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Domestic Violence Definitions 
 
Domestic violence is defined in a variety of ways. If you are involved with a family law 
matter, it can be helpful to know that service providers, law enforcement, and those 
who work for the courts use different definitions depending on their role and the 
particular circumstances. For example, a judicial officer presiding over a criminal case 
will use different criteria to determine if domestic violence has occurred than a judicial 
officer presiding over a protection order.  
 
While no one gets to define your experience, others will make determinations about 
whether your experience fits their definition of domestic violence for legal purposes or 
for the purpose of providing you with services.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We created this comparison chart to clarify the different types of definitions and how 
they are used. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There are so many definitions of domestic violence. It can be 
really confusing. It is helpful to know which definition applies 
in each setting:  family court, criminal court, or at a domestic 
violence program. 

– A domestic violence advocate 
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Domestic Violence Definitions Comparison Chart 

Type Definition How it is Used 

Behavioral 

A pattern of assaultive and 
coercive behaviors including 
physical, psychological, and 
sexual attacks, as well as 
economic coercion, that adults 
or adolescents use against their 
intimate partners. The intent, 
context, and effect of the 
behavior indicate whether it is 
being used to assert control 
over someone or to protect 
oneself. 

Community-Based DV Advocacy 
Programs use behavioral definitions (but 
not necessarily this exact one) rather 
than legal ones. They view DV as a 
pattern of coercive control that does 
not have to include physical violence. 

Criminal 
RCW 

10.99.020  

There is no one crime that is 
called “Domestic Violence.” 
Domestic violence is a label 
added to certain crimes when a 
family or household member 
or someone in a dating 
relationship commits them.  

Some of the crimes that could 
be DV crimes are:  
Harassment (threats to cause 
harm) 
Assault (involving intentional 
infliction of bodily harm) 
Malicious mischief (knowingly 
causing property damage),  
Rape  
Stalking (repeated harassment 
or following causing fear) 

A DV crime may be a single incident 
(except for stalking). There does not 
need to be a pattern of coercive control. 
 
Only a prosecutor/government attorney 
can file or dismiss criminal charges 
against someone. A victim or survivor 
cannot file or dismiss criminal charges, 
but can serve as a witness. 
 
In order for someone to be found guilty 
of a crime, the judge or jury needs 
evidence that proves guilt beyond a 
reasonable doubt. This is harder to 
prove than what is needed to prove DV 
in a non-criminal case (e.g., a custody or 
protection order hearing).  

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=10.99.020
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=10.99.020
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Domestic Violence Definitions Comparison Chart 

Type Definition How it is Used 

Civil  
RCW 

26.50.010 

Domestic violence is defined as 
any of the following, when 
involving family or household 
members or people in a 
current or former dating 
relationship: 

• Physical harm, bodily injury, 
assault; 

• Infliction of fear of imminent 
physical harm, bodily injury 
or assault;  

• Sexual assault; or  

• Stalking - RCW 9A.46.110  

Domestic Violence Protection Orders 
(DVPO’s) – RCW 26.50.010 

DVPO’s are civil orders. In order for a 
DVPO to be granted, the petitioner 
needs to prove to the court by a 
preponderance of evidence that the DV 
occurred. This means proving to the 
court that the DV is more likely than not 
to have occurred. This is easier to prove 
than the criminal standard for finding 
guilt (beyond a reasonable doubt).  
 
The court rules regarding what 
information a DVPO petitioner can 
submit to prove DV are broader (more 
inclusive) than the rules for what can be 
submitted in a criminal or family law 
case. 

Parenting Plans - RCW 26.09.191  

In order to enter a limitation/restriction 
in a parenting plan based on DV, the 
court must find a history of acts of DV as 
defined in the civil definition (RCW 
26.50.010) or a single assault or sexual 
assault which causes grievous bodily 
harm or the fear of such harm.  
 
The standard of proof is preponderance 
of the evidence, the same standard used 
for DVPO’s, but the types of evidence 
allowed are more limited.  Because of 
this and the “history” requirement, it 
can be more difficult to get a finding of 
DV in a parenting plan case than in a 
DVPO hearing.  

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=26.50.010
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=26.50.010
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=9A.46.110
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=26.50.010
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=26.09.191
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=26.50.010
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=26.50.010
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Domestic Violence Definitions Comparison Chart 

Type Definition How it is Used 

Family 
Court 

Services 

A pattern of behaviors (two or 
more) that includes physical 
force against person or 
property or the credible threat 
of physical force, in addition to 
behaviors of coercive control, 
such as tactics of economic and 
psychological control, or use of 
the children to control the 
other parent. 

This is the definition used in reports 
issued by Family Court Services when 
they are conducting DV risk assessments 
in order to make recommendations for 
DVPO’s. They also use this definition 
during parenting plan evaluations to 
make recommendations for limitations 
in parenting plans.  
 
FCS will consider one act of DV as 
sufficient to recommend that the court 
issue a DVPO.  
 
FCS will consider one act of physical 
violence combined with the use of an 
array of other controlling behaviors and 
tactics to be a pattern for the purposes 
of making recommendations for 
limitations in parenting plans. 
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