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Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, many states formally criminalized intimate partner
violence (IPV), subsequently shifting law enforcement response to potential domestic violence
calls. Some jurisdictions adopted mandatory arrest, dual arrest, and primary aggressor policies as
well as diversion programs. In 2012, Partner Abuse published three seminal journal issues
comprehensively documenting the state of IPV research. Notably, the review by Maxwell &
Garner (2012) arrived at some disappointing conclusions about he effectiveness of criminal
justice responses to IPV in general:

Our assessment of the published research on the crime control effects of criminal
sanctions for intimate partner violence leads us to conclude that, although the
preponderance of the reported findings show no effect for criminal sanctions, the
diversity of reported findings and the relatively low quality of the research methods used
in this research provide insufficient knowledge to support any conclusion about whether
the widespread use of criminal prosecution and conviction for intimate partner violence

leads to less, more, or has no difference in repeat offending (pp. 469-501).

These authors advocated for research designs that are more methodologically sound and,
importantly, recommended additional research on possible reasons why law enforcement
responses to IPV have shown to be inadequate. The current systematic review sought to address
these concerns with a review of the extant literature regarding law enforcement response to [PV
calls since the 2012 Partner Abuse publications. Consistent with the Preferred Reporting of
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, we searched PubMed,
Psycholnfo, Criminal Justice Abstracts, and ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global for the
following search terms: “law enforcement” or “police” and “domestic violence” or “partner
violence” or “domestic abuse” or “partner abuse” or “domestic assault” or “partner assault.” The

root “polic” term captured “policing” and “police” keywords.



The initial search yielded 1915 papers; 1,757 papers remained after removing duplicates. The
first and third authors independently reviewed each title and abstract to determine inclusion
eligibility, resulting in 141 manuscripts. Subsequently, the first author reviewed each manuscript
and removed studies that did not meet eligibility criteria (e.g., studies examining law
enforcement officer IPV perpetration, epidemiological studies reporting base rates of IPV). At
this phase, we removed an additional 114 manuscripts. The final sample included 27 articles and
the following themes: Characteristics of the Offense, IPV Dyad Demographic Characteristics,
Officer Specific Characteristics, and Diversion Programs/Alternatives to Arrest. The columns in
the table are organized by publication year (starting with the most recent), study reference,
sample size, sample characteristics (e.g., sex, age), study method and design, relevant findings,
and identified themes.

In contrast to the generally poor overall effects of traditional law enforcement responses,
as noted by Maxwell and Garner (2012), the present review identified several studies finding
enhanced law enforcement training and alternative approaches with generally favorable results.
However, the approaches reviewed are similar to mental health and drug abuse diversion
programs in their heterogeneity. That is to say, the literature to date appears to support
alternatives to arrest (e.g., citations) and criminal charges (diversion), alternatives which are
correlated with an increase in IPV arrests and citations, as well as decrease in recidivism
However, it is likely that any single framework will be insufficient, and communities must tailor
programs for their specific population and available resources.

As many studies evinced multiple themes, we included all studies in a single table. This
table summarizes the 27 empirical studies examining law enforcement response to IPV calls. The
most prevalent theme included IPV Dyad Demographic Characteristics with 11 studies
considering the association between some specific demographic characteristic of the IPV couple
and officer decision to arrest. The most salient factor to emerge was sex of the alleged victim and
aggressor, with cases involving female victims less likely to result in arrest (e.g., McCormack
2021, Richardson, 2019). This is somewhat divergent from data summarized by Shernock and
Russell in the original Partner Abuse reviews, in which they concluded male suspects were more
likely to face arrest (of note, samples differed in the extent to which they included same-sex

couples, complicating a direct comparison between the current review and Shernock and



Russell’s original). As noted by Shernock and Russell, the current review suggests dual arrest
mandates contribute to the significant increase in females arrested for IPV.

Regarding race, the association between arrest and IPV dyad race was equivocal, with
Pinckney (2014) finding Black couples were substantially more likely to experience arrest
compared to White couples while Lipsky et al. (2012) found no differences in arrest decisions
between IPV dyad race. This is consistent with data summarized in Shernock and Russell’s 2012
review as the majority of studies reporting null findings, with the exception of studies exploring
dual arrests, which the authors noted typically reported higher rates of arrest for White couples.
The table also summarizes studies focused on other individual differences including veteran
studies (Markowitz & Watson, 2015) and socioeconomic status (Jones, 2015).

The second most prominent theme to emerge was Characteristics of the Offense.
Specifically, researchers considered the extent to which characteristics of the offense (e.g.,
physical injury) were associated with law enforcement response. Victim injury emerged as a
salient factor in law enforcement decision to arrest (e.g., Cerulli et al., 2015; Fulambarker, 2016).
Further, Pickney (2014) and Rubenstein et al. (2021) explored the impact of weapon presence,
with mixed results while Pickney (2014) determined the presence of a minor in the home during
an [PV call impacted officer decisions. Shernock and Russell (2012) noted victim injury, use of a
weapon, witness to the incident, and the presence of a restraining order all increase the likelihood
of arrest, particularly for women.

Finally, as summarized in the table (see below), six studies consider Officer Specific
Characteristics and five studies explore Diversion Programs and Alternatives to Arrest.
Regarding officer characteristics, perceptions of the “worthy victim” may be associated with
decision making (Admire, 2019), but the findings regarding law enforcement training and years
of experience remains equivocal. Further, although the studies examining alternatives to arrest
and protection orders produced generally promising results (e.g., Kothari et al., 2012), diversion
programs remain as heterogenous as the communities adopting these strategies and
generalizability is an area for additional research.

In summary, the research reviewed in this paper and summarized in the table suggests,
consistent with prior research (see Shernock and Russell, 2012), victim’s sex may serve as a
salient factor in law enforcement response, such that officers may be more punitive in IPV cases

involving female victims. However, the association between law enforcement response and other



extralegal factors (e.g., IPV dyad race, officer gender role attitudes) is more tenuous, with
research producing mixed results. Finally, diversion practices (e.g., citations) are promising
alternatives to arrest, however, given the heterogeneity across programs, more research is
necessary.

Of note, this review excluded studies that did not specifically examine law enforcement
arrest decisions (e.g., police perceptions of IPV, public perceptions of law enforcement response
to IPV). This significantly narrowed the available research; future reviews may include these
ancillary variables for a more comprehensive understanding of IPV perceptions. Finally, we
elected to include theses and dissertations as excluding this “gray literature” can artificially
overrepresent studies with statistically significant findings. However, considering peer review is
fundamental to the scientific process, the absence of this procedure highlights additional research

1s needed.
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Pinedo, I. M. (2022). Law
Enforcement Efficacy in
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context of intimate partner
violence. Policing: An
International Journal,
44(5), 838-852.
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B., & Berk, R. A. (2019). IPV incident appears to increase the | s of the
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partner violence: Chicago (Surveys) making. Specifically, the victim Offense; [PV
Influences on decision- departments signing a complaint, injuries to the Demographic
making (Publication No. Male: 84.7% victim and the offender, the sex of the | Characteristic
10295509) [Doctoral Female: 13.3% victim, and drug/alcohol use s, Officer
thesis, University of White: 79.5% influence the decision to arrest. specific
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intimate partner violence: White 52% court contact. Characteristic
Law enforcement Other 7%; S
compliance with state-
mandated intimate partner Offender
violence documentation. Age M =33
Violence Against Women, years;
21(7), 897-907. Male: 92%
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https://doi.org/10.1891/088 White: 83% 12-month follow-up.
6-6708.VV-D-14-00041 Non-White: 17%

Urban: 50.4%

Rural: 49.6%
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veterans exhibiting signs of
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post-SARP Era: The police database history, case severity, and additional
impact of a domestic department sources) criminal justice responses, defendants
violence police unit. Crime processed through the unit were
& Delinquency, 60(7), 999- All cases involve approximately 50% less likely to
1032. one victim and reoffend across an 18- to 30-month
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