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ABSTRACT 
This paper provides a critical examination of how digital 
systems within a charitable organisation in the North of 
England are being used to both support and challenge male 
perpetrators of domestic violence. While there exists a range 
of digital tools to support the victim-survivors of domestic 
violence, no tools are available to challenge the abusive and 
harmful behaviours of perpetrators. Through this work, we 
uncovered the compelling moral responsibilities intrinsic 
within interactions with technological systems between 
perpetrators and support workers. As such, we highlight four 
spaces of negotiation concerning a person’s responsibility in 
changing their abusive behaviour, which we have coined as 
mechanisms to represent their fundamental and 
interconnected nature. These mechanisms include self-
awareness, acknowledging the extent of harms, providing 
peer support and respecting authorities. These insights are the 
basis for offering some practical considerations for HCI 
scholars, policymakers and intervention designers in their 
work with perpetrators of violence. 
Author Keywords 
Domestic Violence; Moral Responsibility; Third Sector; 
Civic Technology; Violence Prevention; Social Care; 

CSS Concepts 
• Human-centered computing~Human computer 
interaction (HCI) • Human-centered computing~HCI 
theory, concepts and models • Human-centered 
computing~Ethnographic studies • Human-centered 
computing~Empirical studies in HCI 

INTRODUCTION 
The shift of responsibility between a designer and a user is a 
core consideration for the design, use and the resulting 
impact of technical tools, systems and processes. As a 
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popular, prominent concept, the digital design field has 
predominantly discussed responsibility through responsible 
design. An essential facet of this approach is its promotion of 
challenging dominant power structures and designing 
systems that cannot be easily misused or abused. This 
challenging stance can be seen through technologies to 
mitigate the harm users may inflict on others [39, 48, 65], or 
to prevent non-voluntary use of user personal data or labour 
by top-down, exclusionary decision-making processes [3, 
41]. A complimentary, but lesser-examined approach 
towards the concept of responsibility within design is that of 
designing for responsibility: to actively consider and 
encourage responsible user behaviour by outlining the 
agency, capacity and duties of a user towards others. As the 
field attempts to address more significant and complex 
societal problems, this can lead to problems with identifying 
the role of – and place for – individual responsibility, 
particularly for individuals who have behaved irresponsibly. 
In line with calls for a shift from system-focused approaches 
to that of social, person-focused perspectives [54], we 
underline the importance for the field to attain clear 
understandings of the nature of responsibility and particularly 
how to address irresponsible behaviours. 

The challenge of designing for responsibility is more 
complicated concerning issues that are politically and 
socially sensitive such as domestic violence [51]. Situating 
individual responsibility within a problem that is societal, has 
been misapplied to impose shame upon the victim-survivors 
of violence. While many works within Human-Computer 
Interaction have resisted this harmful tendency, it has only 
been relatively recently that the field has considered the role 
of the perpetrator responsible for inflicting this violence on 
others [28, 29]. The current consensus of research activity 
focuses on ensuring tighter security measures to prevent the 
irresponsible misuse of technology [5, 21, 28]. However, due 
to the infancy of the topic within the field, the contribution of 
these interventions to an overall reduction in violence is not 
yet clear. With an enhanced knowledge about the digitally-
facilitated harms used in domestic violence (cyber-stalking, 
image-based sexual abuse), there is a risk that there could be 
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a more substantial expectation of means to cope and handle 
these abusive situations onto the victim-survivor – without 
addressing the perpetrator’s behaviour [46]. Providing a 
critical view of how technology is used in interventions with 
perpetrators within HCI allows us to examine who we are 
holding responsible for violence and how to encourage 
perpetrators to behave non-violently in the future. These 
considerations can decisively inform approaches to 
supporting the prevention of current and future patterns of 
violence. 

Within this work, we explore how technologies are being 
used within the context of a large, national children’s charity 
<Safe Start> in the North of England, in the United Kingdom 
(UK). This organisation provides educational and behaviour 
change services to men previously or currently using 
violence within their intimate relationships. To define the 
scope of our research, we conducted a focused ethnography 
designed around the following research questions: 

RQ1. In what ways are technologies being used to support 
and challenge perpetrators of domestic violence on their 
abusive behaviour within the context of charitable work? 
RQ2. How could technologies be designed within charitable 
work with perpetrators to support these findings? 

To answer these questions, we worked with <Safe Start> 
over the space of 12 months, with data being collected by the 
lead author by observing and participating in their service 
delivery and administrative work at the charity’s central 
Northern hub. Our findings provide an original, in-depth 
account of the mundane everyday technologies within the 
charity’s practices with male perpetrators of domestic 
violence. As such, we demonstrate in this paper these hidden 
but essential moral responsibilities that a perpetrator must 
develop through and with technologies to desist from abusive 
behaviours. We have coined these spaces of negotiations in 
which perpetrators mediate and orientate themselves towards 
these responsibilities as mechanisms. As such, these 
mechanisms should be considered in the design of future 
technical and non-technical interventions: self-awareness, 
acknowledging the extent of harms, providing support and 
respecting authorities. Our paper contributes to the field of 
Human-Computer Interaction in the following interconnected 
ways: (1) we provide a critical analysis on the position of 
perpetrators of domestic violence within existing technical 
interventions; (2) we supplement these analytical findings by 
identifying four spaces of negotiation or ‘mechanisms’ for a 
perpetrators’ responsibilities for domestic violence; and (3) 
we consider how those designing for perpetrators may 
employ these mechanisms within research, practice and 
policy. 
BACKGROUND LITERATURE 
HCI research has carefully highlighted the tension between 
assuming/distributing individual and collective 
responsibilities for (and for managing) societal harms. This 
extensive body of work ranges from showcasing prototype 
suggestions of pocket alarms [21] to the re-design of large-

scale social media ecosystems [52]. However, with any shift 
between conceptualising individual and collective 
phenomena, particularly regarding safety and violence, there 
can be a tendency to obscure or trouble the notions of 
individual agency, responsibility, capacity and control. 
LaRose terms these situations as producing “responsibility 
gaps” where determining how an individual should, or could 
respond in the face of complexity is met with uncertainty 
[45]. While within this work we cannot claim to plus these 
gaps entirely, we do identify them and also conceptualise 
them as spaces where people do the work of sense-making 
about responsibility, and hence, we can demonstrate how this 
might be done. Within the following section, we provide a 
basis for understanding approaches and conceptualisations 
toward moral responsibilities within HCI research. We then 
examine how perpetrators are positioned within HCI work 
addressing domestic violence, and how this corpus might 
inform the design of future interventions. These findings then 
set the context for looking within third-sector and charitable 
organisations working with perpetrators of domestic violence 
in the UK. 
What Do We Mean by Responsibility? 
Responsibility, from the Latin respons- meaning ‘answered’ 
or ‘offered in return’ has many interpretations, generating 
conflation in everyday language [27, 67]. While no 
overarching definition of the construct exists, for this work 
we focus on three widely shared elements in the 
conceptualisation of the construct [10, 35, 68]: (1) duty 
‘being responsible for’; (2) blame ‘being responsible to’, and 
(3) acting independently ‘possessing responsibilities’. 

Responsibility in HCI, while intentionally engaging with 
critical social issues has been focused predominantly on the 
“unforeseen consequences and reverberations of modern 
digital tools and services” [36]. Work within this space has 
examined how algorithms may reinforce existing prejudices 
within society [3], or how GPS technology perform a dual-
use for perpetrators to further monitor their victim-survivors 
[28]. Scrutinising blame within software groups [2, 57], 
natural disasters [35] and legal cases [14] are familiar 
representations of what Grimpe point out as the 
‘consequentialist model of responsibility’. While identifying 
causality may be necessary, to only focus on one quality of 
responsibility ((2) blame) may mean we are excluding a 
richer consideration of responsibility’s dimensions of (1) duty 
and (3) acting independently to technical design. 

Some research has appealed to a greater critical 
consciousness surrounding the role of the designer and their 
responsibilities to scrutinise their identity, their choice of 
their topic area and technical design [1, 12]. Bardzell et al. 
and Dombrowski et al. have produced frameworks and 
design considerations to make this introspective process an 
integral part of the research itself [7, 23]. Baumer et al., on 
the other hand, look to critically examine the broader 
systematic context of a pre-defined ‘problem’ [8]. These 
works stand to expand the narrow, top-down approach 
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towards responsibility that may equate to legal liability to an 
understanding of responsibility as a reflexive practice that 
must continually be engaged with across design. Exploring 
how we support individuals to take responsibility, be 
responsible and act independently is of vital importance for 
inclusive, just and secure systems. 
Domestic Violence, Violent Men and HCI 
Domestic violence is an international health and social 
concern affecting approximately 1 in 3 women and 1 in 6 
men in their lifetime, according to the World Health 
Organisation [30]. These estimates are subject to 
underreporting, while many men experience domestic 
violence from female perpetrators, most statistics 
demonstrate it is largely women and girls who experience 
perpetration of violence from men [13, 30, 58]. Domestic 
violence has been frequently addressed in HCI as a 
phenomenon without a specific responsible agent or their 
gender, that women and other marginalised groups must 
protect themselves. Jackson Katz puts a different perspective 
forwards by arguing that it would be a serious mistake to 
frame domestic violence as something that happens to 
victim-survivors, as this removes the agent causing such 
violence from view [43]. Through performing a critical scan 
of papers within the ACM digital library using the terms 
domestic violence, domestic abuse, family violence, intimate 
partner abuse and intimate partner violence, this section 
presents a state-of-the-art examination of 19 papers revealing 
how the agents responsible for domestic violence are 
positioned in technical responses to domestic violence. 

Our investigation of this body of research literature 
demonstrated that the majority of work within the HCI 
discourse, at 13 out of 19 papers directly reference the abuser 
as an agent, or specifically relate to the victim-survivor’s 
perpetrator. Nevertheless, despite this wealth of work, as it 
stands no work directly engages with and designs with men 
or masculinities that promote using violence in their 
relationships – despite there being calls to do so [4, 63, 64]. 
Indeed, the field has navigated the complexity of technical 
design through the focus on protecting and supporting 
victim-survivors from abusive actions, rather than directly 
challenging perpetrators on the unacceptability of their 
behaviour. This approach has included providing personal 
safety alarms for signalling for help [42], smartphone 
applications for locating information discretely online [21] 
and browser add-ons for wiping a victim-survivor’s browser 
history to combat surveillance or cyberstalking [5]. In 
exploratory studies as to the role of technology and domestic 
violence in intimate relationships, Matthews et al. [52] 
examine the privacy and security practices of victim-
survivors experiencing abuse while Freed et al. [28] present a 
comprehensive list of the different technical strategies used 
by abusers to further their abuse. Indeed, although the agents 
are such abuse are present within most works, criminologist 
Carolyn Ramsey argues that not presenting the agents using 
violence on an individual basis can impede efforts to 

organise effective preventative methods [59]. Continuously 
excluding a group of relevant individuals from an approach 
can lead to interventions being designed based on normative, 
de-humanised stereotypes that are not reflective of the 
population group, and thereby may be ineffective. As such, in 
the interests of combatting further entrenched gender 
hierarchies, of which the field is already challenging [1, 66], 
and the reduction of violence to women, it is vital for HCI to 
explore engaging with perpetrators at a face-to-face level. 
Identifying Men as Perpetrators 
As a comprehensive analytical report by the Office of 
National Statistics of the UK demonstrates, the majority of 
perpetrators who use violence against victim-survivors do not 
receive appropriate interventions, arrests or sanctions in 
response to their abusive behaviours [58]. Although the 
impact of domestic violence on women, children and their 
relationships have been increasingly identified, Stanley et al. 
[69] note that effective intervention responses are far less 
developed. This exclusion of perpetrators is because of 
ignorance of the gendered nature of social work responses, 
‘screening out’ of fathers in the social care focus, and the 
placement of unworkable scrutiny on victim-survivors to 
protect themselves and their children [11, 20, 24]. In a recent 
governmental review of multi-agency approaches to cases of 
women and children living with domestic violence, it states 
that there is a “distinctive lack of accountability or 
responsibility attributed to the perpetrator” [53]. While there 
have been attempts to transfer blame away from victim-
survivors, Sharron Lamb points out that “blame is not a zero-
sum game” [44]. By this, she highlights that the removal of 
blame from the target of domestic violence alone does not 
immediately indicate that responsibility has appropriately 
transferred to the perpetrator. 
Managing Perpetrators of Domestic Violence 
Charitable organisations, stand to be the primary, and 
arguably most important interface to readjust the unfair 
distribution of responsibility for domestic violence. Within 
the UK the majority of cases of domestic violence, and 
thereby perpetrators, are managed either through a statutory 
route of state Social Services Departments, Criminal Justice 
organisations, and Voluntary (or Community) sector 
organisations. These services include one to one support, 
counselling, behaviour change courses, helplines and creative 
arts practice to suit the range of economic, social and 
psychological needs of (frequently male) perpetrators 
currently using violence. Through a combination of pro-
feminist underpinnings and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy 
approaches, these services understand domestic violence to 
be a result of largely learned behaviours (linked to the 
application of Bandura’s Social Learning Theory [6]), 
behaviours that therefore can be unlearned. While the content 
of interventions may change depending on the provider and 
their theoretical background, many are designed to address 
similar topics. These topics include enabling men to 
recognise their violent behaviours and its consequences; 
identifying high-risk situations; tools for enhancing 
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emotional self-regulation and behavioural self-control; work 
on empathy; reducing victim-blaming patterns; 
understanding the role of masculinity and gender roles; and 
understanding conflict and how to resolve it in a non-abusive 
way [22, 33, 34]. Through exercises of increasing emotional 
intelligence and taking responsibility for their actions, these 
services challenge, reinforce and support violent men to 
desist from using violence towards their current or ex-
intimate relationships and family members. 

STUDY SETTING: <SAFE START> 
This study was performed in collaboration with <Safe Start>, 
a large national children’s charity (NGO) in the UK, to 
understand how digital technologies could play a role in 
assisting perpetrators to reconsider and reform their abusive 
behaviour. After a meeting with <Safe Start>, the facilitators 
agreed for the lead author to engage with them through 
fieldwork of their organisational and social practices with 
perpetrators at a Northern charity hub ‘Wild Bank’. 

Wild Bank, where the lead author conducted her research 
study, is located in the relatively wealthy suburb of Jarrow, in 
Newton-on-Derwent. Despite its proximity to the city centre, 
the hub received a large number of service referrals for 
perpetrators and victim-survivors from many semi-rural 
surrounding districts. In 1990, in response to the emerging 
categorisation of domestic violence as a form of child abuse 
[55, 56], <Safe Start> began to extend their services to 
incorporate a holistic ‘family approach’ to social services. 
Importantly this redesign of their approach specifically 
sought to focus on all relations and impacting factors beyond 
the intimate partners involved in domestic violence. 

Name Job Description Services 
Kim Head of Wild Bank (H) AADA, CRALP 

and LPS 
Wilma Group Coordinator (GC) AADA 
Holly Junior Project Liaison Officer AADA, CRALP, 

(JPLO) LPS 
Laurie Support Worker (SW) AADA, CRALP 
Gina Support Worker (SW) CRALP 
Michael Therapist, Support Worker (T-SW) CRALP 
Service Descriptions 
AADA Awareness About Domestic Abuse Programme, two-day 

weekend course for £ 15 men on myths, facts and realities 
about domestic violence 

CRALP Changing Relationships And Lives Programme, 26-week 
behaviour change course 

LPS Leveraging Peer Support, eight design workshops to create 
a peer support network for CRALP finishers 

Table 1: Names, Job-Titles and Services of Study Participants 

Given the scale of <Safe Start>’s national service delivery, 
for of this study we focused on the six team members at Wild 
Bank that directly coordinated and delivered services with 
perpetrators of domestic violence (Table 1). The scope as 
such covered three social services, including the awareness 
about domestic abuse project (AADA), the changing 
relationships and lives programme (CRALP) and leveraging 
peer support (LPS). The number of perpetrators involved in 
the study was approximately 62 men involved in the AADA, 

and 11 men involved across the CRALP and LPS, for a total 
of 73 male perpetrators. Relevant consent information is 
discussed in the following subsection. 

METHOD AND ANALYSIS 
Ethnographies of social care practice, particularly within the 
third-sector [49, 50, 70], are becoming more numerous in 
HCI. This increase has been accredited to the desire to 
undertake research that factors out of novelty effects and 
reduce observation bias in observer studies. The field has as 
such posed ethnographic methods as an alternative to work 
more deeply examining the social, emotional and 
environmental dimensions of the human experience – 
essential for any successful social care delivery [60]. Indeed 
this is in line with Corbett et al.’s essential strategy for 
building trust between civic actors by “meeting people where 
they are”, where researchers must leave their workplace to 
engage with individuals in places more familiar to their 
participants [17]. We deemed a focused ethnography to be 
the most appropriate method to explore this topic further 
[71]. We believed that this subset of ethnographic methods to 
be most appropriate, following Wall’s appeal to “make 
ethnography effective for new purposes” due to the lead 
author having pre-defined research questions (unusual in 
most ethnographic studies [61]) and lived experience of 
volunteering with domestic violence services [71]. 
Performing a focused ethnography ensured we could collect 
targeted data on field visits that were arranged in line with 
the <Safe Start> workers’ frequently tight, over-worked and 
changeable schedules while building the essential face-to-
face relationships of trust with a safeguarding organisation. 

In this project, we report on fieldwork conducted over the 
space of 12 months with Wild Bank (<Safe Start>), 
beginning in January 2018 and ending December 2018. The 
fieldwork and data collection were ethnographic, where a 
dedicated notebook was used to write highly detailed thick 
descriptions. These capture an observed event beyond 
surface appearances of context, detail, and social 
relationships and instead included the significance of voices, 
actions, and meanings of observations and participant 
behaviours [47]. Each of the activities included in the study 
involved bi-weekly participant observations (3 - 8 hours), 
conversations (internal and external meetings, catch-ups, 
informal discussions) and unstructured interviews (45 - 130 
minutes) with perpetrators and support workers by the first 
author. These engagements were both audio-recorded and 
illustrated in writing through the use of thick descriptions to 
attempt to gather as 'raw' data as is feasible within the context 
setting [37]. Member-checking was also performed through 
quarterly presentations to the <Safe Start> workers on the 
first author’s findings, ‘in-situ’ clarifications of the meaning 
of particular events within the office and participation in the 
analysis of this study. Ethical approval was granted by the 
Science and Engineering Board of the lead author’s 
University. Perpetrators were informed that participation in 
the study would not impact on their case except for the 
disclosure of safeguarding concerns to the lead author. 
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In total, the 12-month ethnography compromised of 49 
independent engagements, consisting of 26 group meetings at 
Wild Bank, three workshops with staff and service users, 
four focus groups with service users, five single day-long 
observations and 15 observations and co-participation in 
service delivery (AADA, CRALP and LPS). After each visit 
to the field site, the lead author would transform relevant 
reflections into a digital field diary that was added and 
reflected upon post-engagement. This data collection effort 
resulted in approximately 1608 pages of field notes and 
fieldwork diaries. Audio recordings of informal interviews, 
observations of service users and focus groups accounted to 
51 hours 37 minutes of material, of which 27 hours 10 
minutes were selectively transcribed for analysis towards the 
work at hand. The content was selected for further analysis 
based on relevance, clarity, with off-topic and confidential 
conversations removed. 

Due to our key focus on how participants made sense of their 
behaviours and services via thick descriptions, we selected to 
use a constructive-realist variation of Grounded Theory (GT) 
[32] through the guidance of Cupchik et al. [19] for our 
analysis of this work. Transcriptions were first open-coded to 
produce 48 qualitative codes in a shared codebook ('feeling 
guilty', 'reaching out'). The second stage of axial coding then 
produced the following categories: four spaces of practice for 
changing abusive behaviours that were illustrated with how 
specific technologies were leveraged across these concepts. 
Finally, during our selective coding stage, we identified there 
was a robust and common aspect that tied all of our 
categories and observed practices together: responsibility. 
Support workers and therapists would often demonstrate 
activities that identified: new, positive roles to male 
perpetrators (i.e. as partners, as fathers), the harm in their 
abusive actions and ways to behave responsibly and 
independently of <Safe Start>’s interventions. 
FINDINGS 
We organise our findings around the concept of mechanisms 
of moral responsibility: the processes in which support 
workers make space for and create new responsibilities for 
perpetrators to achieve behaviour change. We describe these 
practices through four manifestations of responsibility that 
were identified through our inductive analysis: A. self-
awareness, B. acknowledging the extent of harms, C. 
providing peer support and D. respecting authorities. For 
each mechanism, we have provided our original thick 
descriptions from our fieldwork and show how this category 
was mobilised in group work with perpetrators (e.g. as in A.1. 
A Penny Dropping Moment; see below). In line with other 
presentations of ethnographies in HCI [49, 70] the 
descriptions included in this work are one of many that 
represent our identified categories. 

We must underline here that few of the technologies listed in 
our findings may be considered novel for a technical 
audience, falling squarely into the category of mundane 
technologies [40, 70]. In line with Dourish et al. stressing we 

have “much to learn about these technologies” that 
frequently go unnoticed due to their ubiquity and 
pervasiveness, we have sought to critically focus on familiar 
technologies for the novel relationships that they can produce 
[26]. As such, the technologies listed here are representative 
of the every-day management of <Safe Start> in reforming 
male perpetrators in their use of abusive behaviours. 
A. Self-Awareness 
Ensuring that a perpetrator of domestic violence takes 
responsibility (acknowledging their role in causing and 
accepting blame) for their abusive actions was an important 
first step towards behaviour change. Talking in a meeting 
with Laurie underlined the importance of acknowledging 
their part in causing their abuse: 

Laurie [SW]: “… until they [perpetrators] take 
responsibility for the harm they’ve caused by genuinely 
looking at who they are and what they’ve done, then they 
can’t work towards real change. It has to start with you.” 

Laurie’s comment tells us two things. First, that she perceives 
that any behaviour change must be predicated on self-
awareness, and secondly that without this process, a ‘real’ 
change in perpetrators’ behaviour cannot be achieved. As 
such, we see Laurie determining that the perpetrator must 
take responsibility, and it is the service provider that then 
determines whether this has taken place, as one of the core 
differences between genuine and superficial change in a 
man’s behaviour. The most common way in which <Safe 
Start>’s workers sought to encourage this to happen was 
through the creation of social and physical spaces of self-
reflection in the context of group or individual therapy which 
took place in on-site sessions at the hub. In these spaces, men 
were guided through stages of change and questioned to 
assess their awareness of and motivations for their violence 
towards others. A clear reflection on the self when dealing 
with abusive behaviours proved difficult for many 
individuals, and we witnessed both positive and negative 
ways to engage in self-awareness. 

A.1. A Penny Dropping Moment 
We observed the workers reflecting on moments where they 
believed technology had played a role in a perpetrator’s self-
realisation that they had been abusive to their partner: 

During a review session for the AADA, Holly [JPLO], Laurie 
[SW], Wilma [GC] and I were critically reflecting on the 
different activities used across the day. One particular 
activity is exploring the different facets of domestic violence 
through the Power and Control wheel that listed all the 
different tactics that abusers use to coerce and control their 
victims. This digital graphic was projected onto a whiteboard 
and Wilma reflected on the impact this had on a participant 
during a discussion. “You could see it, the look on his face 
that the penny had dropped when he read some of those 
tactics. I bet he was thinking ‘shit I do some of those’ 
because he started to quieten down from denying everything 
like he was at the start”. 
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Through this extract from fieldnotes, we can see how <Safe 
Start> uses a bank of digital resources to educate and 
challenge the men within their service on their understanding 
of domestic violence. Wilma here directly assigns a moment 
of realisation and recognition of a man’s abusive behaviours 
to the use of the digital projection of the Power and Control 
wheel [72]. Digital resources within this group session were 
used for self-awareness on identifying causation of abuse by 
comparing one’s behaviour with that of the examples 
provided via the digital projection. 

A.2. Avoiding Yourself 
The time-out technique is taught within domestic violence 
prevention programmes as a temporary interruption 
technique where a perpetrator must physically remove 
themselves from their victim-survivor(s) for a while. It is a 
recommended tool, with explicit rules on what is and what is 
not appropriate during their time away to situations where 
they may have chosen to use physical violence [73]. 

During a therapy session with the lead care worker Kim [H], 
Max, a man who had just started a 26-week behaviour 
change course was recounting his previous abusive 
behaviour. When prompted to explain how he responded in 
the immediate aftermath of abusive sessions with his partner, 
he gave an insight as to his ritual he performed: 
Max: “So after, something would happen, I’d go upstairs, 
out the way and sit on the end of my bed, do a ‘time out’ … 
and like, I’d scroll through my phone, scroll to look at 
something to … I dunno just get away from it. You’re not 
meant to, avoidin’ yerself and that but I couldn’t help it” 

This account demonstrates how Max uses the mobile phone 
to avoid instead of enter a space in which negotiate 
responsibility. Max avoids contemplating his behaviour by 
positioning his phone as a means to escape responsibility for 
the situation and his behaviour. Although he is aware of 
violating the rules for time-out by ‘avoidin’ yerself’, it is 
clear that if not carefully managed that technology can and 
already is providing the means to circumnavigate enforcing 
positive behaviours. 
B. Acknowledging the Extent of Harms 
As well as having to accept and be aware of their behaviours 
toward themselves, within all behaviour change interventions 
in <Safe Start>, men are also required to consider the impact 
of their behaviour on others. Frequently, given that domestic 
violence takes place in the home (though not always [38]), 
‘others’ typically includes the man’s ex- or current partner, 
children and immediate family members. Within this section, 
we have separated the different roles within this category as 
the moral responsibilities to an intimate partner and as a 
father was regarded as notably different within <Safe Start>. 

B.1. To the Victim-Survivor: Ignoring Requests 
In meetings with Kim, the lead author discussed with her 
how the men handle discussions regarding family members, 
particularly individuals whom they are not allowed to contact 
by court order: 

Kim [H]: “It’s tough because the men frequently go from 
being undeniably abusive partners and fathers, but partners 
and fathers all the same, to being … well, cut off from those 
roles. No calling for a chat, texting a reminder to pick the 
kids up, messaging support, sharing a funny photo – 
absolutely nothing with technology.” 

Kim listed several ways in which the relationships the men 
once had before the domestic abuse had been identified had 
been ‘cut off’ for the further protection of victim-survivors. 
While she made clear to the lead author following this 
vignette that she is not criticising this approach, her account 
does tell us that she acknowledges that digital 
communication expected between partners and the duties this 
provided are no longer accessible to the perpetrator. This 
frequently meant attempting not to re-traumatise their victim-
survivor by reducing face-to-face and digital contact. In a 
later fieldwork session a perpetrator Sandeep goes into more 
detail about this rejection of technology: 

Sandeep: “So she [victim-survivor] sent me a friend request 
on Facebook, wanting to reconnect like we always do on a 
Sunday afternoon after the separation … it would have been 
a good opportunity to talk things through with her, but it’s 
not worth putting her through that again. It was painful, 
ignoring the person you’ve spent the last ten years of your 
life with, but I didn’t want to hurt her again so I ignored the 
request.” 

This example illustrates Sandeep’s awareness of how his 
responsibilities to his now ex-partner have now changed 
through digital means; going from arranging a meeting (“like 
we always do”) to acknowledge the potential of this process 
now causing pain (“I didn’t want to hurt her”). Technology 
here reinforces those duties that Sandeep now has towards 
not causing harm but also problematises this as a reminder of 
the duties as a partner he once had towards her. 
B.2. To the Child(ren): Considering New Perspectives 
It was infrequent within <Safe Start> services for a series of 
incidents of domestic violence to only include a single 
victim-survivor. Group facilitators stressed that children 
within the family were not just passive witnesses of abuse, 
but were actively harmed as a result of the man’s actions 
towards his partner, and sometimes themselves physically. 
To ensure children were appropriately represented within the 
session, <Safe Start> courses frequently used the method of 
perspective-taking, to view a situation from the perspective 
of another person affected by violence, to encourage building 
empathy and emotional understanding. This technique was 
regarded by all staff members as a good way to remind the 
men of their past, present and future responsibilities for their 
behaviour as a partner, a father, a family member and a 
responsible person. Keith’s (a perpetrator’s) discussion of the 
activity of typing a message from another person on his 
behaviour reminded him of how his abusive actions had an 
impact on his daughter: 
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Keith: “When I was typing out that letter on the computer in 
the library, from what me daughter would want to send to me 
if she could, I just … lost it, it’s truly the hardest thing I’ve 
done in my life … knowin’ I’ve done that much damage. 
Typing that has really made me consider how many dads 
would be typing that…” 

Here, Keith imagines a normative responsibility or duty of 
what fathers should be to their children and uses this to 
compare with his actions (“I’ve done that much damage”). In 
this way, we can see how the use of a simple word document 
and a basic task of letter writing had a profound impact on 
Keith to reconsider his role as a father in comparison to other 
fathers (“how many dads would be typing that”). 

C. Providing Peer Support 
Unless specified otherwise, for reasons such as extreme 
anxiety or language barriers, men were encouraged to take 
part in weekly group therapy interventions consisting of 
around eight to ten men. As many of <Safe Start> behaviour 
change courses are discussion-based, this provided a space 
for men to disclose their own experience of violence, and 
form positive bonds of friendship with other service users 
within the charity. In this section, we focus specifically on 
how <Safe Start> and the men they worked with used 
technology to enforce a positive focus on responsibilities 
towards change and challenge negative avoidances of 
responsibility through peer support and mentorship. 

C.1. All Coming Together 
This encouragement of peers sharing support required much 
encouragement and careful activity design by facilitators as 
therapist Michael shares in the vignette below: 

Following a very highly attended design workshop, the lead 
author approached one of the co-facilitators to examine the 
causation for the high numbers. After thinking for a while, 
Michael [T-SW] responded “… our role as therapists is, is to 
not only get them to be responsible and honest to us but to be 
responsible and honest to each other through sharing 
experiences … as we design activities for them that have 
meaning and use beyond the [behaviour change] session. 
The shared playlist activity where they’re each tasked with 
selecting a song that represents their journey is one of those, 
and the men can listen to it whenever, wherever they want for 
when they’ve slipped, or for when they want to remind 
themselves of how far they’ve all come together”. 

Here we can see that the facilitators have identified the 
importance of developing group activities, in this case, the 
curation of digital content that directly involves each member 
of the group (“each … selecting a song”). Within this task, 
not only is contributing to the activity important but also 
what the playlist is understood to be after the behaviour 
change course is finished. Michael underlines that the use of 
the shared playlist is for both the reinforcement of positive 
behaviours in case of “when they’ve slipped”, and also a 
reminder of their responsibility to independently reflect on 

reformation of abusive to non-abusive behaviours. At a later 
session, Gary confirmed this during a follow-up session: 

Gary: I’m on the road a lot so I stick it on when I’m feeling 
low about myself and my history. Since I got the others on 
Spotify it’s a bit funny as I can see who’s been listening to it 
recently, so I can see them taking what we’ve done together 
seriously. 

Gary’s actions outline how something as simple as a playlist 
can not only combat his feelings of low mood but also allow 
him to check the actions of the others post-course (“can see 
them taking [the programme] seriously”). Whether the other 
men know this or not means that Gary has placed himself in a 
position where he behaves responsibly in realising, he needs 
to listen to the playlist. This account also shows he is also 
judging the other members of the groups’ attitude to taking 
“what we’ve done together seriously” by judging whether 
others are also behaving responsibly. 
C.2. Assuming Responsibility for Other Men 
This position of responsibility that men would take on 
concerning other men would also take on other forms, as 
perpetrator Dario illustrates in talking about the attendance of 
another man at the group: 

Dario: “I kner Ben struggles wit’ gettin’ up sometimes to 
come to group, so after our first meet he ask’d me to start 
Whatsapp’n him encouragement to attend. ‘course I’m happy 
to since he’s not gonna change if he isn’t here” 

This example illustrates how for Ben, one motivation for 
change is channelled through entrusting Dario with the 
responsibility to instant message him for encouragement for 
attendance (or berate him for non-attendance) at group 
therapy. In this situation, Dario welcomes this new duty as he 
expresses that he understands that without this digital 
practice Ben is not “gonna change” his abusive behaviour if 
not partaking within the sessions as a group. Within this 
description, we can see that Ben understands that his methods 
of ensuring responsibility to himself alone are not enough – 
as these alone are something that he ‘struggles’ with 
managing. Instead, Ben has passed the responsibility and 
duty of ensuring he attends to Dario and thus makes himself 
responsible to another member of the group through instant 
messaging. From this account, we can assume that without 
the role of communicative technologies between these two 
men that Ben’s attendance may have been impacted without 
this important duty and relationship. 
D. Respecting Authority 
The majority of men within this study were referred to <Safe 
Start> social services through external organisations such as 
police and children’s social care. As such, although some 
men had voluntarily enrolled in a course, many already had a 
negative predisposition towards being challenged on their 
behaviour. Facilitators in <Safe Start> frequently expressed 
what Holly described as a “delicate balancing act” of 
validating an external organisations judgement of identifying 
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domestically violent behaviours, but also making space for 
non-judgement within their organisation. 

D.1. Doing the Work 
During a group introduction where the AADA team (Holly, 
Wilma, Laurie and Kim), the staff members elaborated on 
how building up relationships of trust and reliability were 
constructed across the course. This was done by setting the 
men tasks for self-reflection and encouraging them to 
contribute personal reflections to both the facilitators and 
other men partaking in the group: 

Wilma [GC] explained that all behaviour change courses 
within <Safe Start> set individual work in the form of what 
the organisation termed ‘homework’. “It’s videos and 
activities to reflect on themselves before the next session, and 
they deliberately get you to share something about yourself 
that you wouldn’t normally do. That builds the bridge 
between them and us”. When I ask how the facilitators 
ensure the men complete their homework Wilma chuckled 
and responded “We can tell when they haven’t done it 
because when we ask them to share, they go all sheepish and 
quiet. [I] Can tell you, they don’t forget to do it next time!” 

We can see here that building responsibility and trust 
between a facilitator and a perpetrator takes place through the 
completion of ‘homework’ which consists of online activities 
and videos. Wilma underlines that the men might foster a 
sense of responsibility to complete this homework as they are 
then asked to share this completed work. While Wilma goes 
short of shaming the men for not completing the work, she 
does state that from feeling “sheepish” that this is enough to 
encourage them to do it for next time. 
D.2. Breaking Trust 
Being concerned about upsetting or disappointing the 
facilitators whom the perpetrators had built a trust with was a 
core concern for each individual involved in group work. 
Tommy, a man who had recently completed a behaviour 
change course, captured this sentiment when the lead author 
asked about his motivations for longitudinal change: 

Tommy: “’sal reet me sayin’ that I’ll change, but if Gina 
[SW] or Kim [H] get a phone call or an email from the police 
sayin’ I’ve done something again … well they just won’t trust 
me again, and I don’t want that so I’m gonna ensure it 
doesn’t happen” 

Kim [H]: “it’s not just about catching you doing it 
[violence], it’s more than just an email or call though 
Tommy as the police can’t detect everything. 

Tommy’s dedication to “ensuring it [violence] doesn’t 
happen again” is held up directly by the concern of the loss 
of trust between himself and his care worker Kim. In this 
way, the role of a phone call or an email from an external 
organisation directly disrupts the appearance of Tommy’s 
reformation of his negative behaviours. As such, here 
Tommy behaves in what he feels is a responsible manner to 
avoid external organisations such as the police violating this 

relationship of trust that he has formed with <Safe Start>. 
This concern for matching that someone states what change 
they have made (“sayin’ I’ll change”) and what they do 
(“sayin’ I’ve done something again”) is further explored by 
Kim’s statement. In her response to Tommy’s statement, she 
reminds him that this violation of trust can occur beyond a 
call or an email (“it’s not just about catching you”), and it 
was not enough to be responsible to external organisations. 
DISCUSSION 
These findings demonstrate how perpetrators and charities 
mobilise technology in their efforts to reform domestically 
abusive behaviours. While prior studies have identified 
technology solely as a catalyst to further abuse [46, 52], we 
realised that by not understanding the role of responsibility 
both with and without technology in this context could 
inadvertently cause harm in subtler ways. As we noted 
earlier, to remove responsibility for domestic violence from 
societal factors does not necessarily equate to an assumption 
of responsibility by individuals [44]. It was only through our 
work that we identified that <Safe Start> were well aware of 
this dilemma through engaging with perpetrators and actively 
designed all their digital practices to challenge this with their 
service users. From assigning homework to continuously 
work on self-reflection to creating activities than generate 
organic networks of support, there was a continuous return to 
focus on the perpetrator and their behaviour. In this way, we 
discovered that responsibility in this context was less about 
describing what gaps exist, or assigning blame, and more 
about identifying further ways to navigating these 
complexities of sometimes contradicting and unclear 
responsibilities to violence prevention. Within this next 
section, we identify practical steps that designers and 
researchers interested in participatory design, harm 
prevention and behaviour change can take to make our 
findings actionable. We first identify two conceptual 
considerations for the use of mechanisms in the design of 
future technologies and three practical considerations for 
researchers to work more closely with the third-sector and 
perpetrators. 
Understanding Responsibilities as Moral Mechanisms 
Designing digital interventions that do not directly address 
the cause of violence – the perpetrator – does not only 
exclude responsible agents from the picture but obscures the 
important spaces of behaviour change that third-sector 
workers are already addressing. Based on the meaningful 
interactions between users and technology that we identified 
in our study, we have two conceptual recommendations for 
how researchers and designers can orientate themselves 
towards responsibility in interventions; (1) Designing for 
Responsibility and (2) Mitigating Domestic Violence as 
Changing Behaviour. 
Designing for Responsibility 
Understanding responsibility for abusive behaviour is not a 
static, discrete event that occurs to a perpetrator in the same 
way as the single act of assigning blame [44, 68]. Instead, we 
identified responsibility as a process of re-negotiation, self-
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realisation and adoption of new duties over time, normally 
with professional intervention. Just as responsible design 
tries to design systems that cannot be easily misused or 
abused, within this space, we also have to see designing for 
responsibility as an independent aspect of system design to 
see how technology might be leveraged to encourage the 
development of non-abusive behaviours. In this way, our 
findings of spaces of negotiation in the form of mechanisms 
question conventional approaches in responsible design in 
technology, where most discussions of responsibility are 
positioned at a top-down level from a perspective of criminal 
justice; one that is punitive and hierarchical [25, 62]. 
Although rejecting a request of a victim-survivor on 
Facebook could, in some cases, be abusive, for Sandeep it 
was a way of demonstrating responsible behaviour in 
acknowledging the harms he could cause his partner. Just as 
technology can be used as a channel of abuse, it can also be 
acknowledged as a key space to enact responsibilities (“no 
calling for a chat … absolutely nothing with technology”). As 
such, we recommend that designers and practitioners 
consider what responsible behaviours they wish to 
encourage through technical designs, alongside designing 
to mitigate potential misuse. 
Mitigating Domestic Violence as Changing Behaviour 
Responsibility for the harms caused by perpetrators featured 
consistently across many aspects of our thick descriptions 
with <Safe Start> and is a core ‘moment of realisation’ for 
many of our service users in this work. While there can be a 
desire to focus on understanding the “consequences and 
reverberations” of abuse [36], we note that this is just one of 
the four mechanisms we identified across our study. Abusive 
individuals demonstrate abusive behaviours that need to be 
challenged, reformed and supported across an identifiably 
difficult process, for the perpetrator, the victim-survivor(s) 
and professionals involved. Through what Corbett et al. 
described as “meeting people where they are” [17], we took 
this recommendation to mean not only meeting civic actors 
such as <Safe Start> physically in their workplace (‘Wild 
Bank’) but also meeting the service users ‘where they are’ 
mentally on their journey for change. This does not mean to 
squarely excuse domestic violence as responsibility for the 
individual to resolve, but rather consider how we as designers 
can support attempts to challenge and change abusive 
behaviours as they occur. In the same way that Clarke et al. 
and Matthews et al. provide victim-survivors with the 
personhood to express their agency through technology [15, 
52], so should responsibility for the reformation of an 
individual’s behaviours be situated on the cause of such 
violence. We as such would recommend designers when 
approaching domestic violence to also consider it as a 
matter of changing behaviour, alongside efforts on 
designing for security and privacy. 
Beyond ‘Perpetrator’ or ‘Abuser’ 
When perpetrators are excluded from the intervention or 
viewed by their violent actions alone, it appears implausible 
to consider how these agents could be designed for without 

generating misunderstandings, the potential for misuse, or 
even further harm. While men who use violence in 
relationships are recognised to manipulate reporting events 
on reality (as we discovered through our vignettes), in line 
with our prior discussion, we cannot use this fact as an 
excuse to not engage with this group for design [44]. In this 
section, we identify three practical steps that we found to be 
useful considerations for future work with perpetrators and 
for the context of the third-sector: (1) Starting from the 
Bottom-Up; (2) Embrace and Account for the Mundane and 
(3) Anticipate Temporal Influences. 
Starting from the Bottom-Up 
Taking an in-depth, detailed look at how behaviour change 
was performed within a sensitive setting allowed us to 
identify pathways of change and negotiation for perpetrators. 
In many ways, we believe our findings contribute to the 
growing bodies of work that aspires to provide an alternative 
perspective to designing for wider societal problems by 
reaffirming individual agency and capacity for change [8, 23, 
36]. These capacities for changing abusive behaviours can 
only be immediately identified at the personal, individual 
level which has frequently been (understandably [44]) 
avoided in domestic violence prevention. The mechanism of 
Self-Awareness in particular we note has a strong orientation 
towards examining the self before moving onto 
responsibilities that involve others (such as Acknowledging 
the Extent of Harms). As Laurie discussed in A. Self-
Awareness, the process of the men “looking at who they are” 
and “what they’ve done” was an essential first step towards 
behaviour change. When given an opportunity, some men 
did, after learning of their responsibilities towards others, use 
this space of negotiation appropriately, such as Gary’s self-
appointment as an encourager for other men (C.1. All 
Coming Together) and Sandeep’s self-reflection on his 
behaviours (B.1. To the Victim-Survivor: Ignoring Requests). 
In this way, we recommend that researchers start with the 
individual perpetrator before expanding to examine how 
these might intersect with other agents in the domestic 
violence eco-system. We believe this provides an immediate, 
tangible and solid grounding for design moving forward. 
Embrace and Account for the Mundane 
The novelty of the technologies that we witnessed within this 
study did, perhaps surprisingly, not venture beyond that of a 
smartphone (to scroll through) or a WhatsApp social media 
group – arguably resulting in descriptions of mundane 
technologies [26]. Although we focused our attention on a 
detailed look into a single-third sector organisation, we 
believe that based on the corpus of other work on this topic 
[16, 49], our study does represent an accurate picture of the 
practices involved by a technically-illiterate and resource-
poor third-sector context in the context of UK austerity. We 
do not believe that the lack of or use of simplistic 
technologies is something to deter motivated designers, 
however, as Strohmayer et al. writes “small changes to the 
materiality of mundane technologies” can generate an 
enormously positive impact to those reliant on those 
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technologies, particularly those groups excluded from 
mainstream design [70]. We can foresee that a small addition 
of a digital reminder for Max to perform his ‘time-out’ 
correctly with instructions or nudge him before a ‘time-out’ 
is necessary could have had a more constructive influence 
over his behaviour. While a reminder may not be novel or 
even modern technology, we recommend that designers and 
researchers take a full inventory of what technologies 
charities are already using with perpetrators and their 
subsequent functionality to identify areas of improvement. 

Anticipate Temporal Influences 
This focused ethnography spanned over 12 months which 
entailed that we were able to observe many perpetrators at 
different stages on their behaviour change towards non-
violence. Within this time our participants ranged from 
avoidant behaviours with technology at the start of their 
journey (such as deliberately misusing a time-out) to the 
adoption of a positive, guardian role through a WhatsApp 
group for other men (acting as a peer). The creation of spaces 
of social and physical spaces for therapy as we note in our 
thick descriptions took time and patience on behalf of the 
support workers to develop. While we would be hesitant to 
impose an arbitrary length of time to any future study, it was 
only through the lead researcher’s ability to ‘build a bridge’ 
through time and trust that the participants felt comfortable 
expressing sensitive disclosures that many perpetrators found 
shameful [18]. In this way, we would recommend that both 
for the benefit of service users and the resource-poor third-
sector that researchers seriously consider a longitudinal 
approach towards data collection or an intensively focused 
ethnography to capture the range of different responsibilities 
that can become apparent across a length of time. 
Critical Reflection and Limitations 
Because of its nature, domestic violence breaks trust, inflicts 
harm, and disrupts organic relationships surrounding a 
perpetrator [15, 51]. In some cases, connections are 
justifiably and irrevocably broken, and it is unethical and 
dangerous to insist on rebuilding these out of concern for re-
traumatising victim-survivors. As such, we would be wary 
for designers to see our work as justification to understand 
responsibility mechanisms as a way to forge new 
relationships without care. However, there remains a great 
power in the process of noting existing practical 
mobilisations, relationships and interactions with technology, 
which inevitably formed how our mechanisms took shape. 
We do so to methodologically extend rich qualitative 
approaches so that they might better inform the design of 
future work within HCI and technical studies. 

Our process for this work was deliberately in-depth to inform 
a better understanding of the role of technologies and what 
role they played within this space. As we did not focus our 
data collection on non-technical tools in this context, we 
regrettably cannot contrast the impact of a change in service 
material or the absence of technology with a robust evidence-
base. Indeed, this process required a lengthy and emotionally 

intensive investment of trust, time and resource for both the 
lead author and <Safe Start>, which some organisations 
would not be able to offer so readily [9, 16]. As such, we 
recommend researchers consider an engaged approach that 
seeks to involve both front-line and managerial staff handling 
perpetrators of domestic violence [29]. In particular 
qualitative methods such as diary studies can appropriate the 
rich, contextual detail of focused ethnography without the 
researcher being required to be present. Additionally, we 
speculate that cultural probes and their ability to “discover 
the unknown” [31] or underrepresented may provide 
participants with the responsibility of what they wish to share 
presents a stimulating meta dimension to future explorations 
of responsibility in design. 
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK 
Domestic violence is a global, serious problem that requires 
sensitive, considered and effective responses to mitigate the 
harm it causes. While the field of HCI has begun to explore 
the role of technology concerning victim-survivors, through 
our study, we specifically examined the role of technology 
within a charitable organisation in their efforts to encourage 
male perpetrators to desist from their abusive behaviours. 
Within this work, we report on how mundane technologies 
were being purposed to support instilling morally responsible 
behaviours and encouraging male perpetrators to take 
responsibility for the harm their actions had caused through 
four interlocking mechanisms: Self-Awareness, 
Acknowledging the Extent of Harms, Providing Peer Support 
and Respecting Authorities. We conclude with some practical 
considerations which we invite the community to take into 
account for future design work of long-term prevention 
strategies targeting domestic violence. 

In future work, we intend to explore how these identified 
mechanisms of responsibility within digital tools can be 
leveraged within existing service delivery. In particular, we 
are especially interested in exploring how a peer support 
network can be designed – and possibly improved through 
technology use – to safely facilitate support perpetrators in 
their journey through changing behaviours. 
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