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For years, I had worked with survivors who all had the same burning desire to be able to ask questions of their abusers – was there anything they could have done to stop the abuse; did they ever think about the fact that they were being abusive in front of their children; did they plan the attacks ahead of time.  However, because of the obvious risks, survivors are not able to safely ask these questions of their own offenders.  Further, many stated that after years of being lied to, they would not believed the answers given by their abusers.

Trying to find a safe and respectful place where survivors could receive these answers was the driving force behind the inception of DVSD.  After reading about surrogate programs operating in Canada where rape victims were able to ask questions of convicted rapists in prisons, the concept of DVSD began to fall into place.  Because domestic violence and rape share so many similar issues, it seemed like an interesting concept to pursue and in 2000 DVSD became a pilot program in Washington County, Oregon.

The mission of DVSD is to provide a safe place where survivors and offenders, with no previous relationship, can ask questions of each other.  The survivor can gain answers to questions that she has been seeking but could not obtain from her own offender and an offender can participate in act of restoration.
Survivors have reported only positive outcomes.  Because the offender is an “expert” in domestic violence, the surrogate stands in the place of their offender and the surrogate’s words carry a great deal of insight into the survivor’s situation.  Many survivors have stated that for the first time the guilt that they have carried over their abusive past was lifted by the offender because for the first time they heard from someone who “perpetuated the same sort of evil as their abuser” that it was not the survivors fault.  This is a very powerful gift.
Offenders have also reported only positive outcomes.  One of the primary reasons named by batterer intervention programs for abusing is low self esteem.  Being able to provide some restitution to the population that they have harmed in their past increases the offenders’ self esteem.  Further, they are able to “practice” the skills and accountability learned in intervention and demonstrate during the dialogue sessions that they have taken full responsibility for their actions.

DVSD’s roots are firmly planted in the Restorative Justice movement.  The program was created based on the requests of survivors of intimate violence.  Even though their abusers were in jail, in batterer intervention programs and had even moved out of their lives, survivors were still feeling a hole in the process.  DVSD, along with counseling, works to fill this gap in the system.
In the coming weeks, DVSD will facilitate its first dialogue with a teen survivor and an adult offender.  The goal is to give a teen who has witnessed abuse an opportunity to ask questions of an unrelated offender, questions they have not been able to ask the abuser of their family.
For more information, please view our website: www.dvsdprogram.com  

