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Distinct material related to abusive 
and controlling behavior . . . 

 Additional concepts Allies in Change uses to describe 
abusive and controlling behavior:

 Contempt

 Non-coerced informed consent

 The Bully Effect

 Expanded definitions of Power & Control

 Controlling behaviors list

 Power Over vs. Personal Power

 DV house metaphor
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Contempt
 Similar to the concept described by John Gottman

 A general disdain for the other/negative value of the 
partner’s worth

 Statements made from a position of superiority
 Putting your partner down to lift yourself up
 Common features:

 intolerance of the other partner’s foibles
 dismissiveness
 undervaluing of the other’s opinion
 general irritability/frustration towards the other
 tendency to view the other as being against
 devaluing of the other
 limited warmth towards the other
 limited consideration of the other’s wants and needs
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Contempt
 Contempt is typically difficult to mask or conceal, even 

as a client is denying any abusive behavior

 Quite toxic—it is one of the “4 horsemen” of 
relationships likely to fail (along with criticism, 
defensiveness, and stone-walling)

 It should be labeled when observed, by other group 
members or the group facilitator

 The positive alternative to contempt is unconditional 
positive regard or admiration/appreciation
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Non-coerced informed consent
 While this phrase is typically mentioned during the 

discussion of what is sexually abusive, it is more 
broadly applicable to any abusive behavior

 If there is true non-coerced informed consent, then 
the behavior is likely not abusive

 So, the other needs to agree to it (consent) . . . 

 They need to fully understand what that means and 
have all the relevant information to make the decision 
(informed) . . .

 And it is okay for them to say no without consequence 
(non-coerced)
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Non-coerced informed consent

 This is also a way to determine within any culture or 
sub-culture whether a behavior is abusive

 Often times while an abusive partner of a non-
dominant culture may claim the abuse or control is 
culturally appropriate, closer examination typically 
reveals it is not truly non-coerced informed consent 

 Usually one of the first two modifiers is not present.  
While the abused partner may be consenting they feel 
pressured to or they do not truly understand there are 
alternatives—their consciousness has not (yet) been 
raised
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Definition of Domestic Violence
A pattern of coercive behavior used by one 

person to control and subordinate another 
in an intimate relationship

A pattern

A pattern of abuse is the main 
problem

 Once a pattern is formed an environment is created

 The “bully effect”—even technically non-abusive 
behavior is experienced by the family as being abusive

 It isn’t just the abuse itself, it’s the anticipation of it, 
the aftermath of it

 It’s like being in a bird cage . . . 

 Each act of abuse and 
control is like a single 
wire in a cage.  Looked at 
individually they don’t 
seem particularly 
intimidating.  But put all 
the wires together and 
you are confined.  When 
you look closely you see 
only the 1 wire; pull back, 
and you will see the cage.

 After Marilyn Frye
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To be controlling of another is:
To make them act or think in a certain 

way, without them freely choosing to 
do so

To interfere with their freedom and 
liberty to make their own choices

To coercively or manipulatively reduce 
another person’s options

Controlling behaviors
All of us are occasionally controlling 

(raindrop)

What is particularly damaging are on-going 
patterns of controlling behavior (rainstorm)

While most abusive behaviors are 
intrinsically abusive, most controlling 
behaviors are not

Anything can be twisted into a controlling 
behavior

A pro-abuse belief system
 While there are a wide range of beliefs that justify 

abuse, a highly common one, among abusive partners 
and others, is a “Power Over” orientation

 This conceptualization was developed by Patricia 
Evans and first outlined in her self-help book “The 
Verbally Abusive Relationship”

 Similar concepts have also been touched on by others 
over the years
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Reality I:  Power over
 Win-lose/One winner

 One right answer/one truth

 Either my needs or your needs me or you

 External focus

 Blame

 Assumption of scarcity

 Abuse and control are used

 Competitive: Others are viewed as opponents, 
competitors

 Homogeneity and conformity

 Focus on outcome (winning)

 End justifies means

Reality II: Personal Power
 Mutual respect is practiced
 Win-win/Many winners
 Many right answers/many truths
 We can all get our needs met/me and you
 Assumption of abundance
 Internal focus
 Cooperative
 Others are viewed as allies
 Diversity is respected
 Accountability on both sides
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The roots of abusive behavior
On-going abusive behavior is driven by the 

belief systems/world views of the abusive 
partner

 Stopping abuse has to focus not just on 
stopping behaviors, but on changing 
underlying belief systems

 If the beliefs aren’t changed, new abusive 
behaviors will appear even if old ones are 
stopped

Chris Huffine, Psy.D.
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Traditional masculine qualities
 A key theme implicit in this constellation of qualities 

is to guard/protect oneself from danger/threats . . .

 Having emotions and expressing emotions each reveal 
vulnerabilities that others can take advantage of

 If you are not strong/appear strong then others will 
take advantage of

 Revealing personal information reveals vulnerabilities, 
so don’t talk too much on a personal level

 Depending upon others makes you more vulnerable to 
exploitation
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Allies in Change model of 
Abuse Intervention

 We believe that the primary cause of abusive behavior 
originates in individuals, regardless of gender, who 
embrace traditional masculine qualities while 
simultaneously rejecting traditional feminine qualities

 Most importantly is the rejection of the “feminine”

 This does not appear to be based on one’s genitals—for 
example, research has found that women who are 
abusive in same sex relationships also appear to 
embrace more strongly traditional masculine qualities

Allies in Change model of 
Abuse Intervention

 This does not mean that they necessarily appear/ 
behave in a hyper-masculine manner in front of 
others, simply that they internally embrace more 
strongly than other people one or more of these values:

 Being detached from themselves and instead being 
more externally focused

 Not being particularly relational, being neglectful in 
their primary relationship

 An assumption that their partner, like the rest of the 
world, is unsafe and not to be trusted
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Allies in Change model of 
Abuse Intervention

 Abusive partners tend to work against. . . 

 Work against themselves by disconnecting

 Work against others by disregarding

 Work against the relationship by distrusting

 Each of the above is a distinct cause of partner abuse

 Abusive partners most typically relate to all three of 
these but sometimes only one or two

Disconnecting from oneself
 Disconnection from self means . . . 

 Not being emotionally aware

 Not being physically aware (e.g., fatigue, hunger, pain)

 Not being aware of other needs (e.g., solitude, 
recreation)

 Because they are not very self-aware, when they are 
feeling distressed they do not notice and/or do not know 
how to manage their distress

 They do a poor job of self-soothing, having self-
compassion, practicing healthy self-care, or being 
appropriately assertive

Disconnecting from oneself
 This disconnection from self leads to increased 

internal distress that eventually leads to them acting 
out/externalizing their distress, often in abusive, 
intimidating and blaming ways to those closest to 
them

 This is also what drives many mass shootings and 
other acts of violence towards strangers, particularly 
hate crimes—the externalizing of distress

 They expect others, particularly their partner, to 
soothe them/manage them, because they cannot/will 
not do that for themselves

 This is where radiating intensity occurs
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Radiating Intensity
 “Radiating intensity” describes a state of emotional 

distress in which the abusive partner is not acting overtly 
abusive, however they are quietly, but intensely 
distressed/unhappy

 There is often subtle blaming of the family for their 
distress  

 Alternatively, it may be conveyed that the family needs to 
be wary and to not “set them off”  

 That distress is conveyed by subtle behavioral cues that 
result in their family being anxious and on edge around 
them

 As a result, the family is often on eggshells

Radiating Intensity
 This is different than simply being grumpy or being in 

a bad mood

 In its benign form others typically do not feel 
particularly anxious and are not concerned about the 
person “losing it”

 Radiating intensity is quite toxic and wearing on other 
family members.  It is akin to an odorless, colorless 
toxic gas that gradually poisons those exposed to it.  

Disconnecting from oneself
 What drives their abuse is their level of distress 

(independent of any controlling behaviors).  Their  
family learns to monitor this to determine whether 
and when they are going to be abusive   

 The more distressed they are, the more the family 
suffers from their bad behavior

 The less distressed they are, the less the family suffers

 Family often try to do what they can to pacify them so 
they suffer less abuse, but inevitably it is not good 
enough since the abusive partner is ultimately the one 
not adequately caring for themselves
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Disconnecting from others
 A lack of self-awareness makes it difficult to be aware 

of others

 Compassion is more difficult since if they are not able 
to feel/understand their own feelings, how can they 
understand the feelings of anyone else?

 There tends to be a low level of narcissism that results

 Terrence Real causes this “grandiosity” in his books.  
We call it egotism.

Egotism
 Egotism, which is also small-n narcissism or 

grandiosity (Terrence Real’s word), refers to a low 
grade chronic self-absorption and lack of awareness of 
others

 A tendency to mistakenly presume that all that 
matters are that individual’s perceptions/priorities

 This is typically at its worse with immediate family

 Commonly experienced as feeling overlooked, 
invisible, not considered, neglected

 This is common in many males due, in part, to male 
privilege and patriarchy

Examples of Common 
Egocentric Assumptions

 There is a “right way” to:

 do a domestic task (e.g., load the dishwasher)

 manage the money

 parent the kids

 drive

 Examples of their needs solely dictating the decision: 

 how much time to spend

 how much money to spend
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Disconnecting from others

 Differing perspectives can be equally legitimate

 Just because someone thinks differently or experiences a 
situation differently or has different priorities does not 
mean they are any less relevant

 Concrete examples of this include how even “logic” and 
“reason” are based on assumptions and the business 
card metaphor

 “Logic” is still based on individual assumptions 

 Business card metaphor

34

Even “logic” is subjective
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Disconnecting from others
 As a result the abusive partner can be less aware of, 

neglectful, and dismissive of others, particularly when 
they have different wants/needs/ perspectives than the 
abusive partner does

 Privilege in its many forms (including, but not limited 
to, male privilege) further contributes to this

 We call this relational neglect

Relational neglect
 Neglect is a more subtle form of mistreatment

 It is not about doing things to a partner, it is about 
NOT doing things with a partner, specifically the 
things that help keep a relationship healthy and loving

 Just as there is child abuse and child neglect, both of 
which can be quite damaging, there is also relational 
neglect.  And, just as child abuse and neglect can go 
together, so can relational abuse and neglect go hand 
in hand.

Relational neglect
 One common form of neglect, rampant in abusive 

relationships, is the non-acknowledgement of the abusive 
behavior

 Accountable acknowledgement can significantly mitigate 
the damage of the abuse

 Typically abusive individuals do not do this, instead they 
deny the abuse, rationalize, minimize, justify, ignore, or 
blame the other

 This non-acknowledgement significantly aggravates the 
impact of the abuse

 It is like leaving a scraped knee unattended—it is much 
more likely to become infected and cause problems
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Relational neglect
 Relational neglect includes things like:

 not acknowledging a partner

 not thinking about them, particularly how they are 
different from the other

 not considering their input or preferences 

 The abusive partner presumes everyone sees the world 
through their eyes, that their perspective is the only one, 
that their concerns and needs are the only ones that are 
important

Relational neglect
 Relational neglect may involve very little overt abuse, 

but it is still quite toxic and corrosive to relationships

 Others typically experience this as feeling invisible, 
voiceless, unimportant, like their wants/needs/selves 
don’t seem to matter to the other

 They may not be in fear/on eggshells, but can still be 
suffering significantly 

 Remember that the opposite of love is not hate, it is 
indifference—that is what it feels like to be neglected, 
like the other truly does not care

Disconnecting from relationship
 This is the aspect that most lines up with the 

traditional power and control conceptualization of DV

 There is a (mistaken) default presumption that their 
partner is against them

 There is a quickness to take offense, to presume the 
other is trying to take advantage, to view the 
relationship through a lens of combat and power 
struggles

 They are quick to misperceive hurtful behavior done
by their partner as being abusive

 They see the accidental stepping on their toes as being 
done on purpose, willfully
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Disconnecting from relationship
 This is described well by Patricia Evans in her books 

(e.g., The Verbally Abusive Relationship) as “Power 
Over”

 This naturally leads to feeling a need/justified to be 
abusive and controlling with the other, since it is 
presumed the other is trying to do the same thing

 Only by being abusive and controlling will the other 
comply

Allies in Change model of 
Abuse Intervention

 Allies in Change abuse intervention groups intervene 
by encouraging abusive partners to work with . . . 

 Work with themselves by connecting with themselves

 Work with others by regarding others

 Work with the relationship by trusting intimate 
relationships

Connect with themselves
 They need to become more aware of:

 their emotions, particularly the non-angry ones

 their body and physical states

 their thinking patterns and whether they are 
helpful/accurate (e.g., elf-talk)

 their basic needs (e.g., hunger, fatigue, physical 
discomfort)

 other needs (e.g., recreation, solitude, social)

 They need to shift from an external to an internal 
focus

 They need to practice primary accountability—that 
ultimately they alone are responsible for themselves 
and their well-being
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Internal vs. external focus
 This has emerged as one of the most core and 

important aspects of this program

 This is also a concept that is not being discussed in 
most other programs, although some are starting to 
embrace it based on our training (e.g., Family Peace 
Initiative)
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External focus
 Most abusive people are externally/outwardly focused—

they characterize their internal states as being due to 
external forces, most notably the actions of others

 This is consistent with “Power Over”

 Traditional masculinity also encourages an outward focus, 
discouraging an awareness of one’s emotions, wants, needs, 
etc.

 Childhood trauma survivors in general tend to also develop 
more of an outward focus—becoming more vigilant/ 
hypervigilant, looking to manage potential danger out 
there.  In trauma survivors without a pro-abuse belief 
system this still rarely leads to abusive behavior.
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External focus
 This leads individuals to be quick to blame others and 

to fall into a “victim stance”

 I define anger as often being another emotion plus 
blame.  An external/outward focus means that 
individuals are quick to move into an angry space 
because of their tendency to blame

 They tend to feel quite powerless because they are 
trying to control things outside of themselves which 
they have little to no control over
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Internal focus
 An internal focus involves staying inwardly focused on 

your own emotions, wants, needs, and actions

 This is consistent with “Personal Power”

 Having an inner focus means being more self-aware 
and also doing more self-management

 There is little need to manage or control others when 
there is an inward focus since the focus is on managing 
oneself, not others
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Internal focus
 These individuals tend to have a lot less anger since 

there is a lot less blame

 These individuals tend to be much more connected 
with and expressive of their non-angry feelings

 They tend to feel much more empowered because they 
are focusing more on their true power which is over 
themselves

 They tend to be less reactive and more serene in 
general without directly trying to—a natural result of 
this stance shift
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Shifting from an external to an 
internal focus

 This is not an obvious or easy aspect of the program to fake

 This is a common indicator of true, real change

 Once this shift in stance occurs (along with a shift from 
Power Over to Personal Power) much of the rest of the 
program, including specific behaviors, tends to naturally 
and quickly fall into place

 This is the key turning point of the program—the fulcrum, 
if you will  

 We want to monitor, note, and confront an external focus 
while encouraging/modeling an internal focus
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Accountability

 “Standard” accountability

 Abuse is always the responsibility of the abuser

 He and he alone is responsible for his abuse

 There is no excuse/justification for his abuse

 Embraced by most, if not all, providers
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Accountability

 Primary accountability

 Not only their abuse, but ALL of their behavior is their 
responsibility

 They are responsible for their emotions, needs, etc.

 They are not necessarily responsible for what happens 
to them, but they are responsible for how they deal 
with what happens to them

 They cannot control if it rains, but they can control if 
they get wet
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Connect with themselves 
 They need to practice self-compassion—to not only 

acknowledge how they are feeling, but to do so with 
loving kindness, without strong negative judgment 
and mental self-abuse

 They need to self-sooth—to be able to deescalate and 
tolerate and manage their own distress

 They need to practice better self-care, learning how to 
take better care of themselves without necessarily 
expecting or needing others to do that for them 

 They need to be assertive in asking for/advocating for 
the things they want and need in appropriate ways

Self-compassion
 Self-compassion is different from self-awareness (or 

mindfulness) or self-esteem

 Self-awareness is being aware of yourself and your current state

 Self-esteem refers to how good you are feeling about yourself

 Self-compassion is not only being aware of one’s current state, 
but taking a compassionate stance towards how you are being 
affected by it

 A second component of self-compassion is remembering that 
you are not alone in your suffering—that others suffer as well

 Self-compassion is the antidote to shame

 Brene Brown and Kristin Neff have both written extensively 
about this topic

 Recommended reading:  Self-compassion by Kristin Neff
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Examples of self-compassion
 Self-awareness:  Noticing that you are feeling tired and 

that you had to work hard that day

 Self-compassion:  Acknowledging it’s been a tough day 
and taking it easier on yourself that night

 Self-awareness:  Noticing that you’re getting frustrated 
at how slowly you’re moving through your paperwork

 Self-compassion:  Acknowledging that it’s taking 
longer than expected, and that’s just how things are 
sometimes, but it will get done
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Self-care
▪ Health maintenance (i.e., eating right, sleeping right, 

exercise) is just one aspect of self-care

▪ Recreation is just one aspect of self-care

▪ Self-care involves investing time and energy into a 
variety of aspects of one’s life

▪ Self-care involves having a well-balanced lifestyle
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Poor self-care

Family

Work

Recreation

Domestic

Romantic

Social

Health
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Better self-care

Family

Work

Recreation

Domestic

Romantic

Social

Health
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Self-care

▪ Poor self-care:  a roof with few beams underneath

▪ Good self-care:  a roof with many beams

61

Self-care areas
▪ Work/Career

▪ Financial

▪ Education

▪ Legal

▪ Domestic 

▪ Health maintenance

▪ Medical

▪ Psychological

▪ Romantic

▪ Sexual

▪ Family

▪ Social

▪ Solitude/alone time

▪ Recreation/hobbies

▪ Creative/artistic

▪ Community service

▪ Spiritual
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Self-care
▪ Every self-care area doesn’t have to be attended to 

every moment, but each requires attention over time 
(like spinning plates on sticks)

▪ Some men who are prone to abuse practice poor self-
care, even some who would be described as selfish

▪ Good self-care=accountability

▪ If one is being relational while practicing good self-
care, then it isn’t selfish

▪ Self-care becomes selfish when one is taking care of 
oneself at the expense of others
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Feeling uncomfortable vs. 
overwhelmed

 It is important to differentiate general emotional discomfort, 
which is a part of life, including in the group (most of all when 
one is on the “hot seat”) from being overwhelmed

 Being overwhelmed means being emotionally flooded to the 
point that it is difficult to listen/focus/stay in an adult/ 
unreactive space

 Being overwhelmed requires taking steps to manage/settle such 
as taking a time-out

 Being uncomfortable, on the other hand, needs to be tolerated 
and should not be a reason for disengaging

 In group we will point out how someone may be feeling 
uncomfortable, but that they were not overwhelmed, 
encouraging them to stay engaged
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Warm-blooded/cold-blooded
 This is an analogy that helps illustrate more clearly the 

concepts of self-soothing and self-management

 The central idea is to maintain a calm center regardless 
of what is happening around oneself

 Cold-blooded animals are dependent on the external 
environment to maintain their body temperature

 Cold-blooded people (in this analogy) tend to be very 
dependent on the outside environment for their own 
functioning which means they need to control the 
outside environment  
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Warm-blooded/cold-blooded
 Warm-blooded animals maintain a stable internal 

body temperature regardless of the outside 
environment (within reason)

 Warm-blooded people tend to remain more 
emotionally steady regardless of what is going on 
around them.  They are inwardly focused, and 
managing their own emotional states. 

 The point is to help the men become emotionally 
warm-blooded, to be able to remain even tempered 
regardless of how others are behaving, by sustaining 
an internal focus
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Regard the other
 They need to be more relational—to be mindful of 

the others around them within any situation, 
particularly their immediate family

 They need to seek to be empathic and compassionate 
towards their loved ones

 They need to actively seek to consider and understand 
the perspectives/wants/needs of those closest to them, 
especially when they are different from him 

Intention vs. perception
 A common mistake egotistical, abusive people can make is 

equating intention with perception

 They assume that the intention of their behavior defines 
how the other should perceive it

 They also assume that their perception of another’s 
behavior defines how the other intended it

 There are two key change points in presenting this concept

 Acknowledgement: Regardless of the intent they need to 
give consideration to the experience of the other

 Being open to influence: Second, that they not presume to 
know what the intent of the other was.  Instead, they need 
to seek to understand what was the intent of the other.  
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The Golden Rule
 The Golden Rule is treat other people the way you 

want to be treated

 Versions of The Golden Rule exist in many cultures 
including in the Bible

 The Golden Rule works well when interacting with 
strangers and you don’t know much about them

70
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The Golden Rule
 The Golden Rule does not work well with people we 

are close to, especially in acknowledging their 
differences

 Example: Homer gives Marge a bowling ball for her 
birthday because he likes to bowl even though she 
doesn’t

 Example:  Throwing her a surprise party which you 
love even though she loves small gatherings
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The Platinum Rule
 The Platinum Rule is to treat other people the way they

want to be treated, not the way you want to be treated

 Two keys to practicing The Platinum Rule:  listening 
and speaking up

 Listening:  you need to seek to understand who the 
other is, particularly in ways they are different

 Speaking up:  it is your responsibility to help the other 
understand how you are different from them rather 
than simply expecting them just to know
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Love languages
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Regard the other
 They need to practice humility, reminding 

themselves that the world does not revolve around 
them--that their wants and needs are no more (and no 
less) important than anyone else’s
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Humility
 Humility, a term rarely used in our culture, is acknowledging 

the limitations of one’s power
 It is remembering one’s smallness and powerlessness in the 

world
 It is realizing that you matter, but no more than anyone else
 It is the counterpart to egotism/grandiosity
 Humility and acceptance reinforce each other.  The more we 

practice one, the easier it is to practice the other
 In acknowledging what we are powerless over (most things) 

it allows us to more clearly see what we do have power over 
(ourselves)

 There is a spiritual aspect to the practicing of humility
 A sense of awe can invoke one’s sense of smallness
 Examples?
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Trust the relationship
 They need to start with a working presumption that 

their loved ones are on their side, they are their 
allies, they are on the same team

 They need to presume that their partner is striving to 
work with them and has goodwill towards them

 They need to be willing to give people close to them  
the benefit of the doubt

 They need to presume any hurt family members cause 
is not willful

 Analogy:  When you dance close with someone they’re 
going to step on your toes at times.  The pain is real, 
caused by their foot, but it isn’t done on purpose

The “Getting to Yes” Model
▪ Developed by Roger Fisher and William Ury of the 

Harvard Negotiation Project

▪ Many conflicts are due to people having 
different/conflicting solutions to a want/need

▪ Example:  Going out for Chinese vs. Mexican

▪ The key to resolving these conflicts is to first identify the 
wants and needs behind each solution

▪ Example:  Chinese:  quick and cheap  Mexican: 
atmosphere

▪ Then, at least temporarily let go of the set solution to 
identify solutions that acknowledge all or most of the 
wants/needs (i.e., the “win-win” solution)
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The “Getting to Yes” Model
▪ Example:  Solution #1: Split a dinner at the Mexican 

place  

▪ Solution #2:  Go for Chinese and then to the coffee 
shop

▪ Solution #3:  Go for Italian
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The Allies model
 In closing, the Allies model is not a rebuttal to 

traditional conceptualizations of domestic violence 
and batterer intervention

 Rather, it is an expansion and refinement of that 
model 

 We believe this offers a more nuanced analysis that 
will allow for more effective conceptualization and 
intervention

For more information . . . 
 Attend the 3 day/20 hour/CEU training on the Allies 

model in Portland, Oregon April 8-10, 2020!

 Training brochures available from me or go online to 
www.alliesinchange.org and click the “outreach” 
button and then on “trainings”
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Thanks for listening!

Chris Huffine, Psy.D.

Allies in Change 

1675 SW Marlow Ave, Suite 110

Portland, OR 97225

(503) 297-7979

www.alliesinchange.org

chuffine@pacifier.com
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