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Chapter 4  Risk Assessment 

 
 
Risk Assessment is part of an integrated and holistic approach to IPV, aiming to 
identify the risk of further victimisation, including the risk of homicide, through the 
identification of risk factors. It can be supported by instruments. 
 
Risk Assessment requires that professionals develop some skills, knowledge and, 
above all, some attitudes when dealing with women and children survivors. It is 
important to actively listen to the survivors, validating their experience, as well as 
to read between the lines when making the ‘professional judgement’ about risk 
level. 
 
 
Risk assessment is preceded by the screening/identification of violent situations by 
professionals, neighbours or other citizens in the community that may not be di-
rectly involved in IPV issues. 
 
In the last decades researchers and evaluation studies realised that DV/IPV situa-
tions were only identified when the victims/survivors, for some reason, contacted 
the service. The main conclusion was that violence in the family context was in-
visible. 
 
As such, in some specialised community networks on DV/IPV, a systematic proc-
ess of screening was introduced, in order to enable early identification allowing for 
earlier, preventive intervention. 
 
The Risk Assessment process involves the application of a range of instruments 
that are part of a broader framework. Training of professionals is a basic condition 
for the effectiveness of the process. 
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4.1 Objectives 

 
According to Laing (2004), risk assessment is conducted by professionals primar-
ily for the aims listed below: 
 “evaluate the risk of re-assault; 
 evaluate the risk of homicide; 
 inform service responses and criminal justice approaches; 
 help victims understand their own level of risk and/or validate their 

fears/own assessment; 
 provide a basis from which a case can be monitored by service providers.”1  

 

It intends to increase the protection and safety of victims/survivors, supporting the 
intervention of professionals by adopting common references. 
 
 

4.2 Principles 

 
 Risk Assessment is a process that can only be made with the vic-

tims’/survivors’ collaboration; 
 Victims/Survivors own assessment of their safety and risk levels must be 

considered. Research shows that victims/survivors have the most accurate 
assessment of their own risk level; 

 Victims/Survivors must be listened to without the presence of the perpetra-
tor, family and/or their community members; 

 Children should have the opportunity to talk; 
 Professionals have the responsibility to assess, manage and monitor the 

perpetrators risk; 
 Professionals, in case of significant harm to children, must consider and 

agree on the best procedure that safeguards and protects them; 
 It is important to clarify the limits of the risk assessment and management 

process; 
 No improbable or unrealistic promises should be made. 

 
Nowadays, it is common knowledge that victims/survivors must have a role in the 
risk assessment process. They must be listened to and acknowledged as one of 
the best predictors of repeated re-assaults.2 
 
 

                                                            
1
Laing, 2004; cited by Department for Child Protection, 2011.The Western Australian Family and Domestic Vio-

lence Common Risk Assessment and Risk Management Framework. Perth Western Australia: Western Austra-
lian Government. p. 14 
2
US Department of Justice - National Institute of Justice [U.S. NIJ], 2009.Practical Implications of Current Domes-

tic Violence Research: For Law Enforcement, Prosecutors and Judges - Special Report. Available at 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/225722.pdf 
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4.3 Proceedings 

 
The risk assessment is a comprehensive process of gathering information about 
the history of abuse, its context and the identification of the risk level and any pro-
tective factors. Nevertheless, the risk assessment should be also considered by 
helplines, i.e., in the contact by phone with victims/survivors. Thus, it is important 
that professionals collect the most important information, since there could have 
some constraints, such as little time to engage in a conversation, the sudden arri-
val or presence of the perpetrator, among others (consult the Appendix 2 regard-
ing the information to collect).  
 
Often the first call for help is made to the police/helpline. When this happens it is 
important to seek relevant information for risk assessment, such as: 

 When and where the assault occurred; 
 Level of violence – frequency and intensity; 
 The existence of weapons by the perpetrator; 
 Information about the crime scene; 
 Whether there were some witnesses; 
 Need of urgent support. 

 
 
Any agency using a risk assessment framework needs to agree on: 

 aims and objectives 
 reasonable duration of an assessment 
 how to encourage victims/survivors’ participation, through verbal and non-

verbal communication 
 how to ask the victim/survivor to use the information (request of consent 

and what for) 
 confidentiality of information – its limits and promises 
 who implements risk assessment 
 the required training, skills and knowledge to implement risk assessment 
 what will be done with the information gathered 
 what will be communicated to victims/survivors and what information and/or 

advice to give 
 what will be shared with the system what information and format is appro-

priated regarding the different services/professionals 
 where the information will be filed and who will have access to it 

 
 
The responsibility of assessment and management of perpetrators 
risk is upon agencies and not survivors. In case of significant harm 
to children and adolescents or to women (including lethality), pro-
fessionals must consider and agree on the best procedure that 
safeguards and protects them. 
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Risk assessment must not be reduced to the application of questionnaires be-
cause of the complexity of the many diverse factors that are present in each situa-
tion. Implementing risk assessment methods requires that the professional has 
previous knowledge on the risk factors.  
He/She should consider the women’s perception and have a safe and supportive 
approach in order for women and children to disclose their fears. This will contrib-
ute to identify the ones at risk of further violence and the nature of risk, as well as 
the strategies to reduce the risk. In some cases women minimise their own risk 
and underestimate the risk level that arises mainly as a survival strategy. Thus, 
after the assessment it is important to inform women about the risk they are facing 
for further process of risk management. 
 

4.4 Risk Factors 

 
As mentioned previously, risk level is given through the result of the assessment. 
For the assessment, there are several factors, such for example3: 
 

                                                            
3 Consult the following documents to deeper knowledge on the risk factors: 
Family Violence Coordination Unit, 2007. Family Violence: Risk Assessment and Risk Management. 
pp. 53-55. 
Women Against Violence Europe [WAVE], 2011. Protect II – Capacity Building in Risk Assessment 
and Safety Management to Protect High Risk Victims – A Learning Resource. Austria. Pp.  87-93 
Richards, L., Letchford, S. & Stratton, S., 2008. Policing Domestic Violence. Oxford University Press pp. 121-155 
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4.5 Approaches 

 
There are several approaches to the implementation of risk assessment, which 
also evolved over time:  
 
 

 
 
 
 
In addition, considering that women are the experts of their own situation (perpe-
trator and relationship dynamics), they are good assessors of their own risk. 
Women’s perception of risk combined with professional judgement results in a 
more accurate prediction of risk and likelihood of re-assault/femicide. This percep-
tion is a significant predictor of risk.  
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4.6 Instruments 

 
Several risk assessment tools were developed to be used by services intervening 
in domestic violence situations. Many tools have also been developed to assess 
the risk, not only of further re-assault but also the risk of femicide or suicide.  
 
Some instruments are presented below. 
 

 
 

Table 1: Examples of risk assessment instruments  

 
In practice, tools are used to assess the risk level of dangerousness through a 
measurable scale of indicators. Some instruments consider three levels of risk and 
others consider four levels of risk and most of the time the risk levels are associ-
ated to colours as we can see in the figure below. 
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Figure 7: Risk levels by colours 
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The instruments must be validated at national level, even if it is an adaptation of existing 
instruments. It is important to consider that different countries may have different ap-
proaches to IPV (at legal/criminal, social and health level) linked to specific cultural identi-
ties and influences. 
 
The policies and protocols inherent to the tool are equally important. Nevertheless, the 
procedure should not become a tick box exercise. The fulfilment of the risk assessment 
instrument must be done in collaboration with the victim/survivor. 
 
In order to increase the effectiveness of responses to the needs of victims/survivors of 
DV/IPV, it is important that instruments, approaches and frameworks are adopted at na-
tional and regional level. 
 
 
Remarks: 

 In all process, we must adequate the language to the person in front of us, avoid-
ing misinterpretations. For instance, “chocking” can be in reality an attempt of 
strangulation; 

 The information gathered during the risk assessment process should be treated 
accordingly to the data protection. However, working in a multi-agency approach 
requires the share of information, which should have protocols in place; 

 Although women answer to several questions at the same time, when using an in-
strument, all questions should be asked, in order to assure that we do not forget 
any question; 

 In cases of extreme danger, professionals must be extremely assertive in commu-
nicating the risk of murder to the women and inform about shelters. 
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