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Center for Judicial Excellence. Her work in cataloguing child murders has been critical 
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Introduction
Many people complain about the economy. They work hard at a full-time job but 

can’t afford a middle-class lifestyle. In many cases families with both parents work-
ing are worse off than their parents when only the father worked outside the home.1 At 
the same time, our long progress in increasing life expectancy has slowed or stopped. 
There are many explanations offered for the disappointing results, and many of the 
responses have some validity. This book demonstrates that simply using best practices 
to make domestic violence (DV) and child abuse less common would dramatically 
improve the economy and life expectancy for most Americans. The research is clear, 
but preventing DV is rarely on a list of effective solutions.

In June of 1961, the American Cancer Society and two other health organizations wrote 
a letter to President Kennedy telling him about their research connecting smoking and can-
cer. President Kennedy responded to their letter by asking his Surgeon General, Dr. Luther 
Terry, to create a committee to review the research and create the necessary response. 
The Surgeon General’s Report in 1964 definitively confirmed that smoking causes cancer. 
Many parts of society came together to develop laws, practices, taxes, and education to 
discourage smoking. The response saved millions of lives and trillions of dollars.

The ACE (adverse childhood experiences) Studies are peer-reviewed medical 
research from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). ACE is often 
compared to the Surgeon General’s Report because it offers similar opportunities. ACE 
found that children exposed to DV, child abuse, and other ACEs will live shorter lives 
with more health and social problems. Fundamentally, ACE tells us that the harm from 
DV and child abuse is far greater and longer-lasting than previously understood. This 
means preventing DV and child abuse deserves a far higher priority.

DV is one of the most underreported crimes, and as a result, the frequency of DV 
and its costs have long been understated. Until fairly recently, governmental and aca-
demic studies estimated the health costs from DV at $5-8 billion.2 These studies only 
considered the treatment of physical injuries, but the ACE research tells us that the fear 
and stress from DV causes a lifetime of health consequences that earlier studies failed 
to consider. In 2009, a study from the Academy of Violence and Abuse estimated the 
health costs from DV as $750 billion.3 Previous studies accounted for less than one 
percent of the true harm caused by DV. 

The authors of this book include research relied on by the CDC that found DV 
costs the United States $3.6 trillion annually, including $2.1 trillion in health costs.4 

1  Jessica Guynn, “Cost of Living is Up. Paychecks are Not. And Workers are Not OK.” USA Today. 
January 27, 2026 available at https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2026/01/25/paychecks-not-keep-
ing-up-with-cost-of-living/88306961007/ 

2  National Center for Injury Prevention and Control. Costs of Intimate Partner Violence Against 
Women in the United States. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2003). Available at https://
stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/6543/cdc_6543_DS1.pdf

3  Theresa Dolezal, David McCollum & Michael Callahan. The Economic Costs of Violence 
and Abuse. Academy on Violence and Abuse (2009). Available at http://www.ccasa.org/wp-content/
uploads/2014/01/Economic-Cost-of-VAW.pdf

4  Peterson C, Kearns MC, McIntosh WL, Estefan LF, Nicolaidis C, McCollister KE, Gordon A, 
Florence C. Lifetime Economic Burden of Intimate Partner Violence Among U.S. Adults. Am J Prev 
Med. 2018 Oct;55(4):433-444. doi: 10.1016/j.amepre.2018.04.049.
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In addition to direct health costs, other costs include the failure of survivors to reach 
their full economic potential, educational underachievement, and higher rates of crime. 
These losses create a severe brake on our economy. The authors of the study recog-
nized that even these painful costs are understated because they miss some of the hard-
to-measure psychological harm to children.

Spreading these enormous costs to every man, woman, and child in the United 
States comes to $11,000 per person annually. If people had to write a check for tol-
erating DV, our response would have been drastically changed decades ago. Instead, 
we pay the cost in health and other insurance; taxes; crime; and a huge drag on the 
economy because so many adult victims, children, and third parties fail to reach their 
economic potential. Even a fraction of these potential savings would make a huge dif-
ference in the lives of people living paycheck to paycheck.

DV and child abuse can be dramatically reduced even if, like smoking, they can 
never be completely eradicated. The financial savings from a significant reduction in 
DV and child abuse would make a substantial improvement in the lives of low-and 
middle-class families in addition to families that would otherwise directly suffer from 
abuse. Advocates for DV and child abuse victims have quite reasonably focused on the 
moral and human benefits of preventing abuse but perhaps the economic benefits will 
prove more effective with policy makers.

We can be confident of our ability to dramatically reduce DV and child abuse 
because many communities have created responses based on holding abusers account-
able that resulted in significant reductions in DV crime, especially homicides. Further-
more, reducing DV will reduce child abuse, because a large percentage of DV abusers 
also hurt their children, and child abuse increases DV because children exposed to DV 
are more likely to grow up and commit crimes, including DV. Just as a coordinated 
community response was used to discourage smoking, it has also been shown to be a 
key component in reducing DV.

HOW TO PREVENT DV AND CHILD ABUSE:  
HOLD ABUSERS ACCOUNTABLE

The first and most important step in preventing domestic violence and child abuse 
is to recognize abuse for what it is, and to hold abusers accountable for their actions and 
the consequences. As Barry Goldstein observes in Chapter 1, the failure to hold abusers 
accountable often begins when police are called to the scene. Officers untrained in the 
dynamics of abuse are very likely to miss signs of abuse, take the word of the abuser 
rather than of his victim, fail to make an arrest or gather the evidence needed to win 
convictions, and leave matters in a dangerous state of irresolution. Worse, there is ample 
data to suggest that police officers are frequently themselves abusers, and that their 
departments and fellow officers will protect them. While some departments fail to take 
DV seriously, other communities like Quincy, Massachusetts, Nashville, San Diego, 
and High Point, North Carolina have developed successful responses to DV that dra-
matically reduce DV crime and especially homicides. The successful practices rely on 
evidence-based research that includes strict enforcement of criminal laws, restraining 
orders, and probation rules; a coordinated community response; assistance for victims; 
and publicity that warns abusers that DV crimes will now have serious consequences.

Chapter 2, contributed by Elizabeth Liu, discusses the role of lawyers in repre-
senting protective mothers before family courts that are ill-informed about or hostile 
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to claims of DV in contested custody cases. The author emphasizes the importance of 
attorneys using a client-centered approach that gives mothers a significant role in mak-
ing decisions about their cases, and in being trauma-informed—sensitive to the harm 
done to survivors by chronic exposure to coercive control and physical abuse. Too 
many attorneys are unwilling to actively advocate for DV victims. They may be afraid 
to present evidence of DV or the research that supports survivors. Some attorneys 
believe judges don’t want to hear this information and instead pressure their clients to 
accept dangerous settlements. DV attorneys need to help courts avoid false or counter-
intuitive assumptions that lead to denying and minimizing the harm caused by abusers. 
Lawyers need to use the research to help courts recognize the health and safety risks to 
survivors and the children.

Nobody is more responsible for raising attention and promoting research about 
gender bias than Lynn Hecht Schafran, the author of Chapter 3, “How Refusing to 
Believe Women Can Undermine Their Children’s Health for Life or Kill Them.” She 
helped convince courts in 41 states to sponsor committees to investigate gender bias 
in their work. The research confirmed that women professionals were taken less seri-
ously, harassed, and worse. The largest part of the problem is that women litigants are 
given less credibility, held to a higher standard of proof, and blamed for the actions of 
their abusers. Courts have made some progress through their investigations of gender 
bias, but women litigants continue to be at a disadvantage, particularly in child custody 
cases. The tendency of courts to make rulings founded on ideological and subjective 
opinions instead of relying on facts and objective scientific research perpetuates the 
harms caused by gender bias.

SHORTCUTS THAT DO REAL HARM

In Chapter 4, Barry Goldstein exposes shortcuts custody courts take in the name 
of efficiency, but which do real harm to children. Courts are under pressure to man-
age crowded calendars, but many of the time-saving measures courts have adopted 
short-circuit the full investigations necessary to gain an adequate understanding of 
what is happening in a contested custody dispute. In DV custody cases, these shortcuts 
almost always work to the benefit of abusive fathers at the expense of children and 
their protective mothers. Context is important in understanding DV, but providing con-
text means presenting important research like ACE and Saunders, and judges impatient 
to keep the process moving resist the introduction of research they deem irrelevant to 
the facts before them. Abusers are happy with the outdated practices courts are used to 
that help fathers take custody from good mothers. Other common examples of short-
cuts that help abusers include limiting evidence to recent DV, physical abuse, or direct 
abuse of children; focusing only on public behavior; assuming the goal is shared par-
enting; high conflict approaches; and failure to hear from DV experts. Courts believe 
the limitations are fair because they apply to both parents, but the effects further tilt 
outcomes in favor of abusers.

Veronica York discusses the role of child protective agencies in Chapter 5. Short-
cuts play a role here, too. The heavy caseloads most child protective services workers 
shoulder make it very difficult to devote the time needed to thoroughly and confiden-
tially investigate abuse. Caseworkers are supposed to receive training about DV and 
child abuse but are seldom trained in or required to use a trauma-informed approach 
sensitive to evidence of coercion and abuse. As in custody courts, child protective 
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services proceed on the assumption that two parents are always better than one, and 
that it is more important to keep fathers, even abusive ones, in children’s lives. Veron-
ica also reports on a promising new approach called “The Greenbook Initiative,” is 
a compendium of best practices that fosters multi-disciplinary cooperation between 
DV agencies and organizations charged with protecting children. 

In Chapter 6, “Removing Bias from Alienation Theories,” Barry Goldstein and 
Veronica York argue that “alienation” frameworks used in custody litigation—ranging 
from Parental Alienation Syndrome to “gatekeeping”—lack scientific support and oper-
ate as gender-biased tools that frequently assist abusive fathers. Drawing on practice 
experience and research syntheses (including ACE and the Saunders Study), this chap-
ter shows how ordinary protective parenting is routinely mischaracterized as alienation 
while fathers’ coercive control, litigation abuse, intimidation, and interference with chil-
dren’s medical and mental health care are minimized or ignored. The authors propose 
reforms to remove bias: evaluate both parents’ conduct, investigate abuse and trauma as 
primary explanations for child resistance, require evidence rather than assumptions, and 
adopt trauma-informed, DV-informed decision-making that prioritizes children’s safety 
and attachment to the non-abusive parent.

EFFECTIVE COMMUNITY RESPONSES 

One of the most pernicious harms of domestic violence is how abusers isolate 
their victims from family, friends, and neighbors, and one of the most effective strate-
gies for combating DV is to reverse this isolation through a community-coordinated 
response—advocacy networks, shelters, social services, and law enforcement work-
ing together to provide resources for recovery and healing. Too often, however, one 
vital ingredient is missing from community-based services for DV survivors: religious 
communities ought to play a major role, but don’t. As Debra Wingfield and Dan Boeck 
discuss in Chapter 7, “Faith-Based Survivor Advocacy,” many religious communities 
are strongly patriarchal, place the father at the head of the family, and value saving 
marriages more than protecting endangered mothers and children. Many faith com-
munities have even tolerated and covered up sexual abuse of children. In response to 
the DV movement some clergy and religious institutions have sought to support DV 
victims. When clergy are educated about DV and sincere in their desire to protect 
the most vulnerable members of their flock, they can be a powerful force for good. 
Starting as an informal, grass-roots effort to support abuse survivors navigating the 
complexity of family court, “Called to Peace Ministries” has evolved to provide a 
Coordinated Community Response, including highly trained advocates, for survivors 
seeking support that is both evidence-based and faith-based. In a special Appendix 
to their chapter, “The House of Peace Advocacy Training Program,” Debra and Dan 
outline “three fundamental tenets of advocacy” and explain how they train advocates 
to guide protective mothers through a family court system that can seem arbitrary, 
intimidating, and hostile. 

Whether you believe it’s a good thing or not, sports play as great or greater role in 
the everyday life of America than does religion, and athletes are our most visible role 
models. Like religion, however, sports has a decidedly mixed record when it comes 
to responding to DV. Athletes are groomed by a culture of competition that can eas-
ily veer into violence, and sports teams, leagues, and media are far too apt to ignore 
or make excuses for serious misconduct when the abuser is a fan favorite. Rita Smith 
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took on the NFL over its record of looking the other way when its star athletes were 
charged with abuse, and ended up being hired by NFL’s commissioner to turn around 
the attitude of players, coaches, fans, and the companies whose advertising makes it all 
run. In Chapter 8, “SportsWorld,” Smith reviews the long history of athletes receiving 
special privileges and treatment, and of colleges, professional sports, and even law 
enforcement protecting sports heroes who committed DV or other abuses. The O.J. 
Simpson murder case and later the arrest of Ray Rice and other NFL players brought 
attention to the problem and put pressure on sports leagues to create a meaningful 
response. The leagues now have greater latitude to investigate DV even without an 
arrest or conviction. Leagues now provide training to athletes and employees about 
avoiding DV and sexual assault. The penalties for this abusive behavior are now more 
severe. Pro leagues are also helping to fund organizations that work to prevent DV 
and sexual abuse, but sport leagues could do more by working together to make their 
voices more powerful and consistent, and athletes could use their celebrity and social 
media to promote messages against violence.

The media often lets us down, too. DV advocates depend on legacy and new media 
to educate the public about domestic violence, but gender bias—unintentional yet 
firmly entrenched—garbles or confuses the message. In Chapter 9, “Domestic Violence 
in the News: Common Coverage Mistakes and the Path Away from Superficial Report-
ing,” journalist Jessica Klein takes her profession to task for under-reporting DV and 
child abuse, and for falling back on clichés and passive-voice narratives that frequently 
erase offenders from the story. Journalists often use victim-blaming approaches and 
seek to tell “both sides of the story,” as if there were any justification for DV or child 
abuse. The news isn’t all bad: Klein reports on recent improvements by investigative 
journalists telling important stories with care and nuance. Some grants and non-profit 
newsrooms have been helpful in providing more of the needed coverage and should 
be expanded. As the scientific research that supports victims’ concerns gains wider 
currency, journalists are more likely to provide fact-based coverage. Klein advocates 
for newsrooms to establish a regular beat to cover abuse instead sending ambulance 
chasers after the most gruesome stories. DV and child abuse are specialized areas of 
knowledge and reporters need training to do a better job covering these issues. 

ADDRESSING THE STRUCTURAL IMPEDIMENTS TO JUST 
OUTCOMES FOR WOMEN

Chapter 10, “Women Suffer Injustice In Family Court Because The Constitution 
Allows It. Why Aren’t Women Talking About This?” by nationally known legal scholar 
Wendy Murphy, addresses the structural inequity at the heart of the American justice sys-
tem: the historic, pervasive, and deeply rooted legal bias against women that the Equal 
Rights Amendment was conceived to address. The amendment was ratified by Virginia, 
the 38th state to do so, in 2020, but because the Congressionally mandated time limit had 
passed, the ERA is not yet recognized as part of the Constitution. Women have achieved 
an unprecedented level of parity with men, so many believe the ERA no longer matters. 
As Murphy shows, this assumption is dangerously wrong. Without the ERA, there is 
nothing in the Constitution to force courts to respect women’s rights. Courts and other 
governmental agencies treat women unfairly because they can. The challenges women 
face when seeking justice over workplace harassment, unequal pay, sexual assault, inti-
mate partner violence, and other forms of economic and legal mistreatment continue 
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because women lack the legal protection of equal standing before the court. The wide-
spread failure of custody courts to treat protective mothers fairly is similarly permitted. 
Professor Murphy urges women litigants to recognize and raise the issue of discrimina-
tion and to bring motions and lawsuits based on this unequal treatment—and to continue 
fighting for the eventual passage of the ERA.

In Chapter 11, Veronica York examines the harm caused by the “Fathers’ Rights” 
Movement. Throughout history, in most cultures, it is men who preside over and control 
the family. Over the last one hundred years, especially in the United States and Western 
Europe, a series of liberation movements, including temperance and suffrage crusades 
and organizations devoted to employment and educational equality, have fought to win 
equal treatment for women. These efforts have made women less unequal, although 
there is still a long way to go. But even this limited progress has been too much for 
the men who champion “Fathers’ Rights.” A key strategy of this sinister movement 
is using family courts to regain what they see as their “right” to control their wives 
and children. They have developed tactics like Parental Alienation Syndrome, shared 
parenting, and high conflict approaches to create a false narrative that children are 
always better off with two parents, even if one is an abuser. These tactics have been 
catastrophically successful in convincing judges to allow abusers back into the lives of 
survivors who have tried to escape to safety. The “father’s rights” abusers demand are 
really rights to continue the violence and coercive control they believe is their natural 
prerogative as men. The murders and other preventable deaths of innocent children 
that result have so far failed to fully rouse the conscience of the courts to reform their 
biased practices. 

RESPONSE FROM THE MEDICAL COMMUNITY 

Family physicians and pediatricians are at the front lines in the effort to stop DV. 
When a mother and her child present with evidence of abuse, health providers can, as 
pediatrician Karli Okeson urges in Chapter 12, “go beyond the vital signs to ask the 
vital questions” that can mean the difference between safety and danger, life and death. 
As “mandated reporters” physicians have a legal duty to bring clear cases of abuse to 
the attention of the relevant legal authorities. More importantly, however, physicians 
can and must address the needs of victims, by careful, trauma-informed screening, 
coordinating appropriate follow up care, and “bridging the conversation”—creating 
a safe space for victims that cultivates healing. Providing compassionate, supportive, 
and patient-focused care in the medical setting can contribute to better outcomes for 
patients by making them feel safe, validated, and secure.

Abused children are often unable to tell caseworkers or court professionals about 
the abuse they suffered, because of fear or threats from the abuser. Court profession-
als usually lack the techniques or interest in creating an atmosphere where children 
feel comfortable describing their experiences. Yet without such testimony, it is almost 
impossible to persuade family court judges that abuse has occurred and that the abuser 
is unfit to parent. In Chapter 13, “Saving Lives: Giving Children a Voice In Custody 
Outcomes,” Dr. Greenwald describes an intense therapy approach, using a technique 
called “Progressive Counting” over a four-day period, that helped the child describe her 
father’s abuse to the caseworker and GAL. Dr. Greenwald has successfully applied this 
method in cases where children have suffered or witnessed abuse but have been unable 
to verbalize their experience in a way that would satisfy the courts. In the second half of 
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this chapter, Dr. Genevieve Brackins examines the frequent failures of custody courts to 
protect children, underscoring the necessity of approaches like her co-author’s. 

Among the weakest links in the family courts are “custody evaluators”—usually 
psychologists, evaluators interview family members and other witnesses, and make 
formal recommendations to the court about child custody arrangements. Judges, who 
are trained in the law and not in mental health, tend to defer to evaluators in decid-
ing questions of custody, visitation, and shared parenting. As Dr. Mo Therese Hannah 
explains in Chapter 14, “‘Mistakes’ Are Made: The Problems with Custody Evalua-
tors,” ceding so much responsibility to evaluators who lack the training and knowl-
edge to make these kinds of determinations leads to unjust and often tragic outcomes, 
especially in contested custody cases where domestic violence is present. The author, a 
psychologist and DV survivor, recounts entering family court with documented abuse 
findings and an expectation of protection, only to discover a system that routinely 
ignores allegations of abuse or, worse, turns them into narratives of maternal pathol-
ogy. Central to the chapter is the evaluator’s outsized reliance on psychological instru-
ments (notably the MMPI) that do not validly assess parenting capacity or predict child 
safety outcomes. Dr. Hannah’s ordeal, frustrating and painful as it was, came to a better 
conclusion than many protective mothers endure. Her experience inspired her to found 
a conference series, The Battered Mothers’ Custody Conferences, that has served as 
an influential forum for protective mothers and DV experts to share research findings, 
strategies, and ideas for reforming a dysfunctional court system. 

Chapter 15, “Creating Custody Courts that Protect Children” by Barry Goldstein 
discusses how courts can better protect children. Custody courts developed practices to 
respond to DV at a time when almost no research was available. It is not surprising that 
many initial assumptions turned out to be wrong. What is disappointing is that inertia 
and defensiveness have prevented needed reforms now that there is research that con-
firms the present practices are harming children. With rare exceptions, courts have been 
slow to integrate ACE and Saunders that go to the essence of the wellbeing of children 
while allowing itself to be influenced by unscientific alienation theories, twice rejected 
by the American Psychiatric Association for lack of valid research. These theories are 
deliberately biased to help abusive fathers take custody from good mothers. Even worse, 
custody courts do not understand the essential nature of DV custody cases and continue 
to use the same practices as relied on for two safe parents. Abusive fathers have devel-
oped tactics to manipulate custody courts to regain control over their victims and punish 
them for trying to leave. This has made it almost impossible for mothers with children 
to escape DV abusers. As a result, two decades of progress in reducing DV homicides 
has been stopped and fully reversed. DV homicides of women went from 1,600 in 1978 
to 1,181 in 2005 and back to 1,690 in 2021. The increase occurred while other types of 
murder have reached record lows. Over 1,000 children involved in DV custody cases 
have been murdered in the last 16 years, mostly by abusive fathers. Custody courts have 
allowed themselves to become a huge obstacle to the work to prevent DV.

When President Kennedy asked his Surgeon General to create a committee to study 
the connection between smoking and cancer, the ensuing studies confirmed the lethal 
effects of cigarette smoking, and the Surgeon General, public health officials, and trial 
lawyers mounted an all-out offensive against smoking. The benefits to society have 
been of enormous import: millions of lives have been saved, and immeasurable suffer-
ing prevented. Today we are presented with a similar opportunity to reduce suffering 
and save lives. The “ACE” (Adverse Childhood Experiences) research has confirmed 
the same profound lethality of domestic violence and related exposure to trauma that 
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a prior generation discovered about smoking. In the book’s concluding chapter, “What 
Would An All-Out Offensive Against Domestic Violence and Child Abuse Look Like? 
It Might Be Modeled on the Victory Over Cigarette Smoking,” Barry Goldstein nar-
rates the decades-long history of public health efforts to discourage cigarette smoking. 
Given the 73% drop in adult cigarette smoking that took place between the 1960s and 
the year 2022, it is clear that this campaign, whose methods included media messaging, 
medical advice, school curricula, and legislation, was one of the most successful public 
health efforts in history. He recommends that the same approaches that were success-
fully used to discourage cigarette smoking be utilized by the movement to eliminate 
domestic violence and child abuse. Just as smoking was shown to cause cancer and 
heart disease, the relationship between Adverse Childhood Experiences and deleteri-
ous health outcomes later in life offers a compelling argument to consider DV and CA 
as equally toxic to human health and well-being as smoking has been proven to be. 

CONCLUSION

When the American Cancer Society discovered research linking smoking and 
lung cancer, they must have been saddened by the enormous harm cigarettes were 
causing and yet excited about the benefits the research could bring. The editors of 
this book are excited that the research cited by the authors of the chapters in this book 
confirm what we expected. ACE can be used like the Surgeon General’s Report six 
decades ago to dramatically reduce cancer and heart disease and so many other health 
and social problems. 

In 1964, 200 reporters showed up for the press conference announcing the 
Surgeon General’s findings. There was much excitement at the prospect of saving 
lives by discouraging smoking. Reporters also covered the potential financial harm 
because tobacco was such a large industry. It turned out the financial savings from 
preventing cancer and heart disease were far greater than the economic value of the 
tobacco industry.

Smokers’ “rights” groups, often financed by the tobacco industry, created another 
obstacle to reducing cancer and heart disease by discouraging smoking. Smokers did 
not suffer any disadvantages beyond the effects of smoking but somehow argued for 
their right to harm the health of others. As a society, we did not allow these “rights” to 
interfere with the enormous benefits from reducing smoking.

For five decades, the primary focus on DV has been the human harm caused by DV 
and child abuse and human benefits from preventing that abuse. Sadly, the potential 
human benefits have not been enough to convince society to take the actions necessary 
to prevent DV as we took to prevent smoking. It is hard to grasp or fully calculate the 
financial benefits from allowing people who would otherwise be harmed by smoking 
or DV to reach their full potential. There are so many variables that any calculation 
or estimate is likely to understate the benefit from prevention. Dr. Vincent Felitti, lead 
author of the original ACE Study believes prevention is the best use of his research, 
particularly in the family courts.

The latest research demonstrates our tolerance for DV is costing the United States 
at least $3.6 trillion dollars annually. This doesn’t include the financial cost of sexual 
assault, harassment, discrimination, and the many ways women are mistreated because 
of their gender. There are similarly large financial losses from our continued tolerance 
and even encouragement of racism, heterosexism, classism, and attacks on immigrants. 
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Ironically, people who scapegoat and blame others for their economic hardship are 
undermining the economy and thus themselves. Just as everyone personally benefitted 
financially from preventing smoking, everyone would enjoy significant financial ben-
efits from reducing DV and child abuse.

When the link between smoking and cancer was exposed, the tobacco lobby was 
the largest obstacle to the enormous benefits from discouraging smoking. We now 
know the tobacco companies lied to the public and minimized the harm they were 
causing. They engaged in aggressive litigation tactics and propaganda to hold on to 
their deadly business as long as possible. Particularly reprehensible was their work to 
lure children into the dangerous habit of smoking. 

The benefits of avoiding smoking were so great that we overcame the obstacles cre-
ated by the tobacco industry. The frequency of smoking went from 42.4% of the public 
in 1965 to 11.5% in 2021. Nearly half of all living adults who ever smoked have quit. 
The work to prevent smoking has saved more than 8 million lives in the United States.

Today, the largest obstacles to preventing DV include male supremacist (“fathers’ 
rights”) groups, the cottage industry that helps abusers in family courts, and the cus-
tody court system. Male supremacist groups and the cottage industry do their harm for 
ideological and financial reasons. They engage in lies and minimization like the tobacco 
companies. Men have a long history of power and privilege over women and their fight 
is not for equal rights but to maintain their unfair advantages. Even worse than smokers, 
abusers deliberately seek to harm their victims. We should be able to overcome the cot-
tage industry as it has a small fraction of the wealth and power the tobacco industry had.

In fairness, no judge wants to hurt children. The problem is that the custody courts 
initially developed practices to respond to DV at a time when no research was avail-
able. Once the research demonstrated the old practices were harming children, the 
courts ought to have engaged in an end-to-end reevaluation of their assumptions and 
practices. Instead, inertia and defensiveness have prevented the courts from making the 
necessary reforms that would protect children from abusers. We hope the conclusive 
research about the harm of the present practices to children, the link to cancer and heart 
disease, and the enormous harm to society (including increased DV homicides and 
mass shootings) will convince courts to create the needed reforms.

If the courts are unwilling to fix their flawed response to DV, it will be up to 
legislatures to force courts to protect children and stop tolerating DV. The rise in DV 
homicides that can be directly traced back to ill-considered and uninformed custody 
court rulings, and the enormous economic harm that is an unavoidable consequence of 
the trauma inflicted by abusers, should give legislatures a strong incentive to pass laws 
like the Safe Child Act that require courts to use the best tools available, like the ACE 
and Saunders findings, and make the health and safety of children, not “efficiency” in 
managing their dockets, the highest priority.

Several of the chapters in this book include citations to a study from the Center 
for Judicial Excellence (CJE). The center has kept a record of the number of children 
involved in contested custody cases who were murdered. Some chapter authors cite the 
most recent CJE count, that “989 children” have died since the Center began keeping 
records 16 years earlier; other chapters use the figure “over 1,000.” When the executive 
director of CJE took a leave of absence in 2025, the count stopped. The actual number 
is now, regrettably, well over 1,000.

The fundamental premise of this book is that we can create a coordinated com-
munity response to prevent DV as we did to prevent smoking. We have been pleased 
with the response we have received from the American Cancer Society and American 
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Heart Association in discussions about their role in preventing cancer and heart dis-
ease by discouraging DV and child abuse just as they did by discouraging smoking. 
Communities like religion, education, medical, law enforcement, mental health, legal, 
sports, and business can come together to use their influence for preventing DV and 
child abuse. We have focused on the American Cancer Society and American Heart 
Association because they are well respected and have a history of bringing a com-
munity response together for the good cause of preventing cancer and heart disease. 
It is time, indeed well past time, to wage the same health-enriching, life-saving effort 
against DV and child abuse. 
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