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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 IPV 

calls since the 2012 Partner Abuse publications. Consistent with the Preferred Reporting of 

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, we searched PubMed, 

PsychoInfo, 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.  
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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 
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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 IPV 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 
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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 

is needed.  
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  2025-2026 Review:  Law Enforcement Responses to Intimate Partner Violence 

NOTE:  References organized according to most recent year published, and in each year are arranged alphabetically by author last 

name.   

 

Study (Full Reference) Sample 

Size 

Sample 

Characteristics 

Study Type Results Theme 

2022      
 

El Sayed, S. A., DeShay, R. 

A., Davis, J. B., Knox, K. 

N., & Kerley, K. R. (2022). 

A blue step forward: An 

exploratory study of law 

enforcement perceptions of 

intimate partner violence in 

the southern United 

States. Journal of 

Interpersonal 

Violence, 37(9–10), 

NP6514–

NP6534. https://doi.org/10.

1177/0886260520966675 

N= 498 

Law 

enforceme

nt officers 

 

Age Mean = 40 

years; 

Experience M = 

13;  

Male: 83% 

Female: 17%; 

White: 71%  

Hispanic 12% 

Black (8%).  

Correlation

al 

Findings indicate officers perceive 

IPV to be a serious crime that 

requires attention from law 

enforcement. Furthermore, with 

increasing age and years of law 

enforcement experience, victim-

related factors are less salient in 

police perceptions of IPV calls. 

Female officers are more likely to 

believe victims cannot easily leave an 

abusive relationship and less likely to 

consider physical evidence of trauma 

to be very important in determining 

the credibility of an IPV call, 

suggesting female officers are more 

cognizant of IPV case complexity.  

Officer 

Specific 

Characteristic

s;  

Goodson, A., Garza, A. D., 

& Franklin, C. A. (2022). 

Providing support to 

victims: police officers’ 

service referral provision 

and advocate involvement 

in domestic violence 

incidents. Crime & 

Delinquency, 68(1), 80-

104. 

N = 368 Sample of IPV 

case files 

obtained from an 

urban police 

department 

Correlation

al Design 

(Archival 

Sources) 

Officers provided service 

referrals in nearly 71% of IPV 

incidents, indicating police engage in 

trauma-informed and victim-centered 

responses. An increase in the 

suspect’s age decreased the odds of 

service referral. When the DV 

incident involved a physical 

altercation, the odds of service 

referral increased by three times as 

IPV Dyad 

Characteristic

s; Officer 

Specific 

Characteristic

s 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260520966675
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260520966675
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https://doi.org/10.1177/001

11287211007742 

compared to DV cases involving only 

emotional and/or psychological 

abuse.  

Pinedo, I. M. (2022). Law 

Enforcement Efficacy in 

Domestic Violence Calls 

Based on the Responding 

Officer's Experience, 

Training, and Scholarly 

Level (Order No. 

30000517). Available from 

ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Global. 

(2771893682). 

https://www.proquest.com/

dissertations-theses/law-

enforcement-efficacy-

domestic-violence-

calls/docview/2771893682/

se-2 

N = 192 Police officers 

 

Male: 79.33% 

Female: 20.7% 

Correlation

al (archival 

data) 

Law enforcement with advanced 

training and experience were more 

likely to only arrest the primary 

aggressor compared to officers with 

only basic training. 

Officer 

Specific 

Characteristic

s 

2021 

Garza, A. D., Goodson, A., 

& Franklin, C. A. (2021). 

Policing nonfatal 

strangulation within the 

context of intimate partner 

violence. Policing: An 

International Journal, 

44(5), 838-852. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/PIJ

PSM-12-2020-0190 

N = 811 Reported IPV 

incidents 

involving a male 

suspect (Mean 

age = 32.92) and 

female victim 

(M age = 29.94). 

 

White: 34.2% 

Person of color: 

65.8% 

Correlation

al Design 

(Database 

sources) 

Approximately 14% involved 

possible strangulation. Just under half 

(14.4%) of all possible nonfatal 

strangulation cases were correctly 

formally classified by officers. 

Characteristic

s of the 

Offense 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00111287211007742
https://doi.org/10.1177/00111287211007742
https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/law-enforcement-efficacy-domestic-violence-calls/docview/2771893682/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/law-enforcement-efficacy-domestic-violence-calls/docview/2771893682/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/law-enforcement-efficacy-domestic-violence-calls/docview/2771893682/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/law-enforcement-efficacy-domestic-violence-calls/docview/2771893682/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/law-enforcement-efficacy-domestic-violence-calls/docview/2771893682/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/law-enforcement-efficacy-domestic-violence-calls/docview/2771893682/se-2
https://doi.org/10.1108/PIJPSM-12-2020-0190
https://doi.org/10.1108/PIJPSM-12-2020-0190
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Hirschel, D. & 

McCormack, P. D. (2021). 

Same-sex couples and the 

police: A 10-year study of 

arrest and dual arrest rates 

in responding to incidents 

of intimate partner 

violence. Violence Against 

Women, 27(9), 1119–1149. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/107

7801220920378 

N = 

2,625,753 

Incidents 

reported to the 

National 

Incident-Based 

Reporting 

System (NIBRS) 

from the years 

2000–2009.  

Correlation

al Design 

(Database 

sources) 

Incidents with same-sex couples are 

less likely to result in arrest, but far 

more likely to result in dual arrests. 

IPV Dyad 

Demographic 

Characteristic

s 

Johnson, L., Davidoff, E., 

and DeSilva, A. R. (2021). 

Motivations for police 

support of domestic 

violence response team 

implementation with 

advocates. Violence 

Against Women, 27(9), 

1150–1172. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/107

7801220930821 

N = 24 Law 

enforcement 

officers  

Male: 25% 

Female: 75% 

White: 79.2% 

Black: 12.5% 

Other: 8.3% 

Qualitative Police motivation for implementing 

the diversion intervention is often 

influenced by perceived benefits to 

the victim and investigation, the need 

to comply with mandates, and 

recognition of domestic violence as a 

serious crime.  

Diversion 

Programs/Alte

rnatives to 

Arrest 

Rubenstein, B. Y., Wojcik, 

M. L. T., Anderson, V. R., 

& Fisher, B. S. (2021). 

Shifting the service referral 

paradigm using 

community-based second 

responders: Examining 

weapon use in intimate 

partner violence. Journal of 

Family Violence, 36(5), 

527–535. 

N = 1253 Police IPV case 

files 

 

Offender Male: 

85.7% 

Female: 14% 

Gender 

Minority: 0.1% 

Correlation

al 

The presence of a weapon did not 

increase arrest rates, however, did 

increase the likelihood of service 

referrals. 

 

 

 

 

Characteristic

s of the 

Offense 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801220930821
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801220930821
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https://doi.org/10.1007/s10

896-020-00246-1 

2019 

Admire, A. K. (2019). 

Policing domestic violence: 

Examining the impact of 

extralegal factors on 

officer decision making 

(Publication No. 

2308197985) [Doctoral 

Dissertation, University of 

California, Riverside]. 

ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses Global.  

N = 31 Law 

enforcement 

officers in 

Southern CA 

82% male, 18% 

female. 

Qualitative Police organizations influence the 

behavior of their employees through 

policy, training, and culture. 

Differential officer responses may be 

due to perceptions of the “worthy 

victim.”   

Officer 

Specific 

Characteristic

s 

Richardson, N. J. (2019). 

To Arrest (or Not): An 

Examination of Race and 

Sexual Orientation on the 

Likelihood of Arrest in 

Domestic Violence 

Encounters [Ph.D., North 

Carolina State University]. 

https://www.proquest.com/

docview/2393743446/abstr

act/736E3C05D0BC4984P

Q/1 

 

N = 

49,528 

NIBRS data 

 

Offender Mage = 

33 years 

 

Victim sex 

Female: 78% 

Male: 22%  

 

Opposite sex 

couple: 90% 

Same sex 

couple: 10%  

 

Correlation

al 

When compared to opposite-sex 

couples, same-sex couples were more 

likely to experience a dual arrest or 

no arrest. Black lesbian women were 

most likely to experience a dual arrest 

while White gay men were least 

likely to experience a dual arrest.  

IPV Dyad 

Demographic 

Characteristic

s 

Russell, B., & Sturgeon, J. 

A. (2019). Police 

Evaluations of Intimate 

Partner Violence in 

Heterosexual and Same-

N = 309 Police officers 

 

Mage = 30.91 

years 

Male: 88.3% 

Experiment

al 

(vignettes) 

 

Officers were more likely to endorse 

alternatives to arrest (e.g., mediation, 

informal advice) when the perpetrator 

was a gay male or heterosexual 

IPV Dyad 

Demographic 

Characteristic

s; Diversion 

Programs/Alte

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-020-00246-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-020-00246-1
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2393743446/abstract/736E3C05D0BC4984PQ/1
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2393743446/abstract/736E3C05D0BC4984PQ/1
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2393743446/abstract/736E3C05D0BC4984PQ/1
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2393743446/abstract/736E3C05D0BC4984PQ/1
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Sex Relationships: Do 

Experience and Training 

Play a Role? Journal of 

Police and Criminal 

Psychology, 34(1), 34–44. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11

896-018-9279-8 

 

Female:  

-Female: 11% 

 

White: 91.1% 

Hispanic: 4.3% 

African 

American: 2.6% 

Other: 2% 

 

 

female. Officers years of experience 

was unrelated to arrest decision.  

rnatives to 

Arrest; 

Officer 

Specific 

Characteristic

s 

Small, D. S., Sorenson, S. 

B., & Berk, R. A. (2019). 

After the gun: Examining 

police visits and intimate 

partner violence following 

incidents involving a 

firearm. Journal of 

Behavioral Medicine, 

42(4), 591–602. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10

865-019-00013-8 

 

N = 220 Police IPV files  

 

  

Descriptive Firearm removal at the scene of an 

IPV incident appears to increase the 

likelihood of subsequent IPV reports 

and victim injury. 

Characteristic

s of the 

Offense 

2018 

Regoeczi, W. C., & 

Hubbard, D. J. (2018). The 

Impact of specialized 

domestic violence units on 

case processing. American 

Journal of Criminal 

Justice, 43(3), 570–590. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12

103-018-9435-9 

 

N=1388 

 

Police IPV case 

files 

 

Suspect Mage = 

32.7 years 

 

Suspect race 

Black: 77.9% 

Correlation

al 

Specialized IPV units may result in 

more cases moving through the 

criminal legal system.  

Diversion 

Programs/Alte

rnatives to 

Arrest 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11896-018-9279-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11896-018-9279-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10865-019-00013-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10865-019-00013-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12103-018-9435-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12103-018-9435-9
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2016 

Fulambarker, A. J. (2016). 

Police response to intimate 

partner violence: 

Influences on decision-

making (Publication No. 

10295509) [Doctoral 

thesis, University of 

Illinois at Chicago]. 

ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Global. 

N = 249 Police officers 

from multiple 

Chicago 

departments  

Male: 84.7% 

Female: 13.3%  

White: 79.5% 

Hispanic: 9.2% 

Black: 6.4% 

 

 

Correlation

al Design 

(Surveys) 

Case-related factors and officer 

assessment of risk influence decision-

making. Specifically, the victim 

signing a complaint, injuries to the 

victim and the offender, the sex of the 

victim, and drug/alcohol use 

influence the decision to arrest. 

Officer rank and officer perceptions 

related to future risk were also 

associated with arrest. 

Characteristic

s of the 

Offense; IPV 

Demographic 

Characteristic

s, Officer 

specific 

Characteristic

s 

2015 

Beldin, K., Lauritsen, A., 

D’Souza, H., & Moyer, B. 

(2015). Citations and 

convictions: One 

community’s coordinated 

response to intimate 

partner violence & efforts 

toward offender 

accountability. Social 

Sciences, 4(2), 421-433. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc

sci4020421 

 

N= 

226,000 

(in the 

2000 

census) 

N=258,00

0 (in the 

2010 

census) 

Females: 50% 

White: 89% 

(2000), 83% 

(2010);  

Hispanic: 3.6% 

(2000), 6.3% 

(2010);   

Asian: 3.1% 

(2000), 3.8% 

(2010); 

Black: 3.1% 

(2000), 3.8% 

(2010); 

Native 

American: 0.8% 

(2000), 0.8% 

(2010) 

Correlation

al  

This research explored the efficacy of 

a coordinated community response 

(CCR) to IPV. Over 14 years, CCRs 

provided for IPV offender 

accountability through citations. 

Compared to national statistics, CCR 

resulted in higher citation rates, yet 

there were no differences regarding 

defendant gender.  

Diversion 

Programs/Alte

rnatives to 

Arrest; IPV 

Dyad 

Demographic 

Characteristic

s 

Cerulli, C., Edwardsen, E. 

A., Hall, D., Chan, K. L., 

& Conner, K. R. (2015). 

Victim N 

= 191; 

Victim 

Age M = 33 

years; Male: 9% 

Correlation

al  

New York state Law enforcement 

officers filed Domestic Violence 

Incident Reports (DVIR) in 54% of 

Characteristic

s of the 

Offense; IPV 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci4020421
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci4020421
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Improving coordinated 

responses for victims of 

intimate partner violence: 

Law enforcement 

compliance with state-

mandated intimate partner 

violence documentation. 

Violence Against Women, 

21(7), 897–907. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/107

7801215584072 

 

Offender 

N =191 

Female: 91%; 

Race: Black 41% 

White 52%  

Other 7%; 

 

Offender 

Age M = 33 

years; 

Male: 92% 

Female: 8%; 

Race: Black 49% 

White 48% 

Other 3% 

the cases, more often when injury 

occurred and the defendant had prior 

court contact.  

Dyad 

Demographic 

Characteristic

s 

Lynch, K. R., M.S., and 

Logan, T. K., P. (2015). 

Risk factors in arrest of 

rural and urban female 

victims of intimate partner 

violence. Violence and 

Victims, 30(3), 488-501. 

https://doi.org/10.1891/088

6-6708.VV-D-14-00041 

 

N = 709 Women who 

obtained 

protective orders 

against a male 

intimate partner 

violence. 

 

White: 83% 

Non-White: 17% 

Urban: 50.4% 

Rural: 49.6% 

Correlation

al Design 

(12-month 

follow-up 

survey) 

Data suggest living in a rural area, 

lower social support, higher 

loneliness, problems with substance 

abuse/dependency, having a prior 

arrest, engaging in various illegal 

activities during the follow-up period, 

and younger age all predicted arrest at 

12-month follow-up.  

IPV Dyad 

Demographic 

Characteristic

s 

Markowitz, F. E., and 

Watson, A. C. (2015). 

Police response to 

domestic violence: 

Situations involving 

veterans exhibiting signs of 

mental illness. 

Criminology, 53(2), 231-

252. 

N = 309 Police officers  

 

Male: 83% 

Female: 17% 

 

White: 81% 

Non-White: 19% 

Experiment

al Design 

(Vignettes) 

Police perceive veterans as less 

responsible for IPV but more 

dangerous than nonveterans. In 

addition, officers were more likely to 

prefer a mental health referral than 

arrest when the aggressor was a 

veteran 

IPV Dyad 

Demographic 

Characteristic

s 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801215584072
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801215584072
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https://doi.org/10.1111/174

5-9125.12067 

 

2014 

Exum, M. L., Hartman, J. 

L., Friday, P. C., & Lord, V. 

B. (2014). Policing 

domestic violence in the 

post-SARP Era: The 

impact of a domestic 

violence police unit. Crime 

& Delinquency, 60(7), 999-

1032. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/001

1128710382345 

N = 891 Random sample 

of IPV cases 

collected from a 

large city’s 

police 

department 

 

All cases involve 

one victim and 

one suspect 

Male: 85.7% 

Female: 14.3% 

White: 29.1% 

Black: 69.9% 

Experiment

al Design 

(Program 

evaluation, 

database 

sources) 

Examined the impact of a police 

department’s specialized domestic 

violence unit. Controlling for 

offender demographics, prior criminal 

history, case severity, and additional 

criminal justice responses, defendants 

processed through the unit were 

approximately 50% less likely to 

reoffend across an 18- to 30-month 

follow-up period. 

Diversion 

Programs/Alte

rnatives to 

Arrest 

Pinckney, T. M. (2014). 

Children present on the 

scene upon police arrival 

at an intimate partner 

violence incident: Race, 

police action, and officer 

initiated social support 
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