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“Domestic violence” and “battering” 

Often the domestic violence that comes to the 

attention of court systems is what has come to 

be known as battering in intimate partner 

relationships. Battering is characterized by its 

ongoing pattern of violence and coercive 

behavior, as well as its negative impact on the 

victim, including the level of fear it produces; 

risks to physical and mental health, overall 

well-being, and liberty; and its potential for 

lethality. While the terms “domestic violence” 
and “battering” are often used interchangeably 
in court systems, and by advocates, not all 

domestic violence is battering. It is often the 

task of an expert witness to make the 

distinction clear. 
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Two different mission statements, two different outcomes? 

(1) “Consistent with our belief in the value, worth and dignity of each person, we 

seek to eliminate domestic violence by providing victims, offenders and the 

community with appropriate, effective programs and services.  We advocate 

for an environment free from domestic violence.” 

(2) “To provide a supportive environment in which domestic abuse survivors can 

assess their needs, evaluate alternatives, access caring and compassionate 

services, and be empowered to make decisions about their future.” 

Do these two mission statements provide different guidance about whether 

providing expert witness services is an appropriate role of the organization?  

Why?  Why not? 
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A self-determination dilemma? 

Suppose Roxanne calls the police because John, her husband, beat her up. 

John gets arrested and makes bail. John’s boss tells him that if he’s not 
convicted, he can keep his job. Roxanne asks the prosecutor to drop the 

charges, but the prosecutor refuses. 

The prosecutor believes she can secure a conviction without Roxanne’s 
testimony and calls a domestic violence expert to testify about why some 

victims of battering won’t testify against their batterers. 

If the advocate expert testifies, does that go against Roxanne’s right to 
self-determination? 

Does testimony by the advocate expert violate the principle that all victims are 

entitled to be the decision-makers about their own lives? 

Does it matter that the advocacy is from a different community than Roxanne? 

Does it matter whether the advocate knew anything about Roxanne or the 

case? 
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What might be the impact of a subpoena? 

Keisha testifies that she has 6 years of experience working as an advocate and 

has assisted over 300 victims. Later in her testimony, she says that based on 

her experience, she knows that it is common for victims of battering to resist 

the violence by fighting back. Opposing counsel asks the court to be able to 

examine all records of the cases on which the expert has based her opinion. 

If Keisha is an advocate expert witness in your program, would it be likely that 

opposing counsel would be able to access the records as requested? 

What would your program have to do to resist or comply? 

What kind of resources would it take to prevent having to disclose or provide 

access to the records? 
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