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On September 18, 2006, John Woodring broke into a battered women’s shelter in 

Jacksonville, North Carolina in pursuit of his estranged wife, Bonnie Woodring, and shot her 

to death in the kitchen.  Her 13-year old son was staying in the shelter with her, but was not 

in the kitchen at the time.  Bonnie had obtained an emergency order of protection against 

John a week before he killed her. The court hearing on the full order of protection was 

scheduled for the next day.  In court documents, she testified that she had been trying to 

leave the abusive relationship; that her husband had been convicted of previous domestic 

violence assaults against previous wives; that he had ‘attempted to choke’ her when she tried 

to leave him; that he stalks her at work and ‘keeps tabs on me 24/7’; that she was in fear for 

herself and her child; that he choked her son; that he is intimidating; and that he threatened 

to kill her.  The day she received the ex-parte order, John attacked her so violently she 

needed to be hospitalized. Although the order of protection contained precise information 

about John’s schedule and place of employment, law enforcement never arrested him, even 

after the retribution assault that landed her in the hospital that day.   

 

Three months before her murder, Judge Danny E. Davis, the same judge who issued the 

order of protection in September, denied Bonnie’s petition for an order of protection for 

“failing to prove the grounds for relief.”  In that petition, Bonnie described her year and a 

half relationship with her husband as “rocky, riddled with jealous rages, intimidation, 

pushing me down, threatening to kill me if I ever left him.”  Additionally, he had been 

physically abusive and intimidating to her children.  Subsequent investigation after the 

murder revealed that he had a secret on-line identity in which he used and participated in on-

line pornography and had several adulterous relationships. He also had a fifteen-year 

criminal arrest history of domestic violence involving two ex-wives. 



 

Everything is wrong with this picture. How did we fail Bonnie Woodring?  What, if 

anything, could we have done to prevent this tragedy?  How can we, as a society, make the 

justice system take seriously the lethal threat of domestic violence, and how can we offer 

meaningful protection to women who suffer this abuse?  Why did Bonnie need to flee and 

seek refuge in a shelter outside of her home in an attempt to save herself and her son from 

her husband’s abuse? Why does home cease to be a shelter for a battered woman after she 

has been abused?  Why couldn’t the criminal justice system protect her while allowing her to 

remain in her own home and community? 

 

 

The answer is that the criminal justice system is not currently set up to offer real protection 

to victims, to assist them in becoming survivors instead of victims, and to hold batterers 

responsible for their violence.  Society needs a paradigm shift in how it addresses domestic 

violence.  This article describes recent legislation passed in Massachusetts that signifies a first 

step toward building capacity within the criminal justice system to effectively respond to 

domestic violence. It then describes other necessary procedures and safeguards to offer a 

comprehensive plan to help women safely exit abusive relationships and to control, defuse, 

and eliminate future violence. 

 

 Recently passed legislation (House Bill 30, “An Act Relative to Enhanced Protection for 

Victims of Domestic Violence”) provides judges with the option of ordering offenders who 

have violated an order of protection to wear a Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) monitoring 

device. The bill allows the court to establish, as a condition of probation, geographic 

exclusion zones which can include the victim’s residence, place of work, the children’s 

schools, or other places that she frequents.  These GPS devices track the offender’s 

movements to ensure that he is obeying the terms of the orders of protection. If an offender 

enters geographic exclusion zones set by the court while wearing a GPS device, both the 

authorities and the victim are automatically notified.  If the court finds that the offender 

violated the order of probation, it can order imprisonment, a fine, or both.  The bill also 

allows the court to require the violator to pay the costs associated with the monitoring, 



which is estimated to be about $10 per day.  The Probation Department will administer the 

program.iii 

 

The GPS legislation is a first step toward imposing sanctions on a batterer that are 

specifically tailored to his behavior. GPS technology serves as part of a graduated sanction 

that enables probation officers to respond immediately to any violation. This technology will 

also aid in recognizing stalking activities that might otherwise be undetected by the victim 

and/or law enforcement officials.  Moreover, it facilitates law enforcement response by 

pinpointing the location of the offender and by proving violations so that a court can order 

more stringent sanctions. 

 

The most successful implementation of the new GPS legislation would use the sanction as 

part of a comprehensive approach to domestic violence prevention.  This approach includes 

mandating the use of dangerousness assessments in all domestic violence cases, as well as the 

use of alternative sanctions, such as batterer detention facilities.  

DANGEROUSNESS ASSESSMENTS 

Additional legislation pending in Massachusetts would require a uniform dangerousness 

assessment protocol to be used by all police departments when responding to a domestic 

dispute. Dangerousness assessments are easily administered questionnaires that help law 

enforcement identify high-risk cases of domestic violence. Years of study of domestic 

homicides by experts such as Dr. Jacqueline Campbell of the Johns Hopkins Medical School 

have revealed that several consistent lethality factors are present in domestic homicides and 

attempted murders.  Because domestic homicides take place in the context of abusive 

relationships, analyzing features of domestic violence attacks and patterns in a relationship 

can help us predict the chance of future lethal attacks.  A dangerousness assessment is a tool 

with which to red-flag cases with lethality indicators so that the criminal justice system can 

more closely monitor the situation, and be responsive to any signs of increased danger.  The 

dangerousness assessment must be conducted and reevaluated on an on-going basis as the 

nature of the danger an offender poses to a victim can also change at predictable trigger 

points, such as court dates, the expiration of an order of protection, or a new intimate 

partner relationship involving the victim/survivor. 

 



 

Lethality indicators include whether the abuser has threatened to kill the victim, whether the 

abuser owns a weapon, whether the victim is attempting or has attempted to leave the 

abuser, strangulation, violence to children or pets, and previous violence or threats to the 

victim.  Of note is also that suicidal threats by the abuser indicate potential lethality to the 

victim. Screening for all these (and other) factors can be easily done by first-responders in 

law enforcement when called to a domestic violence scene.iv 

 

The importance of the criminal justice system investigating potential lethality of a domestic 

violence assault cannot be underestimated.  Dangerousness assessment and risk management 

protocols will help judges, prosecutors and probation officers to determine which domestic 

violence cases would be appropriate for GPS monitoring of the offender. These tools enable 

a coordinated community response, including law enforcement, victims’ services, batterer’s 

intervention and courts, working together, to identify who may be at greatest risk of being 

further victimized at the hands their batterer, also helping to decide who is the primary 

aggressor, if such a determination needs to be made.  

 

LEAVING AND RETRIBUTION ASSAULT 

We know from the past twenty-five years of the battered women’s movement that leaving is 

the most dangerous time for a woman. Battering is about the exercise of power and control, 

and leaving signifies a loss of control to the batterer. Men don’t batter because they want the 

woman to leave—rather, they do it often in part to keep a woman in her place, i.e., within 

his access and under his guard. Thus, when we develop policies, laws, and practices to stop 

domestic violence, we must incorporate our understanding of these underlying dynamics. 

When a woman seeks an order of protection, she is both taking a step toward leaving her 

batterer and asking those who work in the criminal justice system to help her. She is placing 

her life in their hands. We must treat this time as the potentially volatile and dangerous 

period that it is for her. If leaving is the most dangerous time for a battered woman, then 

that is the precise time when the criminal justice system must offer her the most protection it 

can to prevent further predictable assaults and to keep her safe. 

 

 



Bonnie Woodring’s case is a tragic example of what happens when the criminal justice 

system fails in this mission. In her first application for a temporary order of protection 

Bonnie had told the court that her husband had threatened to kill her if she left him, that he 

had previously assaulted her and her children, and that he had a criminal history of domestic 

violence assaults, and that he was suicidal.  Instead of identifying the lethal danger that her 

husband posed to her, Judge Davis found that she failed to even meet the criteria for an 

order of protection in the first place. When Bonnie finally did receive an order of protection 

months later, she returned home only to be assaulted so severely by her husband that she 

had to be hospitalized.  

 

 I refer to this as “retribution assault” to indicate the punishment batterers often inflict on 

their victims after the victims seek help from the criminal justice system.  When battered 

women seek help, it offends the batterer’s sense of entitlement, and invariably goes directly 

against a threat he had previously issued, provoking a reaction along the lines of “I told you 

never to get an order of protection, now I’m really going to kill you.”v  Because of the danger 

of retribution assaults, courts and law enforcement must recognize the battered woman’s 

plight. Orders must be served immediately, and signs of anger or resistance by the accused 

offender may well indicate risk of further assault.  Law enforcement must take this seriously.  

Moreover, a violation of an order of protection must itself be considered as an increased 

lethality indicator.  Such violations show the batterer’s disregard for legal authority, as well as 

his belief that he is above or outside of the legitimate control of anyone else telling him what 

he can do in his own castle.vi   

Sometime soon after Bonnie Woodring left the hospital, she went into a battered women’s 

shelter with her son.  John had already violated the protection order in the first beating the 

day she received it, and he continued to violate it through contacting her via email and trying 

to reach her at work. As noted above, Bonnie’s husband killed her the night before they 

were scheduled to return to court for a hearing on a permanent order of protection.  As this 

story illustrates, and the data confirms, court hearings are extremely dangerous times for 

increased risk of violence by an offender.vii 

These kinds of stories may make us feel helpless. But now imagine the judge at a domestic 

violence court hearing looking at a document that reads in large, bold letters 

“DANGEROUSNESS ASSESSMENT/RISK MANAGEMENT TOOL,” a document that 



contains red flags pointing to information about the potential lethality of the situation in 

front of him.  With this information prominently available, a judge would be unlikely to deny 

an order and would be far more likely to issue an order of protection with a greater number 

of additional safeguards.  Hopefully, judges would use the dangerousness assessments to 

impose appropriate and meaningful sanctions on the offender.  In conjunction with GPS 

monitoring and increased sanctions, alternative containment options should be available.   

BATTERER DETENTION 

 

Batterer detention is appropriate in some situations to contain the batterer’s movements, 

protect the victim, their children, and society at large, and hold him responsible for his 

abuse. Detention facilities should be created for this purpose that offer all the services 

necessary to change battering behavior and are based on a coordinated community response 

to domestic violence. To ensure that all relevant stakeholders in the domestic violence 

community have buy-in, the formation and functioning of these facilities should include the 

participation of judges, prosecutors, probation officers, victim advocates, and social service 

providers specifically trained in batterer intervention. Such facilities should include not only 

batterer intervention programs but work-release on GPS monitoring and enforced child 

support payments so that a battered woman who may be economically dependent on her 

abuser does not have to choose between forcing her children to go hungry and suffering 

continued abuse.   

 

NEXT STEPS 

 

Programs that are responsive to this danger are emerging.  For example,  in Newburyport, 

MA, a high-risk assessment team is currently using dangerousness assessments in their 

domestic violence response with impressive results.  (See Dunne and Chadwick, this issue).  

Their team approach is an outstanding example of community involvement and close 

collaboration among law enforcement and advocates who are committed to providing real 

safety to victims by holding the offender accountable for the violence.  They are also already 

using GPS electronic monitoring of some of their high-risk cases, and have not reported any 

reassaults. 

 



 

Shifting the paradigm to impose offender accountability commensurate with the crime opens 

new doors of possibility for transforming victims of domestic violence into survivors.  If the 

batterer’s movements are contained, and the victim does not need to seek shelter services, 

this may lessen the enormous pressure on shelters to provide this type of support. Shelters 

would not be eliminated, but with more resources at their disposal, battered women’s 

advocates could focus their attention on providing other desperately needed resources to 

meet the many needs of survivors struggling to achieve empowerment. Economic 

independence is crucial for all women, but even more so for battered women – micro-credit 

lending programs are just one example of the kind of creative use of resources that a reduced 

need for shelters might inspire. Job retraining could be organized and offered where 

appropriate as well.  We could even create a network of corporations who offer such 

programs to assist battered women in their transformation from merely surviving to a truly 

thriving life. 

 

Although the percentage of domestic violence cases that escalate into homicides are small 

compared to the overall number of women who are beaten and abused by their partners 

every yearviii, the homicides have enormous symbolic importance.  Every time a man kills a 

woman in a domestic relationship, it sends a terrorizing, threatening and ominous message 

to battered women that this could be their fate if they make a misstep.  And in case battered 

women don’t get that message directly, batterers often inform their victims about the 

murders, threatening along the lines of, “Go get your order of protection, you see what it did 

for her.”  In this way, batterers maintain terrorist-like control of their victims. 

In this way, the tragedies of other families only increase a batterer’s terrorist-like control of 

his victims.  

 

The frightening implications of domestic violence homicide are even more shocking in 

Bonnie’s case, which demonstrated that even a shelter may not be able to protect a battered 

woman from her husband’s murderous violence.  Bonnie’s murder underscores the critical 

need to reexamine our current responses to domestic violence and to develop an assessment 

program for victims of violence to help them get their lives on track.  The least we can do is 

value a woman’s life when she seeks help from the justice system, and to take seriously the 



imminent danger she may be in.  Further, we absolutely have to hold the offender 

accountable and contain his actions.  Promising new tools to achieve this goal include the 

mandatory use of dangerousness assessments by trained law enforcement personnel; the use 

of GPS monitoring of offenders where appropriate; and batterer detention facilities to 

provide work-release, offender management, and batterer intervention. All these 

improvements are within our grasp.  With battered women’s lives on the line, we have no 

excuse for not doing everything in our power to save them. 

 

 

Diane L. Rosenfeld is a Lecturer on Law at Harvard Law School where she teaches Gender Violence, Law 

and Social Justice and supervises clinical placements on women’s rights advocacy and gender justice.  Kirstin 

Scheffler is a student at Harvard Law School, Class of 2008, who is working on the implementation of the 

new legislation and is a legal intern with the Jeannie Geiger Crisis Center in Newburyport, MA. 

Questions/comments may be directed to Professor Rosenfeld at rosenfeld@law.harvard.edu. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

                                                 
i
 The authors wish to thank Leah Satine, Harvard Law School, Class of 2007,  Kara 
Lowentheil, Harvard Law School, Class of 2008 and Roberta Oster Sachs for valuable 
editorial assistance and input on this project. 
ii This article was originally published in Domestic Violence Report, © Civic Research 
Institute, Inc., 4478 US Route 27, Kingston NJ 08528. All rights reserved. Domestic 
Violence Report is a bimonthly professional report letter devoted to innovative programs, 
legal developments, and current services and research for those protecting, assisting, 
counseling, and treating the victims of domestic violence.  For subscription information, 
visit www.civicresearchinstitute.com or write Civic Research Institute, 4478 U.S. Route 27, 



                                                                                                                                                 

P.O. Box 585, Kingston, NJ 08528 or call 609-683-4450. 
 
iii The Massachusetts Probation Department already monitors Level 3 Sex Offenders on a 
GPS program.  The GPS technology makes even more sense in a domestic violence context, 
as there is a readily identifiable victim whom the system can protect. The Probation 
Department supported this legislation, and only needs a budget appropriation to begin 
instituting the program for domestic violence offenders. 
iv For example, in some jurisdictions that use dangerousness assessments, police use flash-
cards on which the questions are printed. 
v Affidavit of Dorothy Guinta Cotter, filed in Essex County Court, before she was killed by 
her estranged husband William Cotter, in Massachusetts in 2002. 
vi Wilson and Daly refer to this as ‘male sexual proprietariness’ and describe the offense to 
the male’s sense of entitlement and honor when they sense any infringement on their ability 
to control their partner. (Wilson and Daly, 2007). 
vii For example, in the Dorothy Guinta Cotter case, William Cotter killed her the night 
before the court hearing. See Dunne and Chadwick, this issue. 

viii Estimates of women beaten by an intimate partner range from 2 to 4 million per year in 
the United States. On average, more than three women are murdered by their husbands or 
boyfriends in this country every day. In 2000, 1,247 women were killed by an intimate 
partner.  Estimates of women beaten by an intimate partner range from 960,000 incidents of 
violence against a current or former spouse, boyfriend, or girlfriend per year to three million 
women who are physically abused by their husband or boyfriend per year. 

(http://www.endabuse.org/resources/facts/  ). 


