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Law enforcement officers are often called upon to respond to domestic dispute calls in which a
clear suspect and victim are not immediately apparent. Multiple involved parties may present
with injuries or provide conflicting accounts about what happened and who is at fault. But the
stakes are high: Failure to identify the predominant aggressor—the person primarily responsible
for perpetrating abuse in the relationship—can result in unjust arrest, retraumatization of victims,
and reduced safety outcomes while allowing the true aggressor to evade accountability and
continue their abusive behavior.

This tip sheet offers practical guidance to help law enforcement officers accurately identify
the predominant aggressor, avoid misidentifying victims and offenders, reduce wrongful and
mutual arrests, and uphold the integrity of the investigation, including statements and
evidence collection.

Tip 1

Assess the full context and history, not just the immediate incident. Domestic violence is
rarely a one-time event, so context is often as important as the facts of the current incident
when determining the predominant aggressor. Officers should request information from
dispatch—such as prior calls for service, history between the parties, and any protection orders—
to help distinguish between an ongoing pattern of control and a response to victimization.
Without this context, officers risk misidentifying the predominant aggressor as the victim,
particularly when the primary aggressor has minor injuries, appears more composed or
cooperative, or tries to control the narrative by portraying themself as the victim.

Tip 2

Evaluate defensive and offensive injuries. It is important to ask about and document any
injuries on both parties, recognizing that the type of injury and its location must be interpreted
in context. Defensive injuries occur when victims take action to defend themselves from harm
and can appear on either party. For example, a strangulation victimm may have scratches on
their face, neck, and chest that can be self-imposed during attempts to breathe. There may
also be corresponding scratches on the assailant's hands and forearms made by the victim's
efforts to defend themselves. Marks consistent with “blocking” or shielding, including cuts,
punctures, or bruising to a victim’s hands, arms, and legs, are also common defensive injuries.

By contrast, offensive injuries may appear on the knuckles or hands or in patterns consistent
with grabbing, choking, or restraining another person. Properly identifying the type of injury
helps avoid misidentifying a survivor who fought back to protect themselves as the person who
was causing the harm.

Careful assessment of injury patterns—combined with victim and witness statements—helps
distinguish self-defense from offensive conduct. This analysis is critical to avoid misidentifying a
victim who fought back as the predominant aggressor.

Keep in mind that bruising and other contact injuries may present differently across skin tones.
In addition, some injuries may not be immediately visible to the naked eye, such as bruising that



develops over time or other internal injuries. Presence or absence of visible injury should not be
the sole determinant of which party is the victim or aggressor.

Tip 3

Identify patterns of power and control in the relationship. Long-term control can be
demonstrated through behavioral patterns, such as monitoring movements; isolation;

financial control; property destruction; or coercive threats related to immigration status, custody,
or pets. Domestic violence is about power and control—violence and coercion are key tools to
maintain power and control. Recognizing these patterns enables more accurate identification
of the predominant aggressor and improves officer decision-making.

Tip 4

Look and listen for indicators of fear, control, and coercion. In interviews, victims may

report or describe fear, threats, intimidation, or changes in their behavior to avoid triggering
the other person’s use of violence. In contrast, predominant aggressors tend to minimize, deny,
or shift blame. They may also be overly cooperative and charming in their interviews. Fear and
coercion are core elements in domestic violence cases. Knowing and recognizing the dynamics

of domestic violence can help officers distinguish between a predominant aggressor and a
victim acting in self-defense.

Tip 5

Consider the relative size, strength, and ability of each party. While physical differences
may be relevant, relying on assumptions based on gender, appearance, or demeanor can lead
to wrongful arrests. Officers should assess each person’s actual ability to cause harm without
relying on stereotypes. A predominant aggressor may use weapons or threats regardless of
size, especially within a pattern of ongoing abuse. Neutral, evidence-based assessment helps
prevent bias and supports accurate identification.
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