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ABSTRACT  
This paper presents a prospective evaluation of the predictive 
validity of three risk assessment instruments in a sample of 
Australian women identified by police as intimate partner abuse 
(IPA) perpetrators. Using a subsample from Spivak et al. (2020), 
410 female IPA perpetrators were screened using the Victoria 
Police Screening Assessment for Family Violence Risk (VP-SAFvR) 
and evaluated alongside two samples of 60 and 229 female IPA 
perpetrators assessed using the Brief Spousal Assault Form for the 
Evaluation of Risk (B-SAFER) and a modified version of the 
Lethality Screen respectively. Of the three instruments, the VP- 
SAFvR possessed indicators of effective discrimination (i.e. 
sensitivity, specificity, area under the curve) and predictive validity 
(i.e. positive predictive value, negative predictive value) on general 
IPA recidivism and its intended outcome of family or intimate 
partner abuse. The B-SAFER risk judgement similarly predicted its 
intended outcome of physical IPA recidivism, with notable 
indicators of discrimination and predictive validity. The results of 
the Modified Lethality Screen were conversely mixed on measures 
of discrimination and prediction for its intended outcome of 
severe IPA. The current findings suggest that these instruments 
function consistently for women and men who are identified by 
police as perpetrating family or intimate partner abuse.
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Over the past 20 years police have been increasingly expected to effectively assess and 
manage risks associated with intimate partner abuse (IPA; the physical, sexual and/or 
psychological abuse of an individual by their former or current intimate partner; 
Medina-Ariza et al., 2016). Attempting to improve the efficacy of police assessment and 
management, many police organisations employ risk assessment instruments that 
guide judgements about a person’s risk of further IPA victimisation or perpetration (see 
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Graham et al., 2021). Although multiple existing instruments have been shown to provide 
valid assessments of the risk of future violence in cases of male-to-female IPA (see van der 
Put et al., 2019), it remains unclear whether existing IPA risk assessments developed for use 
by police can accurately assess risk when the identified perpetrator is a woman. While 
there is little doubt that most injury and death caused by IPA is attributable to men 
(see Straus, 2011), improving understanding and management of the significant subgroup 
of abuse perpetrated by women remains an important research and public safety goal.

Women identified as perpetrators of physical and non-physical intimate partner 
abuse

More women than ever before are being identified as perpetrators of IPA by police. In Aus-
tralia, for instance, the number of women recorded as family violence (FV; the physical, 
sexual and/or psychological abuse of an individual by a relative or legal guardian) perpe-
trators by police in the state of Victoria increased by 27.97% (while male perpetration 
rates rose by only 16.48%) between June 2018 and June 2022 (Crime Statistics Agency, 
2022). While the rise in female IPA perpetration has been attributed to the misidentifica-
tion of women as perpetrators when they are actually victims defending themselves (see 
Gerstenberger & Williams, 2013), there is considerable evidence that some women do 
instigate or predominantly commit abuse in their relationships (Babcock et al., 2003; 
Babcock et al., 2016; Henning et al., 2006; Hines & Douglas, 2010, 2019; Straus, 2011).

This evidence suggests that there are important gender differences in abusive behav-
iour, and that women engage in different forms of abuse (e.g. physical, emotional, sexual) 
at different rates to men. For example, despite apparent gender symmetry in physical 
abuse perpetration (Ehrensaft et al., 2004; Fiebert, 2014; Straus, 2004), men cause more 
physical injury to their partners than women. This is perhaps attributable to differences 
in their average physical size and strength (Cantos et al., 1994; Straus, 2011). In contrast, 
women may engage in psychological abuse and controlling behaviour to an equal or 
greater extent than men, though the methods of perpetrating this abuse may vary 
(Bates & Graham-Kevan, 2016; Carney & Barner, 2012; Hines & Douglas, 2010).

Importantly, sex differences in physical and non-physical IPA perpetration potentially 
limit the abilities of existing instruments to assess the risk of IPA among women. Most 
instruments were developed to assess the risk of discrete episodes of re-assault among 
men (see Hanson et al., 2007). As highlighted by Stark (2012), physical IPA is generally 
one behaviour of a much more complex pattern of psychological control and abuse. Evi-
dence supporting this argument indicates that victim-reported coercive and controlling 
behaviours frequently co-occur with physical, sexual, and psychological forms of victimi-
sation experienced by both sexes (e.g. Ansara & Hindin, 2010; Johnson et al., 2014; Tanha 
et al., 2010). Further, while most risk factors for physical IPV in male perpetrators are also 
applicable to females (see Spencer et al., 2016), it is unclear whether the same can be said 
for psychological and controlling forms of abuse.

The validity of police administered IPA risk assessment instruments for women

Relatively few instruments or guidelines have attempted to assess IPA risk in women, 
which is reflected in the exclusion of women from most validation studies until the 
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2010s. In their review of 15 years of research on the Spousal Assault Risk Assessment 
Guide (SARA; Kropp et al., 1995), Helmus and Bourgon (2011) found only one study 
that included women in their sample (Wong & Hisashima, 2008). Similarly, a systematic 
review of 39 studies that investigated IPA risk assessment instruments identified only 
three articles that included female perpetrators (Nicholls et al., 2013).

The validation studies of several instruments designed to assess the risk of FV (inclusive 
of IPA) have included female perpetrators and demonstrated promising results. For 
instance, the Domestic Violence Screening Inventory Revised (DVSI-R; Williams & Grant, 
2006) is equally effective in predicting women’s and mens FV recidivism (Williams, 
2012; Williams & Grant, 2006). Similarly, McEwan et al. (2019) found that the Victoria 
Police Screening Assessment for Family Violence Risk (the VP-SAFvR; McEwan et al., 
2019)  – an instrument developed for use by frontline police officers  – predicted 
future abuse of any family member by a woman with a moderate effect size (AUC = .65- 
.67) in both the development sample and a subsequent field trial (Spivak et al., 2020). 
However, to date the VP-SAFvR has not been validated to predict female IPA recidivism 
specifically, and while there is some evidence the DVSI-R’s predictive validity also 
applies to female IPV (see Gerstenberger et al., 2019), it is not intended to be administered 
by police officers (Williams & Grant, 2006).

A small number of IPA-specific risk assessment instruments have also demonstrated 
some utility in predicting female perpetration but face similar questions of ecological val-
idity in the context of front-line policing. The Danger Assessment (DA; Campbell, 1986; 
Campbell et al., 2009), an instrument designed to assess women’s risk of severe or 
lethal victimisation by male partners, was found to effectively predict self-reported re-vic-
timisation among female same-sex couples using 8 of the original 20 items in addition to 
10 items specific to this relationship type (Glass et al., 2008). For heterosexual couples, the 
Ontario Domestic Assault Risk Assessment (ODARA; Hilton et al., 2004) has shown some 
promise in effectively predicting female IPA against male partners when items are not 
modified for gender differences (Hilton et al., 2014). Nonetheless, the assessments in 
both Glass et al. (2008) and Hilton et al.’s (2014) studies were undertaken by researchers 
using self-selected and incarcerated samples respectively so their results cannot be 
assumed to transfer to a policing context.

Other instruments developed explicitly for use by front-line officers and purported 
to be suitable for use with women who perpetrate IPA have not yet been evaluated 
in this context. The Lethality Screen (Messing et al., 2014) – a shortened version of 
the DA (Campbell, 1986; Campbell et al., 2009) – has only been investigated in 
female victim/male perpetrator relationships (Messing et al., 2014; Messing et al., 
2017). Preliminary research conducted by the instrument’s authors showed it was 
highly sensitive (92-93%) to near-lethal and severe violence in male perpetrator/ 
female victim dyads, as well as IPA that was defined more broadly (e.g. any incident 
of verbal or psychological abuse; Messing et al., 2014; Messing et al., 2017). However, 
the same research showed low specificity for all forms of IPA, reflecting a high false- 
positive rate. Similarly, the Brief Spousal Assault Form for the Evaluation of Risk (B- 
SAFER; Kropp et al., 2005, 2010) was developed to allow police to assess the ongoing 
risk of IPA by both men and women but has no published validation studies among 
female IPA perpetrators.
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Aims of IPA/FV risk assessment

While sharing the same broad goals of effective identification of higher risk IPA/FV cases, 
the more specific purpose and structure of IPA/FV risk assessment tools varies depending 
on the intended context of use (Gondolf, 2012, p. 171). As outlined by Medina-Ariza et al. 
(2016), instruments differ in how they define the harm or violence that is being assessed, 
whether they have an overt focus on helping to allocate resources most effectively, and 
whether they are embedded within a specific broader response or are intended to be 
used across different systems. They also vary in ways that affect their feasiblity of use 
in different contexts (Graham et al., 2021). Instruments vary in the number of risk 
factors included, how much specialist training they require, and whether they assess 
risk actuarially (i.e. using a predictive algorithm) or via structured professional judgement 
(Medina-Ariza et al., 2016; van der Put et al., 2019).

These are important differences in aims, rationale, and feasibility that have real impacts 
on how different IPA/FV risk assessment tools are used. For instance, the VP-SAFvR was 
created to help police triage FV cases, including IPA, based on the likelihood of future 
police reports of any FV within the same family unit, even where physical violence is 
not apparent (McEwan et al., 2019). It is intended to be used as part of a broader 
system where those ‘screened in’ receive subsequent comprehensive assessment for 
risk of severe harm (Spivak et al., 2020). Conversely, the Lethality Screen was created to 
assist frontline police officers in estimating the risk of future severe IPA at point of first 
contact (Messing et al., 2014) and is frequently used within a broader Lethality Assess-
ment Program that facilitates a risk-informed collaborative police and social service inter-
vention (Messing et al., 2015). The B-SAFER is different again, providing a nuanced and 
detailed assessment of physical violence risk and is intended to more closely guide risk 
management through assessment of dynamic risk factors using a structured professional 
judgement approach (Kropp et al., 2005, 2010). Hence, while assessing the risk of IPA is 
within the purview of all three instruments, and they are all intended to be scored by 
frontline police officers, they have important differences in the nature of the risk being 
assessed, their intended use, and their rationale.

The present study

Despite police departments increasingly adopting risk assessments there is a dearth of 
research investigating their utility among female IPA perpetrators who appear to 
commit different types of IPA (e.g. psychological abuse) at different rates and levels of 
severity to males. This study addresses these gaps by assessing the predictive validity 
of three police administered risk assessment instruments: an actuarial tool developed 
for a high volume outcome; an actuarial tool intended for a low base-rate/high severity 
outcome, and; a structured professional judgement (SPJ) instrument intended to assess 
the risk of physical violence. Each instrument will be used to prospectively assess the 
risk of IPA recidivism where women were identified as the perpetrators of IPA towards 
a current or former partner.

The research uses a subsample of women screened with the VP-SAFvR from Spivak 
et al. (2020), as well as two previously unpublished samples in which the B-SAFER was 
administered, or a modified version of the Lethality Screen was scored based on available 
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data. Furthermore, each instrument is validated against both a universal measure of IPA 
recidivism and an outcome reflecting the specific intended purpose of each instrument. 
Given this investigation is one of only a handful to feature women identified as perpetra-
tors of IPA, the relationship between specific risk factors and IPA recidivism is also 
examined.

Method

The research was conducted across two police divisions in metropolitan Melbourne, the 
capital of the state of Victoria, Australia (population approx. 4.9 million people; Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2022). In Victoria, a family violence incident (FVI) is recorded when-
ever police attend an incident between two family members (including intimate partners) 
that involves physical, sexual, emotional, coercively controlling, or psychological abuse, 
regardless of whether the incident results in charges (Victoria Police, 2014). Additional 
information on Victoria Police’s family violence recording procedures is available else-
where (see McEwan et al., 2019; Spivak et al., 2020).

Samples

VP-SAFvR sample
The VP-SAFvR sample consisted of 410 women identified as female IPA perpetrators1

extracted from a larger study by Spivak et al. (2020) of 3,963 unique dyads linked to an 
FVI identified between September 2016 and June 2017 and followed for an average of 
14.88 months (SD = 2.70). Cases were excluded if they involved a male perpetrator (n =  
3,100) or the gender of the perpetrator was unknown (n = 4), did not involve current or 
former intimate partners (n = 446), the relationship status of the dyad was unknown (n  
= 2), or where there was an irreconcilable difference in dyad characteristics (n = 1).

B-SAFER sample
As part of a larger field experiment of police IPA risk assessment and intervention, the B- 
SAFER was administered by specialist trained police (supported by a forensic psycholo-
gist) to individuals only after they had been determined to be at an elevated risk of FV 
on the VP-SAFvR. The B-SAFER sample comprised 60 assessments from cases involving 
women perpetrating IPA against their current or former intimate partners. A total of 
863 intimate partner dyads were rated on the B-SAFER. Of these, 786 were excluded for 
involving male perpetrators and female victims, three for involving male same-sex part-
ners, and another 14 were removed due to missing data (over 20% of risk factors in 
each case). The B-SAFER sample was followed for an average of 13.40 months (SD = 2.85).

Modified Lethality Screen sample
The Modified Lethality Screen sample consisted of 229 female IPA perpetrators, derived 
from the same sample as the VP-SAFvR. Cases were excluded if they involved a male per-
petrator (n = 3,100) or the gender of the perpetrator was unknown (n = 4), did not involve 
current or former intimate partners (n = 446), if the VP-SAFvR was not completed in full 
(making scoring of equivalent Lethality Screen items impossible; n = 149), where over 
20% of data was missing (n = 32), the relationship status of the dyad was unknown (n  
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= 2), or due to unreliable data (n = 1). The Modified Lethality Screen sample was followed 
for an average of 14.74 months (SD = 2.75). The demographic characteristics of each 
sample are presented in Table 1.

Measures

Victoria Police Screening Assessment for Family Violence Risk (VP-SAFvR; McEwan 
et al., 2019).
The VP-SAFvR is an actuarial screening tool developed to identify which FV cases are at 
increased risk of any future police reported family violence. It is intended as the first 
step in a tiered system of risk assessment and management tailored to the victim’s 
safety, with those ‘screened in’ going on to receive further specialist FV police risk assess-
ment and management (beyond standard responses to crime and referral to family vio-
lence support agencies, which happens in all cases). Hence, the VP-SAFvR comprises 14 
questions assessing both the victim and perpetrator’s personal circumstances, criminal 
history, and relationship risk factors. Questions receive a ‘not scored’, ‘no’ (scored 0), or 
‘yes’ (scored 1 or 2) response. Numerical scores are summed to obtain a total score, 
with a threshold score of 4 being repeatedly demonstrated as maximising correct classifi-
cation of future FV (McEwan et al., 2019; Sheed et al., 2023; Spivak et al., 2020). Items 10– 
14 are factors related to criminal history and are scored automatically from records from 
the Victoria Police Law Enforcement Assistance Program (LEAP), the database that tracks 
all prior police contacts.

Increases in VP-SAFvR total score are associated with incremental increases in the 12- 
month incidence of future police-reported family violence, with a moderate ability to dis-
criminate between cases with and without this outcome (AUC = .66; McEwan et al., 2019; 
Spivak et al., 2020). A similar effect size was reported for intimate partner abuse (AUC  
= .64-.65; McEwan et al., 2019; Spivak et al., 2020) and family violence involving female 
perpetrators (AUC = .67; Spivak et al., 2020). In practice, the VP-SAFvR is administered in 
conjunction with additional risk factors that police officers can use to inform whether 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Female IPA Perpetrators in VP-SAFvR, B-SAFER and Modified 
Lethality Screen Samples.

VP-SAFvR Sample (N = 410) B-SAFER Sample (N = 60)
Modified Lethality Screen 

Sample (N = 229)

Age (years) M (SD) Range M (SD) Range M (SD) Range

Perpetrator 34.84 (9.92)▴ 14–70 33.60 (8.68) 20–67 35.32 (9.35)▾ 16–69
Victim 37.96 (11.43)▴ 14–82 37.55 (10.55) 20–67 38.47 (10.91)▾ 17–70
Relationship Type n (%) n (%) n (%)
Married 125 (30.5) 6 (10) 61 (26.6)
De-Facto♦ 93 (22.7) 13 (21.7) 52 (22.7)
Former Intimate 124 (30.3) 35 (58) 80 (34.9)
Dating 46 (11.2) 5 (8.3) 21 (9.2)
Same-Sex 22 (5.4) 1 (1.7) 15 (6.6)

Note: ▴:N = 406; ▾:N(perpetrators) = 227, N(victims) = 226; ♦a de-facto relationship is a type of common law relationship 
legally recognised in Australia that is defined as two people who are not married, but who live together or have lived 
together as a couple in a genuine domestic arrangement in which their lives are shared (Victoria Legal Aid, 2022). De- 
facto couples have the same legal rights and obligations as married couples in Australian law; at the time the data was 
collected, Victoria Police recorded same-sex couples without a specific relationship status, meaning the specific 
relationship status of these couples at the time of the FVI is unknown, although they could not legally be married 
in Australia at that time.
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they wish to override a VP-SAFvR total score of less than 4 to prompt further specialist 
police risk assessment.

Brief Spousal Assault Form for the Evaluation of Risk (B-SAFER; Kropp et al., 2005, 
2010)
The B-SAFER is a 15-item SPJ guideline designed to assist in the assessment and manage-
ment of perpetrators of IPA based on the risk of future spousal assault (defined by the 
authors as actual, attempted, or threatened physical harm perpetrated by a man or 
woman against someone with whom he or she has, or has had, an intimate, sexual 
relationship). Risk items are divided equally across three domains (intimate partner vio-
lence, psychosocial adjustment, and victim vulnerability), and are rated relative to the 
most recent four weeks (current) or any time before that (past) on a 3-point scale (no/ 
absent, possibly/partially present, and yes/present). For research purposes, it is 
common to assign a numerical score of 0, 1, or 2 to these ratings to calculate a total 
score (Storey & Strand, 2013). The tool allows professional judgement to be used in deter-
mining how these factors are weighted and combined, and whether additional factors 
require consideration (Storey & Strand, 2013). Police make an overall judgement about 
level of case prioritisation (low/standard, moderate/elevated or high/urgent risk) as well 
as risk judgements for acute violence risk, long-term violence risk, and lethal violence 
risk. Risk management strategies based on the assessment are also recommended and 
documented. The psychometric properties of the B-SAFER have been published (Au 
et al., 2008; Serie et al., 2017; Thijssen & de Ruiter, 2011), including its ability to discrimi-
nate between male recidivists and non-recidivists with a moderate to strong effect (AUC  
= .69-.76; Au et al., 2008; Belfrage & Strand, 2008, 2012; Loinaz, 2014; Storey et al., 2014).

Lethality Screen (Messing et al., 2014)
The Lethality Screen is an 11-question screening tool, designed for use within the context 
of a wider criminal justice and social service response to IPA, known as the Lethality 
Assessment Program. The Lethality Screen is intended to be asked of the victim, with 
questions rated ‘yes’ (factor present), ‘no’ (factor absent), or ‘not answered’. A victim is 
subsequently rated as being in high danger of future severe or lethal partner violence 
if they respond affirmatively to one or more of the first three Lethality Screen questions 
(the items most strongly associated with risk for homicide or near-homicide on the DA; 
Campbell et al., 2009), or if they respond ‘yes’ to four or more of the remaining eight 
questions. While a high danger rating has been observed as highly sensitive to future 
IPA and severe or near-lethal IPA, it possessed poor specificity, translating to high 
rates of false positives and an associated weak positive predictive power (Messing 
et al., 2017). Previous research has shown that women killed by male partners have 
higher rates of each Lethality Screen risk factor compared to case control samples of 
women abused but not killed (Campbell et al., 2007; Glass et al., 2008; Koziol-McLain 
et al., 2006; Wilson & Daly, 1993).

In the present study, the Lethality Screen items were scored retrospectively using infor-
mation from the risk assessment conducted by Victoria Police (both the VP-SAFvR and 
additional risk factors; see above and Spivak et al., 2020). This was due to the police oper-
ational environment preventing simultaneous scoring and use of two separate risk assess-
ment tools which could produce different results. Table 2 presents the corresponding 
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items from the Lethality Screen and risk factors assessed by Victoria Police. Although most 
items reflect identical or almost identical risk factors, Item 3 was unable to be entirely cap-
tured by risk factors scored by Victoria Police. The item was coded as present if victims 
responded that they were ‘very fearful’ of further violence. Analyses of the Modified Leth-
ality Screen’s predictive validity were therefore undertaken with and without this item to 
assess its influence. Lastly, classifications of not high danger and high danger on the 
Modified Lethality Screen are used in the present study to differentiate the sample’s 
risk of engaging in IPA recidivism.

Outcomes used to validate each instrument

All three instruments were assessed on a common outcome to allow for a common per-
formance benchmark. Given the dual priority of victim safety and perpetrator accountabil-
ity of the police force administering the assessments in this study (see Victoria Police, 
2022), the following outcome was used: 

General IPA recidivism: Whether the index perpetrator was identified as the primary aggres-
sor in one or more subsequent FVIs in any form (i.e. coercive control or other non-physical 
abuse, physical, or severe FVIs) against the index victim during the follow-up period.

Reflecting the different rationale of each instrument and the availability of data, several 
different outcome variables were created to reflect the constructs that the instruments 
are intended to assess. First, the VP-SAFvR was additionally assessed against a general 
family or intimate partner abuse (FIPA) outcome where they could be either the perpetra-
tor or victim, defined as: 

FIPA: Whether the index perpetrator was identified as the primary aggressor or victim in one 
or more subsequent FVIs with the index victim or a related child. This outcome was not 
mutually exclusive of general IPA recidivism.

Table 2. VP-SAFvR Items modified to simulate the Lethality Screen.
Lethality Screen Items Relevant VP-SAFvR and Additional Risk Factors

1. Has he/she ever used a weapon against you or 
threatened you with a weapon?

Has your partner threatened or assaulted you with a firearm or 
weapon?

2. Has he/she threatened to kill you or your children? Has your partner threatened to harm or kill you?
Has your partner ever harmed or threatened to harm the 

children?
3. Do you think he/she might try to kill you? What is your level of fear of further violence?
4. Does he/she have a gun or can he/she get one 

easily?
Do you or your partner have access to firearms?

5. Has he/she ever tried to choke you? Has your partner ever strangled or suffocated you, or attempted 
to do this?

6. Is he/she violently or constantly jealous or does he/ 
she control most of your daily activities?

Does the respondent act in ways that are jealous or controlling of 
the AFM?

7. Have you left him/her or separated after living 
together or being married?

Has there been a recent separation or is separation imminent?

8. Is he/she unemployed? Is the respondent unemployed?
9. Has he/she ever tried to kill himself/herself? Has the respondent ever threatened or attempted suicide?
10. Do you have a child that he/she knows is not his/ 

hers?
Are there children from a previous relationship living in the 

house?
11. Does he/she follow or spy on you or leave 

threatening messages?
Has the respondent been following/approaching or repeatedly 

contacting/harassing you when you have told them not to?

Note: AFM: affected family member (i.e. identified victim)
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The Modified Lethality Screen was additionally assessed against a severe subtype of IPA 
recidivism, defined as: 

Severe IPA recidivism: Whether the index perpetrator was identified as the primary aggressor 
in one or more subsequent FVIs against the index victim that resulted in a charge involving 
physical harm, sexual harm, stalking, or threats. The presence of charges was taken to indicate 
a heightened level of seriousness. This outcome was not mutually exclusive of general IPA 
recidivism.

Given the B-SAFER’s specific purpose, physical IPA was coded in addition to general IPA 
recidivism. Due to data availability, physical IPA was measured between the index perpe-
trator and index victim or a different intimate partner: 

Physical IPA recidivism: Whether the index perpetrator was identified as the primary aggres-
sor in one or more subsequent FVIs against the index victim or a different intimate partner 
which led to at least one charge for physical violence or involved police-reported physical 
violence (full list of charges of physical violence available on request).

Procedure

Ethical approval was obtained from Swinburne University Human Research Ethics Com-
mittee (#2016/114) and Victoria Police Human Research Ethics Committee (#224/16) to 
conduct this research. All data analysed were supplied to the research team without 
direct interaction with participants and were devoid of identifying information.

Between July 2016 and June 2017, a new risk assessment and management process 
was trialled across two Victoria Police divisions. The VP-SAFvR was completed for each 
FVI that came to the attention of police in these divisions, with elevated scores necessitat-
ing an escalation of the case to the divisional family violence team (FVT), which is a dedi-
cated unit with specialist training and roles related to FV. Members of the FVT then 
completed the B-SAFER for IPA cases to determine whether additional risk assessment 
and management were warranted. Police officers were aware that they were completing 
both the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER. Police were able to liaise with an on-site clinical or for-
ensic psychologist to discuss B-SAFER assessments and management recommendations. 
Follow-up data were extracted by Victoria Police analysts in February 2018 for the B- 
SAFER and in May 2018 for the VP-SAFvR, blind to risk assessment items or scores.

Data analyses

Data analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics Versions 25–27 (IBM Corp., 2015) 
and R Studio (R Core Team, 2021). Forty-eight percent of B-SAFER cases had missing 
data on less than 20% of items, and item scores were imputed using the Expectation Max-
imisation (EM) method. EM is an iterative approach commonly used to find maximum-like-
lihood estimates for model parameters when data is complete or has missing data points 
(Gupta & Chen, 2010). The VP-SAFvR and Modified Lethality Screen had no missing items 
deleted or imputed.

Total scores for the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER were calculated by summing the numerical 
scores of all items (including both past and current iterations for the B-SAFER). Eta (η) cor-
relations assessed the strength of the relationship between B-SAFER total scores and the 
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risk judgement/case prioritisation assigned to each case. Η2 values greater than .26 are 
considered large (Lakens, 2013). As the Lethality Screen was not developed to provide 
a total score, its predictive and discriminant ability was assessed solely on risk 
classification.

The ability of each instruments’ intended basis of assessment (e.g. score on the VP- 
SAFvR, case prioritisation judgement on the B-SAFER, and classification on the Modified 
Lethality Screen) to discriminate between recidivists and non-recidivists was assessed 
using ROC curves plotting sensitivity and 1-specificity (Douglas et al., 2005). Predictive val-
idity was determined by examining positive and negative predictive values (PPVs and 
NPVs) at various thresholds. The ROC analysis provides a measure of a test’s ability to dis-
criminate between groups (i.e. recidivist, non-recidivist) by producing a curve shown on a 
graph that plots the proportion of true positives against false positives at each possible 
score (Douglas et al., 2005). The area under the ROC curve (the AUC) indicates the prob-
ability that a randomly selected recidivist would have a higher risk score on a given assess-
ment than a randomly selected non-recidivist (Rice & Harris, 1995, 2005). AUC values 
range from 0 to 1, with .50 indicating discrimination no better than chance, and 1 indica-
tive of perfect (100%) positive discrimination (Douglas et al., 2005). Guidelines for the 
interpretation of AUC values suggest that .56 represents a small discriminant effect, .64 
a moderate effect, and .71 a large effect (Rice & Harris, 2005).

Further analyses were undertaken to examine the relationship between specific risk 
factors and IPA outcomes. Where instrument items were binary, chi-square tests were 
used to determine the association of each item with IPA outcomes across all three instru-
ments. The Gamma (γ) statistic (Goodman & Kruskal, 1954) (ranging from – 1 to +1) was 
used for all individual B-SAFER items (past and current) with ordinal three-level item 
responses. A Gamma value of positive 1 indicates a perfect relationship while a value 
of 0 indicates no relationship. Risk ratios were used to provide an indication of the 
strength of the association between risk items and outcomes. Levels indicating any pres-
ence of an item were aggregated to calculate risk ratios among three-level items. The 
familywise error rate was controlled using the Benjamini and Hochberg (1995) procedure. 
The adjustment was made within each instrument and outcome so were calculated from a 
combination of chi-square and Gamma statistic’s probability values among the B-SAFER 
analyses. It was not possible to examine interrater reliability in the three tools as concur-
rent scoring was not possible in the field trial environment in which data was collected.

Results

VP-SAFvR

Ninety-three out of the 410 female IPA perpetrators (22.68%) scored on the VP-SAFvR per-
petrated general IPA during the follow-up period. Of these, the majority had a further FVI 
against the same victim once (52.69%), 30.11% had two subsequent FVIs, and 17.20% 
returned to police attention for three or more episodes of general IPA (total ranging 
from 1-17).

One hundred and forty-four female IPA perpetrators scored on the VP-SAFvR were 
identified in one or more FIPA events during the follow-up period. The FIPA outcome 
comprised the n = 93 (64.58%) general IPA recidivists, n = 49 (34.03%) who were identified 
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as a victim and not a perpetrator in a subsequent FVI, and the nature of the remaining two 
(1.39%) FVIs is unknown.

There was a significant difference in mean VP-SAFvR total scores between women who 
returned to police attention for general IPA recidivism (M = 5.67, SD = 2.38) and women 
who did not (M = 4.36, SD = 2.61; t(408) = 4.31[.71, 1.90], p < .001). Total VP-SAFvR scores 
ranged from 0 to 13 (M = 4.66, Mdn = 5.00, SD = 2.62) and were not normally distributed 
(Shapiro–Wilk test of normality, p < .001, skew = .28, SE = .12).

Discriminant and predictive validity
Table 3 depicts the predictive and discriminant abilities of the VP-SAFvR. The classification 
accuracy of the VP-SAFvR was assessed relative to the recommended threshold score of 
4. Results showed that for both outcomes sensitivity was high, indicating that, in cases 
scoring four or above on the VP-SAFvR, 82% and 76% of women went on to perpetrate 
general IPA or were involved in an FIPA incident respectively. While specificity was mod-
erate for both general IPA (.42%) and FIPA (.44%) outcomes, NPV values were high; around 
89% of women scoring below the threshold did not perpetrate general IPA during the 
follow-up period, while 77% were not involved in an FIPA incident. The PPV values for 
both general IPA recidivism (.29) and FIPA (.42) were both higher than each outcome’s 
base rate within the sample (22.68% and 35.12% respectively).

VP-SAFvR total scores were effective at discriminating between female perpetrators 
who did and did not engage in general IPA recidivism with a moderate and significant 
effect size (AUC = .65, [.59, .71], p < .001). The VP-SAFvR total scores also effectively discri-
minated between those who were or were not involved in FIPA and the effect size was 
small to moderate but significant (AUC = .60, [.55, .66], p < .001).

The association of individual VP-SAFvR risk items with general IPA recidivism and FIPA 
are presented in Supplemental Tables 1 and 2. Two items  – the length of time FV had 
been occurring in the relationship (greater than one month) and a history of any FVI 
between the same index parties was significantly associated with both general IPA (χ²  
= 10.35, adjusted p < .01, risk ratio = 1.93; χ² = 15.99, adjusted p < .01, risk ratio = 2.21) 
and FIPA (χ² = 7.97, adjusted p < .05, risk ratio = 1.52; χ² = 10.52, adjusted p < .05, risk 

Table 3. Discriminant and Predictive Validity of the VP-SAFvR, B-SAFER, and Modified Lethality Screen.
Instrument (N) and outcome Recidivism (%) AUC [95% CI] Sensitivity Specificity PPV NPV

VP-SAFvR (N = 410)
General IPA 22.68 .65 [.59, .71]*** .82 .42 .29 .89
FIPA 35.12 .60 [.55, .66]*** .76 .44 .42 .77
B-SAFER (Total score; N = 60)
General IPA 40.00 .54 [.40, .69] – – – –
Physical IPA 21.70 .65 [.48, .82] – – – –
B-SAFER (Risk judgement; N = 60)
General IPA 40.00 .49 [.35, .63] .50 .50 .40 .60
Physical IPA 21.70 .70 [.54, .85]* .77 .57 .33 .90
Modified Lethality screen (N = 229)
General IPA 28.40 .51 [.44, .57] .32 .69 .29 .72
Severe IPA 2.60 .68 [.46, .90] .67 .70 .06 .99

Note: VP-SAFvR Sensitivity, Specificity, PPV, and NPV were calculated using the recommended threshold score of 4; B- 
SAFER (Risk judgement) Sensitivity, Specificity, PPV, and NPV were calculated using a threshold of Low versus Moder-
ate/High risk classification; Modified Lethality screen AUC, Sensitivity, Specificity, PPV, and NPV were calculated in 
relation to High Danger (vs Not High Danger) classification; FIPA: family or intimate partner abuse; IPA: intimate 
partner abuse; PPV: positive predictive value; NPV: negative predictive value; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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ratio = 1.57). In both instances, the risk ratio was larger for general IPA recidivism com-
pared with that of the FIPA outcome. For example, dyads with a history of any FVI 
were 2.21 times as likely to have general IPA recidivism during the follow-up period rela-
tive to those without such a history, whereas individuals possessing the same risk factor 
were only 1.57 times as likely to have an FIPA event compared to those without a history 
of any FVIs. No other VP-SAFvR items were significantly associated with the recidivism out-
comes. The VP-SAFvR assessment includes an override procedure whereby responding 
officers can overrule a score of less than 4 if they believe the incident warrants specialist 
review. In total, 5 (1.22%) cases were overridden (median score of 2). No further analyses 
were undertaken on these cases due to the small sample size.

B-SAFER

Thirteen of the 60 female perpetrators (21.70%) assessed using the B-SAFER perpetrated 
physical IPA recidivism during the follow-up period. Twenty-four (40%) were identified as 
a perpetrator of general IPA recidivism. The majority of general IPA recidivists perpetrated 
non-physical FVIs.2

Thirty women (50%) were assessed by police as being in the Low case prioritisation cat-
egory, 21 (35%) in the Moderate group, and nine (15%) in the High category. Kendall’s test 
of rank correlation indicates there was a moderate association between the police risk 
judgements and B-SAFER total scores (τb = .29, z = 2.75, p < .01), indicating that 19% of 
the variance in risk judgements made by police can be explained by variation in B- 
SAFER total scores (see Gilpin, 1993). The distribution of B-SAFER risk judgements 
against the B-SAFER total scores are depicted graphically in Supplemental Figure 2. The 
Shapiro–Wilk test of normality indicated B-SAFER total scores were approximately nor-
mally distributed (p > .05, raw total mean = 28.43, median = 29, SD = 8.25, skew = -.06, SE  
= .31).

Discriminant and predictive validity
As shown in Table 3 neither the B-SAFER total scores nor police risk judgements were 
effective at discriminating between women who did and did not perpetrate general 
IPA recidivism. However, when assessed against its intended outcome, physical IPA, the 
B-SAFER total scores had a moderate but non-significant discriminant ability while 
police judgements accurately categorised recidivists and non-recidivists 70% of the 
time with a large and significant effect size (AUC = .70 [.54, .85], p < .05).

Overall, police risk judgements correctly identified 77% of the women who went on to 
have physical IPA recidivism as being at moderate or high risk. The NPV was also high, 
with 90% of women classified as low risk not going on to perpetrate physical IPA in 
the follow-up period. However, specificity was low at 57%, which translates to a false-posi-
tive rate of 43% (i.e. 43% of women judged high risk did not recidivate). The PPV of 33% 
for physical IPA was notably higher than the 21.70% base rate of physical IPA recidivism 
for the sample. In other words, the rate at which the B-SAFER judgements correctly cate-
gorised moderate/high risk of future physical IPA was nearly 1.5 times the physical IPA 
reoffending rate.

Measures of sensitivity and specificity for the B-SAFER risk judgements on measures of 
general IPA recidivism showed that women who were classified as moderate or high risk 
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who did or did not go on to recidivate were correctly identified approximately 50% of the 
time (sensitivity = .50, specificity = .50). The PPV for B-SAFER risk judgements on the same 
outcome indicates a classification of moderate or high risk was equal to the general IPA 
recidivism base rate (recidivism rate = 40%, PPV = .40).

With regards to the B-SAFER’s past and current risk factors, the B-SAFER current ‘Health 
problems’ item was significantly associated with general IPA recidivism (γ ² = 0.61, 
adjusted p < .05, risk ratio = 2.63). One item – current ‘Relationship problems’ – was signifi-
cantly associated with physical IPA recidivism, (γ ² = 1.00, adjusted p < .05). Notably, the 
gamma coefficient indicated a perfect relationship – all women who returned to police 
attention for physical IPA scored ‘yes’ on this item. However, it was not possible to calcu-
late a risk ratio for this item given the absence of any false negatives. No other individual 
B-SAFER items were significantly associated with the recidivism outcomes; the results are 
presented in Supplemental Tables 3 and 4.

Modified Lethality Screen

Sixty-five out of the 229 female IPA perpetrators (28.40%) scored on the Modified Lethality 
Screen perpetrated general IPA recidivism in the follow-up period. Of these, six women 
(2.6% of the entire sample) engaged in severe IPA recidivism. No homicides were recorded 
in the sample during the follow-up period. Considering the low base rate of severe IPA 
recidivism, results pertaining to this outcome should be interpreted with caution.

Female IPA perpetrators were classified as being of high danger of seriously re-victimis-
ing their partner in 72 cases (31.4%), while the remaining 157 women (68.6%) were coded 
as being not high danger. Of those screened as high danger, 65 (90.3%) scored ‘yes’ on one 
or more of the first three questions so were automatically rated high danger.

Discriminant and predictive validity
The discriminant and predictive validity of the Modified Lethality Screen for general and 
severe IPA recidivism is shown in Table 3. The specificity value of the Modified Lethality 
Screen on the general IPA recidivism outcome was .69, indicating 69% of women who 
did not subsequently perpetrate general IPA were classified as not high danger. The 
NPV value of .72 reflects that 72% of the women classified as not high danger did not 
engage in general IPA recidivism during the follow-up period. The sensitivity (.32) and 
PPV (.29) values were relatively lower and respectively indicate the Modified Lethality 
Screen incorrectly categorised 68% of those who subsequently perpetrated general IPA 
as not high danger while at the same time correctly predicting 29% of female IPA 
offenders were high risk of general IPA, which was approximately equivalent to base 
rate of general IPA in the Modified Lethality Screen sample (28.40%).

The performance of the Modified Lethality Screen was markedly stronger on its 
intended outcome, severe IPA. The sensitivity (.67), specificity (.70), and NPV (.99) 
values together indicate the Modified Lethality Screen had improved performance cate-
gorising female IPA perpetrators as high danger when they committed severe IPA recidi-
vism and not high danger when they did not compared to the instrument’s performance 
on the general IPA outcome. Notably, the Modified Lethality Screen produced a PPV of .06 
(i.e. 6%); while very low, this is substantially improved prediction over the base rate of 
severe IPA recidivism (2.6%).
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The Modified Lethality Screen risk rating was not effective at discriminating between 
women who did and did not perpetrate general IPA recidivism (AUC = .51 [.44, .57], p  
> .05). A moderate but non-significant effect was observed for severe IPA recidivism 
(AUC = .68 [.46, .90], p > .05), likely due to the infrequency the outcome. Re-running the 
predictive analyses without Item 3 (Do you think he/she might try to kill you?) saw no 
improvement in the Modified Lethality Screen risk judgements at predicting general or 
severe IPA recidivism. Measures of discriminant and predictive ability were approximately 
the same when considering risk judgements without the inclusion of Item 3 for both the 
general IPA recidivism and severe IPA recidivism outcomes (available on request). No indi-
vidual Modified Lethality Screen items were significantly associated with either recidivism 
outcome; the results are presented in Supplemental Tables 5 and 6.

Discussion

This study assessed the predictive validity of three police-employed risk assessment tools 
– the VP-SAFvR, the B-SAFER, and the Lethality Screen (modified version) – in a sample of 
women who had contact with Australian police officers for perpetrating incidents of IPA. 
The B-SAFER and VP-SAFvR demonstrated good predictive and discriminant validity in 
female IPA perpetrators for their associated outcomes (physical IPA, general IPA recidi-
vism and FIPA, respectively). The Modified Lethality Screen did not effectively predict 
future general IPA among these women, and while it did improve identification of 
those with severe IPA recidivism substantially over the base rate, 33% of women with 
severe IPA outcomes were assessed as not high danger.

VP-SAFvR results

The VP-SAFvR had reasonable utility in discriminating between women with and without 
general IPA and FIPA outcomes. These findings are consistent with those of a recent vali-
dation study of the VP-SAFvR which observed moderate effect sizes for FIPA irrespective 
of sex and among female perpetrators of FV (Spivak et al., 2020). Although the sample 
used in the current study was derived from the broader FV sample reported by Spivak 
et al. (2020), its use among the specific sub-group of female perpetrators of IPA had 
not yet been investigated. The tool was found to have a small to moderate but significant 
effect size for this group on measures of FIPA, providing only limited support for the 
authors’ contention that the VP-SAFvR can be used to assess the risk of future FV 
broadly for both men and women.

The patterns of high sensitivity, lower specificity, low PPV, and high NPV observed 
among the sample of perpetrators assessed with the VP-SAFvR parallel the classification 
accuracy identified by Spivak et al. (2020) for subsequent FIPA among males and females 
combined, as well as FV recidivism among female perpetrators only. The performance of 
the VP-SAFvR, when considered alongside the results of Spivak et al.’s (2020) study illus-
trates that instruments designed for application with broad legislated definitions of family 
violence can produce adequate predictive and discriminant utility among specific presen-
tations and sub-populations.

Given both the apparent performance stability of the VP-SAFvR and its widespread use 
in Victoria, a useful next step would be to establish reoffending norms for scores on the 
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instrument. In line with Hanson et al. (2017a; 2017b), this might take the form of several 
standardised risk categories which reference recidivism rates in the community to esti-
mate the rate per 100 individuals who are expected to reoffend. In practical terms, this 
approach rapidly communicates an individual’s risk of recidivism to frontline officers 
who can then intervene accordingly. The creation of standardised risk categories is 
beyond the scope of the current study and remains a task for future research.

B-SAFER results

The current results indicate that the B-SAFER risk judgement may be effective in predict-
ing physical IPA recidivism in women, supporting its creators’ contention that the tool can 
be used to assess risk of ongoing physical IPA in perpetrators of all genders. These 
findings align with those found in male samples showing a link between the B-SAFER 
total scores, risk judgements, and physical measures of IPA recidivism (Storey et al., 
2014; Svalin et al., 2018).

The B-SAFER total score nor risk judgement performed better than chance at discrimi-
nating between female perpetrators who did or did not perpetrate general IPA recidivism 
against the same intimate partner. These findings contrast with previous research in male 
samples suggesting that the B-SAFER is predictive of both psychological and physical IPA 
recidivism (de Ruiter et al., 2008; Soeiro & Almeida, 2010; as cited in Strand & Storey, 2019), 
including police contacts for IPA assault, unlawful threats, harassment/stalking, violations 
of court orders, or sexual assault (Loinaz, 2014; Storey et al., 2014; Svalin et al., 2018). The 
B-SAFER’s performance for general IPA recidivism appears to be driven by the fact that the 
majority of general IPA recidivists in the B-SAFER sample engaged in non-physical IPA, 
therefore the poor results on the general IPA recidivism outcome likely represent the 
instrument’s inability to identify non-physical IPA recidivism in the current female 
sample. At least one previous study has found that female perpetrators tend to have 
lower scores on individual B-SAFER items compared with males (Storey & Strand, 2013). 
It may be that differences in B-SAFER item scores between males and females affect 
the prediction of non-physical but not physical recidivism. It is worth reiterating here 
that the general IPA recidivism outcome only included IPA that occurred between the 
index perpetrator and victim so does not perfectly capture the intent of the BSAFER.

Modified Lethality Screen results

Finally, the Modified Lethality Screen classification was found to be a relatively unreliable 
predictor of both general IPA and severe IPA recidivism in female IPA perpetrators. This 
finding lies in contrast to those of the development and validation research with male 
perpetrators conducted by the instrument’s authors (Messing et al., 2014; Messing 
et al., 2017). For severe IPA recidivism, which approximated the target outcome for the 
Lethality Screen, the sensitivity and positive predictive values were substantially lower 
than those observed during the instrument’s validation for severe violence (93% and 
21% respectively, Messing et al., 2017). The low positive predictive power is partly due 
to the very low base rate of severe IPA recidivism in the sample (2.6%) and is actually a 
marked improvement over chance prediction. Conversely, the specificity and negative 
predictive power were markedly higher than those of Messing et al. (2017) for the 
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same outcomes (21% and 93% respectively; again the high NPP is because most women 
did not engage in severe IPA recidivism). In other words, the Modified Lethality Screen 
correctly classified a greater proportion of women as not high danger but misclassified 
a higher proportion of women as high danger, relative to the instrument’s validation 
study of male perpetrators committing severe violence (Messing et al., 2017).

These findings should be interpreted cautiously given both the low base rate of severe 
IPA recidivism and the use of a modified version of the tool. The definition of severe IPA in 
the present study as FVIs involving criminal charges likely meant some severe FVIs, such as 
those involving insufficient evidence to proceed with charges or where the incident 
escaped police detection, were missed. In the validation study of the Lethality Screen, 
Messing et al. (2017) spoke directly to female victims and observed higher rates of near 
lethal (11.48%) and severe violence (18.80%). It is likely that rates of near lethal and 
severe violence would be lower among male victims of female perpetrated IPA, but 
men may also be less likely to report such violence to police. Regardless, the presence 
of charges provided the best assessment of severe IPA from the data available in this 
study and the absence of more sensitive measures of severity (e.g. emergency depart-
ment presentations of victims at the time of the incident) remains a limitation. Further-
more, although the VP-SAFvR was partly designed to be asked of victims, the use of 
modified items does not reflect the true context for which the Lethality Screen was devel-
oped, and this represents a significant limitation of this element of this study.

Variability in IPA recidivism statistics in this study

The variability in recidivism rates reported in these analyses is partly due to sampling 
differences. Specifically, the B-SAFER sample represented a restricted group that required 
prior categorisation at a certain risk level using the VP-SAFvR before the guideline was 
used. Hence, it is reasonable to assume individuals with a higher probability of recidivism 
were selected to the exclusion of those with a lower probability. Further, the use of 
samples coming to the attention of specialised FVTs (to which referral was only made if 
the case was deemed to be at increased risk and/or in need of additional consideration; 
Victoria Police, 2014) may explain why the rates of recidivism captured across all three of 
the study samples were higher than the female recidivism rates noted in prior research 
(e.g. Henning et al., 2009; Ménard et al., 2009; Renauer & Henning, 2005).

Additionally, the B-SAFER and VP-SAFvR samples included IPA recidivism against the 
same victim only (i.e. general IPA recidivism) and two separate outcomes with broader 
definitions: the former was also assessed against physical IPA recidivism, which could 
include the same or different victims and the latter featured an FIPA outcome where 
the index perpetrator could be either the primary aggressor or victim in an FVI with 
the index victim or a related child. Expanding the definition of IPA captures more 
instances of the target behaviour and may even speak to an individual’s greater propen-
sity for violent behaviour generally, itself a risk marker for recidivism (Babcock et al., 2003). 
At the same time, expanding the definition of IPA recidivism to include other victims will 
increase the base-rate of offending, thereby overestimating the risk posed to the index 
victim. This again draws the focus to the intended outcomes of risk assessment, under-
scoring that consideration needs to be given to the outcomes used to validate or re-vali-
date an instrument.
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Despite high recidivism rates being found for IPA in general, low rates were observed 
for physical IPA and severe violence, based on the presence of charges. This is particularly 
problematic for assessments made using the Modified Lethality Screen, which was 
designed to predict severe/lethal violence. Although a positive result for the people 
involved, the absence of indicators of severe IPA at follow-up makes it difficult to 
validly identify risk markers from a research perspective (Storey & Hart, 2014). Low base 
rates could also reflect that most women simply do not engage in serious or lethal vio-
lence to the extent that men do (Straus, 2011), which would suggest that the Lethality 
Screen may not be an appropriate classification tool for women identified as IPA perpe-
trators in the general population.

Implications

The results of this research highlight the importance of the intended applications and out-
comes of tools designed to assess the risk of future IPA. Of the instruments evaluated, the 
strongest results were found among those that were developed on representative 
samples or specifically for the prediction of more common forms of IPA. On one hand, 
the results of the VP-SAFvR illustrate the utility of developing risk assessment instruments 
to match a broad definition of IPA that constitutes both physical violence and psychologi-
cal abuse. On the other, the B-SAFER’s results demonstrate how a more careful and tar-
geted approach to risk assessment can be used within a tiered policing intervention to 
assess high-risk female perpetrators’ risk of physical violence with reasonable accuracy.

The present study therefore underscores how these tools could serve different func-
tions within a broader response to IPA. An actuarial instrument like the VP-SAFvR can 
be applied by frontline officers to assess the risk of future IPA on a large scale, rapidly cate-
gorising those who are low-risk for future incidents of physical or psychological abuse 
within the same dyad or family unit whilst referring high-risk cases for further assessment 
and service linkage. Therefore, it compliments a dual strategy of victim safety and perpe-
trator accountability in the context of a high-volume outcome. Conversely, the B-SAFER in 
the current study required additional resources (i.e. a specialist team and support from a 
clinician) so would be impractical for police officers to administer for every FVI call-out. 
Nevertheless, when applied to perpetrators already assessed as being at an elevated 
risk for IPA, the B-SAFER can provide a sound assessment of the risk of physical IPA to 
any victim. Hence, on the current results the B-SAFER may be more appropriate within 
a perpetrator accountability framework where there is an elevated risk of violence.

The poor predictive performance of the Modified Lethality Screen – a modified version 
of a tool developed on male samples for the prediction of severe/lethal violence – illus-
trates the pitfalls of predicting low base rate outcomes and suggests the need for 
further research to determine whether markers of severe IPA are consistent across men 
and women. This last point has been considered by other authors, who have highlighted 
how risk factors for IPA recidivism may differ between men and women (Henning et al., 
2009), not only in content but the extent to which they are relevant to risk (De Vogel & 
Nicholls, 2016). It also reinforces the importance of validating and modifying risk assess-
ment instruments for use across distinct populations.

On the other hand, this research highlights the utility of certain global factors for pre-
dicting IPA recidivism. That is, the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER were designed for use with both 
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sexes and have demonstrated here such tools can effectively predict differing forms of IPA 
involving women. The discriminant abilities of the VP-SAFvR when predicting general IPA 
recidivism (AUC = .65, [.59, .71]) or FIPA (AUC = .60, [.55, .66]) and the B-SAFER risk judge-
ment prediction of physical IPA (AUC = .70, [.54, .85]) are consistent with those of male 
perpetrators assessed with the VP-SAFvR on measures of FIPA in both the parent 
sample (AUC = .66; Spivak et al., 2020) and developmental study (AUC = .66, [.65, .67]; 
McEwan et al., 2019). Both the base rate of FIPA recidivism and calibration indices 
amongst male perpetrators in McEwan et al. (2019) Spivak et al.’s (2020) studies (base 
rate = 30.9%, PPV = .39, NPV = .81; base rate = 24.1%, PPV = .30, NPV = .87 respectively) 
are comparable to those of the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER in the abovementioned samples 
of the present study, suggesting a consistent level of calibration across male and 
female samples on measures of FIPA and physical IPA.

The results also echo those of another general tool, the DVSI-R, when predicting female 
to male IPV (AUC = .63, [.60, .66]) in a study by Gerstenberger et al. (2019). However, the 
DVSI-R possessed poor measures of discrimination when used to predict IPV among same- 
sex female couples (AUC = .56, [.47, .65]) despite same-sex females having significantly 
greater odds of re-arrest. Hence, the predictive utility of IPA risk factors might only gen-
eralise between men and women when the latter are abusive in heterosexual relation-
ships. Furthermore, several non-gendered factors, such as items indicative of prior 
police contact for FV or health problems, were shown to meaningfully predict differing 
IPA outcomes within both the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER samples. Nonetheless, the predic-
tive ability of individual factors was not consistent across outcomes nor instruments 
and thereby directs further research to investigate whether and when specific factors 
predict future IPA, and to determine whether these differ across sexes.

The high rates of false positives observed among the severe IPA outcomes underline 
the importance of aligning police departments’ aims for risk assessment and the instru-
ment’s rationale. The nature of low base rate outcomes means that instruments such 
as the Lethality Screen will inevitably misidentify a disproportionate number of individ-
uals as high risk who will not go on to perpetrate severe and near lethal FV, even with 
further fine-tuning of their predictive and discriminant abilities (see Rosen, 1954; Trood 
et al., 2023). Indeed, the Lethality Screen was developed to ensure that people thought 
to be at increased risk of lethal/near lethal FV recidivism are connected to an advocate 
for safety planning and linkage to services, accepting that a large proportion of individ-
uals who will not go on to perpetrate near lethal recidivism will also receive the interven-
tion (Messing et al., 2017). It may not be appropriate for policing responses to perceived 
risk of lethal/near lethal violence to be directed with such imprecision, not only because of 
resource constraints but also because of the highly punitive and restrictive nature of many 
police interventions intended to prevent severe harm. The VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER results 
in the present study suggest that it may be possible to implement a more graduated 
police response to perpetrators with greater precision if a more general IPA outcome is 
assessed. This is consistent with the focussed deterrence strategy described by Sechrist 
and Weil (2018), though using a more complex method of categorising offenders than 
just police history of IPA. Of course, such a response would need to be in conjunction 
with social and health services where appropriate (Spivak et al., 2020).

In addition to using tools that consider the risks associated with IPA for both male and 
female perpetrators, the current study also supports the use of SPJ when assessing female 
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IPA perpetration. Although the assessment of risk and identification of treatment needs 
among male and female offenders may be subject to bias (Coontz et al., 1994; Skeem 
et al., 2005), the results of the current study suggest police discretion in assessing the 
risk of female IPA perpetration may be particularly useful. Considering that the B-SAFER 
total scores only explained about 19% of the variance in the B-SAFER risk judgements, 
its likely the SPJ approach allowed police more flexibility in how they applied the risk 
factors and what risk judgements they made. This appears to be supported by existing 
research indicating that police consider additional factors alongside established risk 
markers when assessing women’s risk of IPA recidivism (Storey & Strand, 2012, 2013, 
2017), suggesting opportunities to incorporate professional judgement may be particularly 
important in cases involving female perpetrators (see De Vogel & Nicholls, 2016). Interest-
ingly, the current study found the B-SAFER case prioritisation judgement to be particularly 
useful in the prediction of future physical IPA. This might suggest that other factors exter-
nal to the summative component of the tool may have contributed to police officers’ risk 
judgements or alternatively that they are giving stronger weight to certain items. Limited 
evidence from the broader literature indicates that risk judgements derived from SPJ 
instruments tend to outperform total scores from the same instruments in the prediction 
of general violence (see Guy et al., 2015). The present findings appear to support this trend 
and suggest professional judgements informed by scored instruments may be especially 
useful in the assessment of physical IPA in high-risk women.

We are hesitant to suggest any practical implications associated with the current 
results for the Lethality Screen, given the method by which it was administered in this 
study. However, we note that in the Australian context, the quite specific purpose of 
the Lethality Screen may mean that it is not suitable as a risk assessment instrument. Aus-
tralian jurisdictions do not focus on physical violence when legally defining IPA, and in 
many jurisdictions police and legal responses relate to all types of FV, regardless of 
whether it involves physical abuse or an intimate partner.

Limitations and other considerations
Our results are limited by a low base rate severe IPA recidivism. This concern has been 
identified in forensic research on female populations more broadly (e.g. Helmus & 
Bourgon, 2011; Nicholls et al., 2013), and future research would ideally include measures 
with higher fidelity to recidivism base rates (e.g. multiple sources of administrative data 
and victim reports). This is an important point considering the socio-political context of 
IPA and female perpetration, and the factors that might influence identified recidivism 
rates. For instance, many IPA victims – especially men – do not report their victimisation 
experiences to the police (Archer, 2000; Cho & Wilke, 2010; Felson & Paré, 2005; MacQu-
een & Norris, 2016), often because of social stigma and gender stereotypes (Walker et al., 
2018), which threatens the accuracy of female IPA perpetration and recidivism measure-
ment when using formal data.

In a similar vein, women may not be as readily identified as perpetrators of IPA as men. 
Social constructions of gender and relationships perhaps skew the perceptions of police 
officers recording FVI cases, resulting in an ongoing male-perpetrator/female-victim bias 
(Henning et al., 2009; Walker et al., 2018) and the inaccurate recording of victims and per-
petrators in ambiguous FVIs. During the collection of the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER data, for 
example, police members described this being an issue when the perpetrator and victim 
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roles were unclear, although it was not possible to control for or measure to what extent 
this occurred during the research period. Given there is evidence a significant proportion 
of couples also engage in bidirectional violence (i.e. where both parties are the perpetra-
tor/victim, or have a history of swapping victim and perpetrator roles; Langhinrichsen- 
Rohling et al., 2012), police recording bias may be particularly problematic and result in 
low numbers of women accurately identified as perpetrators. Ergo, we recommend 
future research on frontline risk assessments additionally collect information that might 
reveal misidentification. For example, the instruments themselves could include a 
rating of the officer’s confidence they have identified the primary aggressor which may 
provide insights into when and how the misidentification of a perpetrator occurred.

The results of this study could equally be interpreted in the context of women being mis-
identified as perpetrators of abuse when they are the victims (Women’s Legal Service Victoria, 
2015). While few studies have examined rates of misidentification at FVIs, the available evi-
dence very tentatively suggests that up to 10% of female FV victims in Victoria are misiden-
tified as respondents (i.e. aggressors) in police applications for Family Violence Intervention 
Orders (Ulbrick & Jago, 2018). If a large proportion of the samples examined here were mis-
identified as the perpetrator at index, then we might expect a drop in both the predictive and 
discriminant abilities of the instruments examined. Yet the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER risk judge-
ments in the current research produced reasonably strong measures of discriminant and pre-
dictive ability on measures of general and physical IPA recidivism among women 
respectively. Further, the VP-SAFvR’s discriminant and predictive ability parallels the same 
instrument’s performance among the broader population where most perpetrators are 
male (Spivak et al., 2023). Hence, the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER appear to have withstood 
any possible drop in performance associated with misidentification of women as perpetra-
tors and might only improve alongside a reduction in this phenomenon. Overall, the con-
clusions of this research are preliminary and require replication in larger samples of 
women who perpetrate IPA using a combination of police data and other measures.

Lastly, the present study was limited by its comparison of three different instruments 
on three different samples. Due to data availability, the Modified Lethality Screen could 
not be applied to every member of the VP-SAFvR sample while the B-SAFER was adminis-
tered by police in a subset assessed as being at a higher recidivism risk. Ideally, all three 
instruments would be compared on the same sample of cases to remove the influence of 
sampling variation. This would also allow for a sharper contrast of the performance of 
included instruments against their differing aims. This limitation is a consequence of 
the field environment of this research, which also comes with considerable strengths, 
not least indicating the feasibility of use in practice of the VP-SAFvR and B-SAFER.

Conclusion

While women are increasingly coming to police attention for IPA perpetration, it is unclear 
whether existing risk assessment instruments are valid for this group. This study evaluated 
three risk assessment instruments currently used by police internationally in a sample of 
Australian women identified as IPA perpetrators. The Modified Lethality Screen had mixed 
performance on measures of discrimination and calibration. However, this result may 
have been at least partly due to a low base rate of severe IPA recidivism among the 
Modified Lethality Screen sample. Consistent with their developmental rationale, the 
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VP-SAFvR and the SPJ component of the B-SAFER possessed predictive and discriminant 
results for their respective outcomes of general IPA recidivism and further FIPA, and phys-
ical IPA. The results presented here suggest female-perpetrated IPA recidivism can be 
assessed with reasonable accuracy when they are validated on representative samples 
and applied within their intended developmental context. Complicating this is the 
need to ensure that the risk assessment tool chosen is not only valid, but relevant to 
their legislative landscape, policies, and service systems for IPA victims and perpetrators.

Notes

1. For the sake of brevity, all participants in the current research are referred to as ‘female IPA 
perpetrators’, defined as women identified by Victoria Police as perpetrating abuse during an 
FVI involving a current or former intimate partner.

2. The exact number of physical or non-physical general IPA recidivists could lead to the identifi-
cation of individual cases so has been omitted. 
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