their money.”

Got a gut feeling that something isn’t right? Don’t ignore it. 

CASE STUDY 1 

Click here to read about Housing Officer 
Aisha’s experience of visiting a property 

for a routine tenancy check.

A note on the case studies...

We have used 3 case studies in this toolkit. Evidence indicates that domestic abuse is a gendered 
crime with women being more impacted than men so the case studies we have used reflect this. 

https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-06/working-with-perpetrators-toolkit-case-study-1.pdf
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-06/working-with-perpetrators-toolkit-case-study-1.pdf
https://safelives.org.uk/about-domestic-abuse/what-is-domestic-abuse/facts-and-figures/
https://safelives.org.uk/about-domestic-abuse/what-is-domestic-abuse/facts-and-figures/


ASK

The questions you ask matter. Take the lead from the person – what are they telling you? You 
should listen carefully to what the perpetrator is saying and ask relevant questions for that person. 
Get to know them and use a non-judgemental approach. Build as strong a professional 
relationship with them as you can. This will help with more honest and open conversations. 

You could ask:

What’s life like for you? What’s going on for you? 
Who are the important people in your life? How are your relationships with them? 
How would those important people describe your relationship with you? 
Are there times or situations that make life difficult for you?
How do things get resolved? 

Ask questions that are appropriate to the situation you are in. If someone is in crisis or it is a high 
risk situation, it’s unlikely to be appropriate for you to ask these types of questions. 

Be professionally curious. Watch this video, produced by Sheffield Adult Safeguarding Partnership 
on professional curiosity and how to use it.

Think: Is my unconscious bias impacting my views? Or was there enough within 
the interaction to warrant delving deeper?

CASE STUDY 2
Click here to read about a GP’s 

experience of a patient who’s seeking 
support around his low mood and feeling 

stressed. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TpOPwHbKZls
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TpOPwHbKZls
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-06/working-with-perpetrators-toolkit-case-study-2.pdf
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-06/working-with-perpetrators-toolkit-case-study-2.pdf


CONSIDER WHO’S AT RISK

Risk assessment is generally informed by the victim / survivor experience. Engaging appropriately 
and safely with the perpetrator helps you identify things that have or might increase risk to the 
victim / survivor. You need to consider this risk before deciding what to do next. Remember that 
perpetrators may be repeatedly causing harm to victims / survivors, but this is the first time that a 
member of staff has become aware of it. 

Consider: 

What impact could your concerns have?
Are other agencies helping to manage the risk? Which other agencies are involved, 
and what information can be shared? Contact social care, housing, or police if 
appropriate — any extra insight into past or current abusive behaviour strengthens risk 
assessments.
Are there additional risks, such as mental health difficulties or substance misuse?

Risk factors and vulnerabilities associated with domestic abuse

Research shows that there are specific evidence-based risk factors (i.e. types of behaviour) 
associated with being a domestic abuse perpetrator, such as: 

History of violent or abusive behaviour 
Escalation and severity of violence, including use of weapons and attempts at strangulation
Child abuse by the perpetrator 
Animal abuse by the perpetrator 
Perpetrator’s possessiveness, jealousy or stalking behaviour
Threats or attempts at suicide by the perpetrator
Threats or fantasies of committing homicide by the perpetrator
Previous criminality or breach of civil or criminal court order or bail conditions by the 
perpetrator
Perpetrator’s substance misuse 
Perpetrator’s mental ill health 

There are also factors or vulnerabilities of heightened risk for victim / survivors: 

Isolation of the victim (from friends or family)
Current or imminent separation and child disputes 
Pregnancy of the victim
Disability of the victim
Mental or physical health of the victim
Substance misuse 

https://www.college.police.uk/app/major-investigation-and-public-protection/domestic-abuse/understanding-risk-and-vulnerability-context-domestic-abuse#risk-factors-and-vulnerabilities-associated-with-domestic-abuse
https://www.college.police.uk/app/major-investigation-and-public-protection/domestic-abuse/understanding-risk-and-vulnerability-context-domestic-abuse#risk-factors-and-vulnerabilities-associated-with-domestic-abuse
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10165656/1/Clemmow%20et%20al.%20(2023)%20Risk%20&%20protective%20factors%20for%20DA.pdf
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10165656/1/Clemmow%20et%20al.%20(2023)%20Risk%20&%20protective%20factors%20for%20DA.pdf


Imminent or severe risk of harm

Is there anything to suggest that an emergency response is needed? 

If the victim / survivor, any children or the perpetrator themselves is in 
immediate danger call the police on 999. 

Who else is at risk? 

Worried about a child? Share your concerns with the Sheffield Safeguarding Hub on 0114 273 
4855 (open 24 hours).

Worried about an adult? Share your concerns with the Council's Multi Agency Safeguarding 
Hub Team, more details on how to do this here.

Consider staff safety. If you or colleagues may be at risk, use safe locations and follow lone 
working policies. Speak to your manager for advice. 

Perpetrators may be employees, be in positions of trust, volunteer, or work with young people 
or vulnerable adults. Raise concerns through the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) 
and People in Positions of Trust (PIPOT) Protocol processes. 

https://www.sheffieldasp.org.uk/sasp/sasp/for-professionals/professionals-report-an-adult-safeguarding-concern
https://www.safeguardingsheffieldchildren.org/p/processes/allegations-of-abuse-against-people-who-work-with-children-lado
https://www.sheffieldasp.org.uk/sasp/sasp/policy-and-procedures/pipot-procedure


RESPOND

You’ve heard or seen something that’s making you feel curious about domestic abuse, or worried 
about someone. How you respond will depend on the situation. There are a wide range of 
appropriate responses, it’s about using your skills and expertise to read the situation, it isn’t about 
following a script. Here are some helpful do’s & don’ts: 

Stay calm and professional.
Avoid confrontation or judgment - use neutral language.
Keep it factual.
Use reflection – relay what they’ve told you back to them in language that is 
paraphrased. 
Show care without colluding and use a trauma informed approach - they’re still a 
human being.
If you know other professionals are involved, inform them about what you’re 
worried about. 
Ask the individual if the situation is appropriate – are you already doing any work 
on this? Is anyone supporting you with your harmful behaviour? (They might 
already be being supported by Probation or another agency) 
Support them with the needs they have – make appropriate referrals.  

Remember your body language communicates too. Communication is more than just 
words. Studies have shown that 55% comes from body language, 38% from tone of voice, and 
7% from actual spoken words. So, be aware of your body language, any hand gestures or 
facial expressions you might make in response to what someone is telling you.  

Do nothing. 
Promise confidentiality if safety is at risk.
Challenge the abuse directly in the very early stages of engagement, this will put 
up an immediate barrier which you may not be able to overcome.
It might not be safe to respond in that very moment. It may be more effective to 
address the behaviour later on or via a different method such as referring and / or 
recording appropriately. 

Think: Do I need to respond urgently or can I give myself some time to think about what 
the next best step is?



REFER

You may have a direct disclosure or you might just notice signs of harmful behaviour. What you do 
next depends on what you know at that moment. You may feel it is appropriate to not refer the 
perpetrator anywhere. Or you might signpost the perpetrator to support or make referrals about or 
for them. Don’t assume someone else has already done this. Here are some examples of what you 
could do:

Follow your own organisation’s domestic abuse and safeguarding policies. 
If you have safeguarding concerns, contact other agencies and share the information you’ve 
got. Risk assess together. 

Worried about a child? Share your concerns and call the Rotherham MASH Safeguarding 
Hub on 01709 336080

Worried about an adult? Share your concerns and call the council's Multi Agency 
Safeguarding Hub Team. 01709 822330

Worried about substance use? ROADs is a drug and alcohol support service in Rotherham. 
0808 1753981 

Worried about mental health? Encourage them to speak to their GP about their mental health 
issues. 

Perpetrators can cite mental health, trauma and/or substance use as the cause of their abusive 
behaviour. None of these things are a cause of domestic abuse but there are links and any of 
these could exacerbate a perpetrator’s abusive behaviour.

GDPR principles in domestic abuse focus on balancing data protection with safety, requiring 
organisations to handle sensitive data with care, ensuring accuracy, limiting sharing to what's 
necessary and proportionate to prevent serious harm. The key here is proportionality: share 
enough info for risk assessment. 

Always remember, you can talk to your manager or safeguarding organisational lead to get advice. 



When is it appropriate for me to refer a perpetrator to a behaviour change 
programme? 

When you’ve developed enough of a a professional relationship, it would be 
appropriate for you to refer that person for specialist support. 

In South Yorkshire, Inspire to Change has been designed to help people find better ways to 
manage and control their abusive behaviour. More information and referral routes are 
available here: Inspire to Change | Cranstoun

Note: 

You need their consent to refer them 
They must have shown some accountability for their behaviour 
This programme is not suitable for anyone going through criminal justice processes or 
with bail conditions

Making a referral to a perpetrator behaviour change programme isn’t something that can be 
done within a short, limited interaction. You may not get this far with someone - that is ok, but 
it is important to be aware that this service exists.  

Many people ask - do perpetrator behaviour change programmes work? 

Project Mirabal was an award winning research project which investigated the question ‘Do 
domestic violence perpetrator programmes actually work in reducing men’s violence and 
abuse and increasing the freedom of women and children?’ This research found that “For 
many men, women and children, their lives are improved following a domestic 
violence perpetrator programme.” You can read the full report here: Project Mirabal

Working with perpetrators is challenging 

Working with perpetrators can be difficult and bring up a range of emotions within you - 
sadness, frustration, anger, and compassion fatigue are some examples. This work might 
bring up your own experiences and your own biases, but it’s good for you to reflect and 
acknowledge that. Talk to your colleagues and to your manager about what this work is 
bringing up within you and seek support. 

https://cranstoun.org/help-and-advice/domestic-abuse/inspire-to-change/
https://cranstoun.org/help-and-advice/domestic-abuse/inspire-to-change/
https://projectmirabal.co.uk/
https://projectmirabal.co.uk/


RECORD

If you haven’t written it down and recorded the interaction, then it hasn’t happened. If you can 
only do one thing, record what happened. 

Do: 

Follow your agencies recording standards

Stick to facts, not your opinions

Evidence what you have done and record what actions were taken in relation to risk

Note if the information is not to be shared with others / the perpetrator 

Be clear who said what – “They said this…. I replied this…”

Provide context – were other staff present? 

Share it internally and externally – who needs to know about this? 

CASE STUDY 3

Click here to read about Housing Officer 
Sabrina’s experience of someone 

presenting to the council’s housing 
services, saying that their mum needs 

support. 

As a minimum, we are asking you to record and document what you have seen and 
heard. Having it recorded means that you can refer back to it and it also means that any 
future staff reading the records have as much information about your concerns as 
possible. It all helps to build a picture of the risk. 

https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-06/working-with-perpetrators-toolkit-case-study-3.pdf
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-06/working-with-perpetrators-toolkit-case-study-3.pdf


THINGS TO BE AWARE OF

Counter Allegations  

Counter allegations are where both parties allege the other is abusive. To manage and 
reduce risk effectively, the primary victim and primary perpetrator need to be identified at the 
earliest opportunity. SafeLives have produced guidance on counter allegations.

Post Separation Abuse   

Sometimes as a professional you can subconsciously assume that leaving a relationship will 
leave someone free from the abuse and the abuser; that leaving equals safety. But this often 
isn’t the case. Post separation abuse refers to a perpetrator's patterns of behaviour 
continuing when the relationship has ended. In 2023, controlling or coercive behaviour that 
takes place after a relationship has ended became a criminal offence. Check out DACT’s 
Best Practice Guide on Post Separation Abuse to learn more about it. 

Neurodivergence 

Neurodiversity describes the population as a whole and recognises the diversity of different 
brains.  Neurodivergent conditions include Autism and ADHD, as well as others. Research has 
shown that neurodivergence does not cause domestic abuse but should be understood as 
one aspect of a person’s intersecting identities and lived experience. Further research has 
shown how “practitioners need to be aware of the nuances around the nature of domestic 
abuse, its causes, and the need to avoid medicalising behaviour which stigmatises 
neurodivergent people, and absolves the perpetrator of accountability”. 

Violent resistance 

Violent resistance (sometimes called self‑defence or retaliatory abuse) occurs when a victim, 
often a woman, uses violence in response to a coercive and physically abusive partner. It is 
often mislabelled as ‘they are both as bad as each other’ or labelling the situation as a ‘toxic 
relationship’, which can obscure risk. Practitioners should understand the context and 
motivation for resistance, such as fear or self‑defence. 

https://safelives.org.uk/resources-library/responding-to-counter-allegations-guidance-a-review-of-practice/
https://safelives.org.uk/resources-library/responding-to-counter-allegations-guidance-a-review-of-practice/
https://safelives.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Responding_to_Counter_allegations_Guidance.pdf
https://safelives.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Responding_to_Counter_allegations_Guidance.pdf
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2025-04/post_separation_abuse_guidance.pdf
https://www.sheffield.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2025-04/post_separation_abuse_guidance.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/08862605261419487#bibr37-08862605261419487
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/08862605261419487#bibr37-08862605261419487
https://collections.durham.ac.uk/downloads/r2hx11xf281
https://collections.durham.ac.uk/downloads/r2hx11xf281


RESOURCES & PATHWAYS 

RMBC run free, high-quality training on domestic abuse for professionals working in 
Rotherham Rotherham Training Brochure
Clare’s law 

Clare’s Law allows the police to release information about any previous history of violence 
or abuse a person might have. More details here: Request information under Clare's Law: 
Make a Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme (DVDS) application | South Yorkshire Police

Suicide Awareness Training 
Zero Suicide Alliance are a national organisation providing free suicide prevention training 
for all. It takes around 20 minutes to complete their online training. They also have Autism 
and Suicide Awareness Training. 
Karma Nirvana is the specialist charity for victims and survivors of Honour Based Abuse, 
specialising in providing support for people impacted by Honour Based Abuse and Forced 
Marriage. They have a Honour-Based Abuse (HBA) Identification Tool, a resource designed 
to support frontline staff in recognising and responding to cases of HBA and training is 
available. Visit their website for more information: Karma Nirvana

This toolkit has been developed by partners 
across South Yorkshire 

Have feedback or questions?

Email us at dact@sheffield.gov.uk

Doc owner: Domestic Abuse Co-ordination Team 
Sheffield City Council 
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https://www.rotherham.gov.uk/downloads/file/5017/domestic-abuse-training-brochure-pdf-
https://www.southyorkshire.police.uk/rqo/request/ri/request-information/cl/triage/v2/request-information-under-clares-law/
https://www.southyorkshire.police.uk/rqo/request/ri/request-information/cl/triage/v2/request-information-under-clares-law/
https://www.zerosuicidealliance.com/
https://www.zerosuicidealliance.com/suicide-autism-training
https://www.zerosuicidealliance.com/suicide-autism-training
https://karmanirvana.org.uk/get-help/karma-nirvanas-hba-identification-tool/
https://karmanirvana.org.uk/

