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Abstract 

Within the American Muslim community, faith leaders are often first responders to domestic 

violence (Abugideiri 2007; Mogahed and Chouhoud 2017). In this role, they can influence an 

individual’s help-seeking choices and life outcomes (Abugideiri 2007; Alkhateeb, Ellis, and 

Fortune 2001; Khan 2006; Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2019). However, uninformed responses, 

including furthering denial, minimization and stigmatization of abuse, and the misuse of 

religious texts contribute to a survivor’s re-victimization and reduced likelihood of him/her 

reaching out for support again.  

Faith-based interventions presented as a choice between faith and safety can create 

spiritual dilemmas. The Peaceful Families Project (PFP), a 20-year-old national non-profit 

organization, offers a culturally sensitive, multi-disciplinary training model that expels myths 

about domestic violence, creates awareness about its prevalence and impact, and equips 

imams and Muslim chaplains to respond more appropriately and effectively to abuse. PFP’s 

unique model employs peer to peer education and is grounded in foundational Islamic texts, 

beliefs, and regulations.   

 Evaluation data from 28 religious leaders and chaplains across three timepoints (pre, 

post-, 6-month follow-up) of domestic violence prevention training reveal that, on average, 

participants’ knowledge of domestic violence, confidence to respond, and preparation for 

action improved post-training. Improvements in knowledge and preparation to act were 

retained at follow-up but slightly declined for confidence to respond, which suggests the need 

for continual training and support for religious leaders. Findings suggest this training is an 

effective tool for increasing knowledge, confidence, and action in religious leaders in their role 

as first responders to domestic violence in their communities. 
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Background 

The Peaceful Families Project (PFP) was founded by Sharifa Alkhateeb in 2000. While 

other ethnic organizations provide direct services to Muslims, PFP was the first Muslim-

specific national organization focused solely on domestic violence prevention (Abugideiri 

and Alkhateeb 2007; Abugideiri 2010). Alkhateeb was motivated to address this critical 

need noted by her and colleagues nationwide who were working with Muslim families 

impacted by domestic violence who received little or no survivor-centered, best practices-

informed assistance when approaching religious leaders for support. 

This concern was confirmed by the first known national survey of Muslim leaders, 

which indicated that at least 10% of the leaders themselves had experienced domestic 

violence (Alkhateeb 1999). A landmark national study conducted by PFP and Project 

Sakinah (Celik and Sabri 2011) of 801 American Muslims found that 53% of respondents 

reported having experienced some form of domestic violence, and 31% reported 

experiencing intimate partner violence. When asked if they knew anyone who had 

experienced it, even if not themselves, 66% reported that they did. These findings 

demonstrate a significant need for support and resources in the American Muslim 

community (hereinafter “community”). 

The community is diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, sect, languages, immigration 

status, and more. Therefore, one must utilize an intersectionality approach in any 

understanding of, and allyship to, survivors (Mokhtar and Chaudhry 2022). Due to racism, 

sexism, and Islamophobia perpetuating stereotypes of marginalized communities as 

violent, survivors may hesitate to disclose abuse for fear of confirming these stereotypes 

to mainstream services and systems, which may cause them to delay seeking help until the 

situation becomes untenable (Al-Ali 2019; Ghabra 2018; Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2016). These 

factors also encourage utilizing faith and culturally specific services to protect the 

community from further negative scrutiny. These cultural and societal factors, in 

conjunction with a lack of knowledge on the part of leaders and community members, can 

lead to re-victimizing survivors by blaming them for the violence. All of these factors 

contribute to maintaining the conspiracy of silence around this reality (Douki et al. 2003).  

 The murder of Asiya Zubair in 2009, featured in national headlines like “Upstate 

New York Man Charged with Beheading His Estranged Wife” (Robbins 2009), shocked 

the nation’s Muslim communities into action. The community could no longer ignore that 

it was not immune to domestic violence and that nationally known and supported public 

figures could be guilty of such heinous crimes. When it emerged that the perpetrator had a 

history of domestic violence in previous marriages as well, community leaders began to 

realize the role they play in potentially being complicit by not supporting survivors or 

acting when becoming aware of the violence. This tragedy forced communities nationwide 

to confront their lack of preparedness and the need for trained leadership, leading to an 

increased demand for training imams and community leaders. 

People of faith who wish to act in accordance with their religious beliefs often turn 

to their faith leaders for guidance and help in understanding what is happening to them 
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(Ali, Milstein, and Marzuk 2005). Research suggests that imams play a critical role in 

counseling community members experiencing family conflict (Abu Ras, Gheith, and 

Cournos 2008; Ali 2016; Fawzy 2019). In such cases, religious leaders are often the first 

line of support. In addition, community members may face barriers to seeking mainstream 

or secular services, including linguistic and cultural obstacles, a lack of cultural humility 

on the part of mainstream service providers, and discrimination or Islamophobia 

(Ghafournia and Easteal 2021; Milani, Leschied and Rodger 2018). As faith leaders have 

the increased benefit of religious understanding, trust, and are often members of the same 

cultural group, they may offer linguistically and culturally appropriate services. 

Religious leaders have a significant impact on determining how people understand 

abuse, as well as a survivor’s help-seeking choices (Abugideiri 2007; Alkhateeb, Ellis, and 

Fortune 2001; Khan 2006; Oyewuwo-Gassikia 2019). Unfortunately, most clergy have no 

formal training in counseling in general (Abu-Ras, Gheith, and Cournos 2008; Drumm et 

al. 2018; Fawzy 2019) and are inadequately trained to handle domestic violence cases 

specifically (Abugideiri 2007; Alkhateeb, Ellis, and Fortune 2001; Fawzy 2019; Mogahed 

and Chouhoud 2017). As a result, not all religious leaders have a positive impact on 

survivors.  

Religious leaders have the potential to use validation, empathy, and religious values 

to support survivors in their journey toward safety and healing. On the other hand, they 

may misuse and/or misinterpret religious values such as patience, forgiveness, and 

prioritizing the sanctity of marriage, encouraging an individual to stay in an abusive 

relationship (Abugideiri 2012; Abugideiri and Magid 2013; Alkhateeb, Ellis, and Fortune 

2001; Alwani 2007; Fortune, Dratch, and Abugideiri 2010; Nason-Clark 2000; Sweifach 

and Heft-LaPorte 2007). Many survivors may struggle to reconcile Islamic teachings that 

call for justice (such as Qurʾān 4:135 and 16:90) and that describe the marital relationship 

as one grounded in mercy, love, and compassion (such as Qurʾān 30:21), for some leaders 

suggest that women should accept being physically, emotionally, or sexually abused by the 

very person who, according to the Islamic marriage contract, is supposed to take care of 

them (Alkhateeb 2012; Alwani 2007; Fortune, Dratch, and Abugideiri 2010). Such 

responses from imams leave many individuals feeling betrayed and confused, not to 

mention facing increased danger at home. 

When discussing the religious leader’s impact, one must name the power dynamics 

inherent in the help-seeking relationship and recognize the potential for harm emanating 

from exerting spiritual authority. The National Domestic Violence Hotline defines spiritual 

abuse as a “faith leader inflicting abuse on congregation members, often by creating a toxic 

culture within the institution or community by shaming or controlling members through 

the power of their position in the society.” This may include misusing religious texts and 

beliefs to “minimize or rationalize abusive behaviors” (Hotline, 2021). As a result, people 

in abusive relationships may feel they have to choose between their faith and their safety 

(Abugideiri 2012; Fortune 2001). This may lead to distancing themselves from their faith, 

which can further isolate them from support systems and connectedness, both of which are 

building blocks of resilience (Hassouneh-Phillips 2003; Magid 2007). 

Given their variable impact on survivors, training religious leaders is a powerful 

point of intervention to build upon the faith communities’ potential strengths and benefits 
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and to minimize the potential harm they may cause. Previous studies have shown the 

benefits of such training (Drumm et al. 2018; Fowler et al. 2006; Snow et al. 2006). In this 

paper, we will describe one integrative model for American Muslim religious leaders that 

utilizes both Islamic foundations and counseling skills to improve the effectiveness of help-

provision. Both quantitative and qualitative data will be utilized to explore its efficacy. 

Methods 

Procedure 

Between 2000 and 2009, the Peaceful Families Program (PFP) developed an Imam and 

Chaplain Training Program through a series of local and national workshops. The core 

training of this annual workshop’s two-day national training session is co-led by two 

content experts who cover a comprehensive range of informational topics and skill building 

related to addressing patterns of abuse in Muslim homes. The training team consists of a 

domestic violence and mental health expert (female) and an imam (male) with expertise in 

religious doctrine and domestic violence. The team’s composition has become a signature 

part of PFP’s professional development programming for imams, modeling collaboration 

on multiple levels. Participants experience the collaboration of female and male, 

practitioner and imam, secular trained and religiously trained individuals working and 

teaching as equal partners.  

Additional speakers are frequently invited to enhance the workshops, including 

local religious leaders to build local credibility, family law attorneys, domestic violence 

service providers, and other related experts. In addition, participants have the opportunity 

to overcome potential biases, experience the value of collaborating with these professionals 

and providers, and to begin building relationships with them. The training program has 

historically taken place in-person. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was 

adapted to a virtual format in 2020.  

Participants are recruited nationwide using personal, professional and community 

networks, and, in more recent years, social media. The lead trainer interviews registered 

participants to determine their level of experience, training, and exposure to domestic 

violence. Each religious leader is asked why he/she wishes to attend and what he/she hopes 

to gain. These answers then shape the design of the curriculum components. 

Assumptions 

The PFP’s training model is based on several key assumptions: (a) Islamic teachings 

provide a model for preventing and intervening in domestic violence; (b) cultural humility 

(Waters and Asbill 2013) facilitates the learning process; (c) compassion is a necessary and 

effective change agent; and (d) the core belief that religious leaders would avoid harm if 

they were aware and will make necessary changes once they are equipped with the required 

knowledge, tools, and resources. 

Islam as a preventive model. The PFP’s approach acknowledges that historical 

context and cultural values grounded in patriarchy have shaped the interpretation and 

application of Islamic teachings related to gender, marriage, and domestic violence. 
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Specific values, such as those that promote male superiority and encourage female 

submissiveness, conflated with Islamic teachings contribute to domestic violence being 

justified via Islamic teachings. A central assumption in the PFP’s approach is that Islamic 

teachings provide a preventive model that promotes peaceful, loving, and respectful 

relationships, especially between spouses (Alwani and Abugideiri 2003).  

The objectives of Islamic law (maqāsid al-sharīʿa) provide a framework that 

emphasizes preserving life and human dignity (Abugideiri and Magid 2013; Alwani 2007). 

The PFP provides education about domestic violence prevention as grounded within that 

tradition, and its approach lifts up those Islamic teachings that promote justice, gender 

equity, and peaceful relationships, as well as those that clearly prohibit any form of 

domestic violence (Alkhateeb 1999; Alkhateeb and Abugideiri 2007; Alwani and 

Abugideiri 2003; Khan 2006).  

Cultural humility. Cultural humility is: (a) a constant practice of self-awareness 

and self-reflection of one’s own intersecting social identities; (b) when working with 

communities, an ongoing analysis of how one’s identities contribute to power imbalances 

in interactions with community members; and (c) acting to address imbalances to provide 

more effective and just services (Danso 2018). Several elements are embedded in the 

trainers’ approach in engaging with participants, among them the important role of imams 

and chaplains and the positive and negative power of their words and actions. The training 

environment is an opportunity for religious leaders to build collaborative relationships and 

partnerships.  

One must understand the culture of being an imam and/or a chaplain, which 

includes being in a position of authority and leadership, as well as being the person on 

whom community members rely for guidance in personal matters. We believe that religious 

leaders learn best when they can step out of their role and feel seen and understood. The 

peer-to-peer model allows them to set down their role and feel connected. Participants are 

also better able to accept materials when a religious expert, grounded in Islamic law and 

practice, facilitates the training. Each training session must strive to cultivate relationships 

that lead to collaboration and coordination to end domestic violence.  

Compassion. For transformation to occur, both participants and trainers must feel 

welcomed, valued, and respected. The participants’ important contributions to their 

communities need to be recognized. Therefore, the PFP’s approach is grounded in 

compassion, which builds on an assumption that most faith leaders believe in doing no 

harm; however, they may inadvertently support abuse due to their lack of knowledge and 

training. While holding them accountable for fulfilling their responsibilities, one must have 

compassion for these leaders who are expected to perform many community functions 

without adequate support and training.  

Compassion and respect facilitate the building of rapport between both groups by 

reducing defensiveness, which then improves the participants’ ability to learn. As religious 

leaders engage with the training material, one expects participants to develop deeper levels 

of compassion and empathy for the abused, thereby authentically extending compassion 

toward them. In this way, survivors remain the priority of all training activities. Engaging 

with these leaders compassionately is in no way intended to collude with those who have 

misused or abused their power or absolve them from accountability.  
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In many cases, participants share their own experiences of trauma and abuse. They 

need a safe and compassionate space in which they can be vulnerable. This depends heavily 

upon combining the facilitators’ respective areas of expertise; the trainer with a mental 

health background offers clinical skills in trauma-informed group facilitation and the 

trainer with religious knowledge offers faith-based and spiritual interventions. 

Goals 

The overarching goals of the PFP’s training program for religious leaders are to (1) 

recognize cases of domestic violence and understand key aspects of the relevant literature; 

(2) increase the participant’s effectiveness in responding in the most appropriate and safest 

manner; and (3) encourage religious leaders to use their unique role to engage in prevention 

efforts. 

Structural Components 

The training curriculum included (a) providing information; (b) building empathy; (c) 

overviewing relevant Islamic law; (d) discussing the role of the imam; and (e) building 

skills. Details of the curriculum topics are outlined in Appendix A. 

Participants 

This outcome evaluation outlines data from two cohorts of participants who attended the 

PFP’s National Training of Religious Leaders. Sixteen participants in 2018 completed the 

study surveys; while twelve participants in 2019 completed them. Demographic data was 

collected to understand the nature of the present sample. Taken together, participants 

ranged from 20 to 72 years old (M = 46.17 years), with twenty-four identifying as male 

and four as female. The sample was diverse with regard to ethnicity and both secular and 

religious education. Eleven (39.3%) stated they had some level of counseling training. 

When asked to select from a list of types of training about domestic violence they had 

completed prior to the National Imam & Chaplain Training, six participants across the two 

cohorts (21.4%) said that they had had no previous training. Of the remainder, most had 

attended one (five participants) or two (eight participants) types of training. The majority 

had attended a lecture or talk on the topic (sixteen participants), watched a video (eleven 

participants), and/or attended a skills-based training on domestic violence (nine 

participants). 

Measures 

To assess the program’s effectiveness, we adapted the PREMIS (Physician Readiness to 

Manage Intimate Partner Violence Survey; Short et al. 2006) for a religious leader cohort. 

We shortened the survey’s length to fit this sample’s needs and modified language to reflect 

discipline-specific terminology and cultural sensitivity. Online pre-test, post-test, and 

follow-up surveys were administered using SurveyMonkey to assess (a) confidence in 

one’s ability to manage DV cases; (b) preparation to act when confronted with a DV case; 

(c) knowledge about DV; (d) actual actions taken when confronted with DV cases in the 

past; and (e) actual referrals they made when working with DV cases in the past.  
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We also assessed their environmental context, including relationship with the 

board, resources/support for their work, and the impact of Ramadan on their work with 

congregants. Finally, participants answered questions about their experience of the training 

program, including (a) the degree to which the workshop met their expectations and its 

objectives; (b) how well the concepts were presented; and (c) how confident they felt about 

addressing domestic violence. They were also asked to identify what they found most 

helpful, what was missing, what was offensive or unhelpful, the key message(s) they were 

taking away, and how they would utilize what they had learned. During the concluding 

session, we obtained both written evaluations and verbal feedback. 

 The survey was administered at three time points: pre-test, post-test, and follow-

up. The research team emailed pre-test surveys to participants a few days before the 

training’s beginning; responses could not be submitted after the training began. The post-

test, emailed at the end of the training, was closed a few days after the training concluded. 

Follow-up surveys were emailed approximately 10–12 weeks after the training. 

Participants received multiple reminders to complete the survey to ensure that they had 

enough time to do so. The follow-up survey was closed approximately 15 weeks after the 

training.  

During the closing session, we obtained both written evaluations and verbal 

feedback. The evaluation forms asked participants to rate the degree to which the workshop 

met their expectations and its objectives, how well they were presented, and how confident 

they felt about addressing domestic violence. They were also asked to indicate what they 

found most helpful, what was missing, what was offensive or unhelpful, the key message(s) 

they were taking away, and how they would utilize what they had learned. 

Results 

Efficacy of the Imam and Chaplain Training 

Two participants began the survey but completed only the demographic questions. Twenty-

six completed the pre-test, sixteen completed the post-test, and seven (all from the 2018 

cohort) completed the follow-up survey. The data presented below represents the entire 

sample. Data for the seven participants who completed the survey over all three timepoints 

is presented in parentheses so the reader can acquire a fuller picture of the trends identified.  

Respondents were asked “How much do you feel you know about…,” followed by 

a list of prompts such as reasons for disclosure, what to say in response to a disclosure, 

how to assess risk, signs of abuse, referral sources for survivors, and legal reporting 

requirements. Response options ranged from “nothing” (0) to “very much” (6). At pre-test, 

the mean score indicated that respondents endorsed being somewhere between “a little” (2) 

and “a moderate amount” (3). At post-test, the average score improved to between “a fair 

amount” (4) to “quite a bit” (5), and participants retained some improved confidence at 

follow-up. 
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Table 1: Confidence score average (possible r = 0–6) 

No data Pre-test 

N = 26 

(N = 7) 

Post-test 

N = 16 

(N = 7) 

Follow-up 

N = 7 

Disclosure 3.462 (3.14) 5 (4.86) 3.57 

What to say 2.615 (2.14) 4.625 (4.57) 3.43 

Determine danger 2.615 (2.42) 4.938 (5.0) 3.57 

Signs/Symptoms 2.731 (2.71) 4.938 (4.72) 4 

Referral Sources 2.269 (2.0) 5.0 (5.0) 3.57 

Reporting requirements 2.346 (2.71) 4.563 (4.43) 4.14 

 

Respondents were asked how prepared they felt to perform certain actions when confronted 

with domestic violence. Response options ranged from “not prepared” (0) to “quite well 

prepared” (6). Participants reported being between “slightly prepared” (2) and “moderately 

prepared” (3) with regard to how to respond appropriately to disclosures of abuse, make 

appropriate referrals, and fulfill the legal requirements to report abuse. Their perceived 

preparation to act markedly improved at post-test (between “fairly well prepared” [4] and 

“well prepared” [5]) and retained some perceived preparation at follow-up. 

 

Table 2: Preparation to act (possible r = 0–6) 

No data Pre-test 

N = 26 

(N = 7) 

Post-test 

N = 16 

(N = 7) 

Follow-up 

N = 7 

Appropriately respond to disclosures of abuse 2.385 

(2.57) 

4.688 

(4.57) 

3.43 

Make appropriate referrals 2.440 

(2.71) 

4.625 

(4.57) 

3.71 

Fulfill legal reporting requirements for abuse 2.385 

(2.57) 

4.438 

(4.29) 

3.43 
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Respondents were then asked to assess their knowledge of domestic violence (e.g., risk 

factors for violence, signs that someone is being abused). These knowledge questions were 

scored so that correct answers were equal to “1” and all other answers were equal to “0,” 

and then summed to create a total score. The actions item asked respondents to identify 

which action, chosen from a list of actions, they took with clients in the past six months. 

The score was calculated as a sum. Referrals were assessed by a question that asked 

respondents to select from a list which referrals they had made in that particular time frame. 

The score was calculated as a sum. 

 

Table 3: Knowledge (r = 0–16), Actual actions (r = 0–6), Actual referrals (0–17) 

No data Pre-test 

N = 26 (range) 

N = 7 (range) 

Post-test 

N = 16 (range) 

N = 7 (range) 

Follow-up 

N = 7 (range) 

Knowledge Score 9.231 (2–15) 

8.57 (3–13) 

10.813 (5–14) 

11.14 (5–13) 

11.71 (5–16) 

Actions Score 2.154 (0–6) 

2.14 (0–5) 

– 2.33 (1–6) 

Referrals Score 2.654 (0–14) 

3.14 (0–14) 

– 3.67 (1–12) 

 

Respondents were asked which actions they took with the DV clients they have worked 

with in the past six months. The number of respondents that indicated they “[c]ounseled 

client on options” increased substantially in the follow-up survey as compared to the pre-

test. Other actions (e.g., Provided information to client, Helped person develop safety plan) 

decreased substantially. 

 

Table 4: Actions sum items 

No data Pre-test 

N = 26 (N = 7) 

Follow-up 

N = 7 

Provided information to client 46.14% (57.14%) 28.57% 

Counseled client on options 53.85% (57.14%) 71.43% 
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Safety assessment - victim 34.62% (28.57%) 28.57% 

Safety assessment - children 30.77% (28.57%) 28.57% 

Helped person develop safety plan 34.62% (28.57%) 14.29% 

Other action 15.38% (14.29%) 28.57% 

 

Respondents were then asked how often they had taken the following actions when 

working with a client in the past six months. The responses range from “never” (0) to 

“nearly always” (5). The mean responses increased for all actions except “Offered 

validating/supportive statements,” which remained steady. 

 

Table 5: Additional actions 

No data Pre-test 

N = 15 

(N = 7) 

Follow-up 

N = 7 

When mandated, made a report 2.154 (1) 1.5 

Contacted a DV service provider 1.8 (1.25) 2.5 

Offered validating/supportive statements 2.6 (3.6) 3.6 

Provided referral and/or other info 2.875 (3) 3.6 

Field Notes and Program Reflections 

Qualitative analysis of field notes and reflections by the program trainers yielded important 

lessons about working with this population of imams and chaplains. The majority of 

participants were excited to gain tools that would supplement their Islamic knowledge in 

order to respond to domestic violence more appropriately and effectively. They shared their 

unpreparedness for the cases they were asked to address, acknowledging that their training 

did not teach them to deal with domestic violence. A recurring statement was, “I know the 

fiqh (jurisprudence), but I don’t have the tools and skills.” Many of the religious leaders 

expressed surprise at what they learned by having a female trainer to better help them 

understand the experience of female survivors.  

One imam objected to having a female trainer on the grounds that it was 

inappropriate for the men to watch her and other female presenters; however, he decided 
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to attend the program anyway. By the end of the training, while this opinion persisted, he 

also acknowledged that he had benefited. 

The attending religious leaders reported that they were highly motivated to learn 

how to apply their Islamic knowledge in counseling situations. They expressed a wide 

range of opinions regarding domestic violence as a function of education, culture, ethnicity, 

race, historical events, and personal histories. Personal exposure to violence often entailed 

being abused as children by parents or religious teachers, being bullied, and abuse in their 

marriages. Trainers noted that participants valued being learners as peers; discarding their 

role as “expert”; being vulnerable; and getting support from peers, trainers, and PFP as an 

organization. The group learning format style encouraged participants to hold each other 

accountable and use positive peer pressure to move each other in the right direction when 

a particular participant resisted what was being taught. 

Discussion 

The current study offers a preliminary analysis of the efficacy of a domestic violence 

training program for imams and Muslim chaplains. The findings demonstrated that both 

groups often receive minimal to no information or training related to domestic violence 

and no counseling skills. Thus, Muslim religious leaders may lack understanding, 

confidence in their knowledge, and the skills to manage these cases as they arise. Findings 

reveal that after a two-day domestic violence training program, participants showed an 

increase in their knowledge of this issue. Notably, there was a substantial rise in their self-

reported confidence in their knowledge (e.g., reasons for disclosure, what to say in response 

to a disclosure, how to assess risk, signs of abuse, referral sources for survivors, and legal 

reporting requirements). However, this confidence showed a slight decline at follow-up, 

suggesting the need for continual training and support. 

Imams and chaplains shared that they generally operate in silos, often feeling that 

they have to handle all concerns of family violence in their community independently and 

are unaware of available services. Additionally, many shared that they feel overwhelmed 

by the vast range of their community’s demands, may feel unsupported by their boards in 

their desire to seek additional support and training, and were generally unprepared for the 

types of situations they are expected to manage. After the training program, participants 

reported a marked increase in their preparedness to act in situations of abuse, especially in 

their sense of feeling prepared to appropriately respond to disclosures of abuse, make 

appropriate referrals, and fulfill legal reporting requirements as necessary. However, their 

preparedness showed a decline in follow-up, such that while they still felt more prepared 

than before the training, it was less than how prepared they felt to act immediately 

following the training. This may demonstrate the confidence imams and chaplains feel 

immediately after the training with newly found resources and knowledge; however, they 

may need continued support and resources to maintain that level of perceived preparation. 

A significant number of religious leaders also minimized or denied the prevalence 

of domestic violence among Muslims and its impact as compared with national data. 

Participants tended to prioritize keeping a marriage intact rather than the safety and well-

being of each family member. Many religious leaders subscribed to the belief that it is 
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better for children to be in a two-parent home, even if that home is violent. These beliefs 

persisted despite the ensuing long-term psychological, spiritual, and physical damage.  

The data revealed that participants showed a modest increase in knowledge of 

domestic violence after the training, that persisted at follow-up, demonstrating this training 

model may be an effective tool for increasing such knowledge among imams and chaplains, 

dispelling stigma, and promoting safety. Participants reported substantial increases in 

resources when counseling families in terms of the options available to them, suggesting 

the effective application of their knowledge. However, other tangible actions such as 

providing information to clients and helping them develop a safety plan decreased. This 

decline may be explained by the training program’s emphasis on relying on DV/mental 

health experts and advocates for specialized services such as safety planning.   

The data found that many of the religious leader participants felt isolated, having 

little opportunity to engage with their peers or in any type of consultation with other 

religious leaders or professionals. Additionally, many participants provided various 

reasons for being reluctant or completely opposed to engaging law enforcement to protect 

survivors of domestic violence. The religious leaders were often unaware of the complex 

needs of families impacted by abuse, as well as the available services. Even when 

participants were aware of services, they often reported not trusting them or being unsure 

if these services were compatible with Islam. Through this training, which provides them 

with local and national resources, participants increased the number of referrals they were 

making, suggesting increased collaboration and partnerships, rather than working in silos. 

There was an increase in making reports when mandated, contacting DV service providers, 

and providing referrals. Overall, the training was found to be a useful method for religious 

leaders to build partnerships and rely on experts to provide support that is outside their 

training and responsibilities, thereby allowing for interdisciplinary teams that can provide 

the most effective care and reduce burnout of any one care provider. 

Limitations 

Several limitations potentially impact the validity of this study’s findings. First, due to the 

small sample size, these findings cannot be generalized broadly and are treated as 

preliminary analyses to guide future work. Second, the high rate of attrition in survey 

responses may result in biased findings. Participants motivated to complete the post-test 

and follow-up may have been more likely to find benefit from the training and have lasting 

impacts, thus potentially inflating the program’s benefits.  

The data collection methods varied slightly from 2018 to 2019. In 2018, the 

research team came to the training in person to introduce the evaluation and ensure that the 

participants had completed the pre-test. They returned to ensure that as many participants 

as possible completed the post-test, although a few participants elected to complete the 

survey on their own. In 2019, the researcher was unable to go to the training site, and thus 

all contact with the participants was over email. This may have impacted the percentage of 

people who completed the survey each year and may explain why all follow-up data that 

was usable was from 2018 participants.  
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Third, the participants from the two cohorts may have also differed, given that the 

2018 cohort’s participation was fully funded by PFP, whereas the 2019 cohort participants 

were only given partial scholarships due to financial constraints faced by PFP that year. It 

is uncertain what impact that difference might have had.  

Fourth, while the current training program and study combine imams and chaplains, 

we understand that these two groups are uniquely different in many ways, including 

education/training, gender (e.g., female chaplains), occupational setting, and the 

communities they serve. American Muslim chaplains have a unique role in their 

communities and engage with them in many new and dynamic ways (Stark 2015). Future 

studies may benefit from exploring the impact of domestic violence training on imams and 

chaplains separately and, given the scope and financial resources, training may be tailored 

to the unique needs of each. 

Fifth, gender is also an important element to study, whether it is the gender of the 

trainers or of the participants, and its impact on the learning process and the dynamics of 

power and of participant engagement with each other and with the trainers. We do not 

know what impact would occur if the training roles were reversed: the religious expert is 

female and the mental health expert is male, or if all the trainers and participants were male.  

Finally, PFP predominantly works within the American Muslim Sunni community, 

and while efforts have been made to expand to the broader community, the majority of the 

training’s participants are Sunni religious leaders. Future research may benefit from 

assessing whether the training program is effective in the Shi’a and other communities, and 

after sensitively integrating culturally relevant knowledge. 

Future Directions and Possible Extensions of the Training Model 

The PFP’s model is a unique method for intervening within the community on an issue that 

tends to carry stigma. Utilizing Islamic texts to frame healthy relationships and making 

space for discussing the topic from within the framework of Islamic law facilitates culture 

change at a different level than focusing only on delivering information about domestic 

violence and building skills.  

In planning for future training, one must consider the intersection of gender, 

religious authority, and the ethnicity of both trainers and participants. Female religious 

leaders (including Muslim women spiritual leaders and teachers) are far more aware of 

domestic violence in their congregations, while male religious leaders are more likely to 

say that no one comes to them with this type of problem (Alkhateeb, Ellis, and Fortune 

2001). While there are Muslim women who have deep religious scholarship, they often do 

not have titles and may not be regarded by imams with the same level of respect accorded 

to men. At the same time, women outnumber men three to one in the fields of psychology 

and counseling (Evans 2010; Willyard 2011).  

While there is an emerging trend for religious leaders to have some exposure to 

mental health education (Fawzy 2019), most will not become dually trained; therefore, an 

interdisciplinary training team must be maintained. Acknowledging the reality of the 

gender disparity among both religious leaders as well as mental health professionals, while 

providing an expert from each field as a co-facilitator, can provide a balance. However, we 
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are aware that maintaining a training model of an imam (male) with a practitioner (female) 

runs the risk of appearing to collude with structural sexism. Perhaps a female religious 

scholar and a male mental health professional or domestic violence advocate would create 

the same balance, but only further research and field work would provide concrete data 

about its effectiveness. 

 In addition to subject matter expertise, trainers also need to be comfortable working 

with religious leaders. Experts in domestic violence may have had significant negative 

experiences, directly or indirectly, with imams who have caused real harm. In fact, in one 

case an imam who participated in a PFP training was later investigated and convicted of 

clergy malpractice and sexual exploitation (Salem 2018). These situations highlight the 

challenges embedded in the larger structural problem of how imams are trained, vetted, 

and hired (Askar 2017; Mahmood et al. 2017; Jacobs 2017; Khalil 2017; Yuskaev and 

Stark 2014). On both a personal and a professional level, mental health professionals and 

domestic violence advocates may hold feelings of anger, betrayal, and mistrust toward 

imams as a group, which may spill over into the training context. 

These feelings, though understandable, can interfere with the trainers’ ability to 

teach from a place of compassion and maintain a positive view of the participants, most of 

whom are generally genuinely interested in learning and improving their response to 

domestic violence. Trainers who are teaching imams should be aware of their own biases 

toward imams to minimize those biases from potentially interfering with how the message 

is delivered. Furthermore, when trainers can acknowledge their biases and then put them 

aside, bringing an open mind and curiosity to the situation, they create the potential for 

self-transformation as they hear imams sharing their own experiences with abuse, as well 

as the struggles they face to effect change.  

This model and the elements that the PFP has identified as being critical in 

promoting behavior change among imams may also be applicable in other arenas. Other 

interventions, especially those on stigmatized topics such as child abuse or addiction, may 

gain insight from this model to guide their partnerships with religious leaders to promote 

changes. We hope such efforts will make space for the needed discussions and facilitate 

post-training collaborations to further their impact on the community’s culture. 

Conclusion 

The PFP’s Imam and Chaplain Training was developed in response to a crucial need in the 

American Muslim community. Over many years of community application, this training 

model has continued to evolve through an iterative process to become what it is today. The 

current study describes the model and preliminary analyses of its efficacy. Acknowledging 

its caveats and that no model is without drawbacks, this model appears to be a successful 

one for a community-level intervention. It bridges professionals in different spheres and 

builds a safe space for the delivery of information and skill building. Through the 

relationship modeled by the trainers and the relationships built between the participants, 

the latter build empathy for victims and survivors of abuse, a group that has historically 

experienced stigma. PFP staff have also focused on responding to what they have learned 

from participants and maintained a cultural humility. These process elements have 
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facilitated a long-term collaborative relationship between the PFP and the community, 

which further increases our credibility and ability to intervene successfully. 

This study reveals that the PFP Imam and Chaplain Training is an effective 

intervention for enhancing knowledge, confidence, and preparation to act in response to 

domestic violence. Many of these benefits persisted at follow-up, though there was a slight 

decline in the participants’ confidence to respond to domestic violence, indicating a need 

for continued training and support. In addition to achieving the desired program objectives, 

each training has engendered many positive impacts that were unexpected. For example, 

we identified religious leaders with whom we could develop ongoing partnerships and 

engage as co-facilitators in future events. We were pleased to see training participants 

deliver Friday sermons on domestic violence, join local domestic violence task forces, and 

host domestic violence awareness programs in their masjids. We were pleasantly surprised 

to learn of participants establishing a social services or domestic violence program in the 

masjid to support survivors, hiring mental health professionals to offer counseling in the 

masjid, and enrolling in counseling programs themselves to become dually trained. These 

positive outcomes illustrate the ripple effects that can occur by virtue of the relationships 

established through attending PFP’s intensive workshop. 

References 

Abugideiri, Salma E. 2007. “Domestic Violence Among Muslims Seeking Mental Health 

Counseling.” In Change From Within: Diverse Perspectives on Domestic Violence 

in Muslim Communities, edited by Maha B. Alkhateeb and Salma E. Abugideiri, 

91–115. Great Falls: Peaceful Families Project. 

Abugideiri, Salma. 2010. “The Peaceful Families Project: Addressing Domestic Violence 

in Muslim Communities.” Partner Abuse 1, no. 3 (July): 363–376. 

https://doi.org/10.1891/1946-6560.1.3.363. 

Abugideiri, Salma E. 2012. “Domestic Violence.” In Counseling Muslims: Handbook of 

Mental Health Issues and Interventions, edited by Sameera Ahmed and Mona M. 

Amer, 309–328. New York: Routledge. 

Abugideiri, Salma E. and Maha B. Alkhateeb. 2007. “Introduction.” In Change From 

Within: Diverse Perspectives on Domestic Violence in Muslim Communities, edited 

by Maha B. Alkhateeb and Salma E. Abugideiri, 13–30. Great Falls: Peaceful 

Families Project. 

Abugideiri, Salma E. and Mohamed H. Magid. 2013. Before You Tie the Knot: A Guide 

for Couples. Self-published. 

Abu-Ras, Wahiba, Ali Gheith, and Francine Cournos. 2008. “The Imam’s Role in Mental 

Health Promotion: A Study at 22 Mosques in New York City’s Muslim 

Community.” Journal of Muslim Mental Health 3, no. 2 (December): 155–176. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15564900802487576. 



Journal of Islamic Faith and Practice | Vol. 6, No. 1 

 

 

 

 

ABUGIDEIRI ET AL.   85 

ARTICLES 

Al-Ali, Nadje. 2019. “Feminist Dilemmas: How to Talk about Gender-Based Violence in 

Relation to the Middle East?” Feminist Review 122, no. 1 (July): 16–31. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0141778919849525. 

Ali, Osman M. 2016. “The Imam and the Mental Health of Muslims: Learning from 

Research with Other Clergy.” Journal of Muslim Mental Health 10, no. 1 

(Summer): 65–73. https://doi.org/10.3998/jmmh.10381607.0010.106.  

Ali, Osman M., Glen Milstein, and Peter M. Marzuk. 2005. “The Imam’s Role in Meeting 

the Counseling Needs of Muslim Communities in the United States.” Psychiatric 

Services 56, no. 2 (February): 202–205. https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.56.2.202. 

Alkhateeb, Maha. 2012. Islamic Marriage Contracts: A Resource Guide for Legal 

Professionals, Advocates, Imams & Communities. Peaceful Families Project, Asian 

& Pacific Islander Institute on Domestic Violence and Battered Women’s Justice 

Project. 

Alkhateeb, Sharifa. 1999. “Ending Domestic Violence in Muslim Families.” Journal of 

Religion & Abuse 1, no. 4 (October): 49–59. https://doi.org/10.1300/J154v01n04 

_04. 

Alkhateeb, Sharifa, Sharon Ellis, and Marie M. Fortune. 2001. “Domestic Violence: The 

Responses of Christian and Muslim Communities.” Journal of Religion & Abuse 

2, no. 3: 3–24. https://doi.org/10.1300/J154v02n03_02. 

Alwani, Zainab. 2007. “The Qur’anic Model for Harmony in Family Relations.” In Change 

From Within: Diverse Perspectives on Domestic Violence in Muslim Communities, 

edited by Maha B. Alkhateeb and Salma E. Abugideiri, 33–66. Great Falls: 

Peaceful Families Project. 

Alwani, Zainab and Salma Abugideiri. 2003. What Islam Says About Domestic Violence: 

A Guide for Helping Muslim Families. Herndon: Foundation for Appropriate and 

Immediate Temporary Help (FAITH).  

Askar, Anas. 2017. “American Born Imams: Negotiating Clerical Responsibilities and 

Expectations.” Master’s thesis. East Carolina University. 

Celik, Allison and Bushra Sabri. 2011. “The Attitudes of Muslim Men and Women 

Towards Domestic Violence: 801 Muslims Speak Up to Stop Family Violence.” 

Project Sakinah. https://projectsakinah.org/Resources/Surveys/2011-Survey/Sur 

vey-Results. 

Danso, Ransford. 2018. “Cultural Competence and Cultural Humility: A Critical 

Reflection on Key Cultural Diversity Concepts.” Journal of Social Work 18, no. 4 

(July): 410–430. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468017316654341. 

Douki, Saïda, Fethi Nacef, Ahlem Belhadj, Anissa Bouasker, and Rim Ghachem. 2003. 

“Violence Against Women in Arab and Islamic Countries.” Archives of Women’s 



Journal of Islamic Faith and Practice | Vol. 6, No. 1 

 

 

 

 

CHANGE FROM WITHIN   86 

ARTICLES 

Mental Health 6, no. 3 (August): 165–171. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00737-003-

0170-x. 

Drumm, Rene D., Jerome Thayer, Laurie L. Cooper, Sylvia Mayer, Tricia Foster, Holly 

Gadd, and Kelly Brayak. 2018. “Clergy Training for Effective Response to Intimate 

Partner Violence Disclosure: Immediate and Long-Term Benefits.” Journal of 

Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: Social Thought 37, no. 1 (February): 77–

93. https://doi.org/10.1080/15426432.2017.1363011. 

Evans, Marcheta. 2010. “Men Largely MIA from Counseling.” Counseling Today. 

https://ct.counseling.org/2010/08/men-largely-mia-from-counseling/. 

Fawzy, Omar. 2019. “Investigating the Role of Imams in Serving the Mental Health Needs 

of Muslim Americans.” PhD diss. The Chicago School of Professional Psychology. 

Fortune, Marie. 2001. “Religious Issues and Violence Against Women.” In Sourcebook on 

Violence Against Women, edited by Claire M. Renzetti, Jeffrey L. Edleson, and 

Raquel K. Bergen, 371–385. Thousand Oaks: Sage.  

Fortune, Marie, Mark Dratch, and Salma Abugideiri. 2010. “A Commentary on Religion 

and Domestic Violence.” In Domestic Violence: Intersectionality and Culturally 

Competent Practice, edited by Lettie L. Lockhart and Fran S. Danis, 318–342. New 

York: Columbia University Press. https://www.faithtrustinstitute.org/resources/ 

articles/Commentary.pdf. 

Fowler, T. Sharee, Shellie Ellis, Deborah F. Farmer, Anita Hege, Roger T. Anderson, and 

Alison Snow Jones. 2006. “Lessons Learned from a Faith Community-Based 

Domestic Violence Pilot Program in Forsyth County, NC.” Journal of Religion & 

Abuse 8, no. 3: 5–33. https://doi.org/10.1300/J154v08n03_02. 

Gargiulo, Maria, dir. 2007. Garments for One Another: Ending Domestic Violence in 

Muslim Families. Seattle, WA: FaithTrust Institute. DVD. 

Ghabra, Haneen S. 2018. Muslim Women and White Femininity: Reenactment and 

Resistance. New York: Peter Lang Publishing. 

Ghafournia, Nafiseh and Patricia Easteal. 2021. “Help-Seeking Experiences of Immigrant 

Domestic Violence Survivors in Australia: A Snapshot of Muslim Survivors.” 

Journal of Interpersonal Violence 36, nos. 19–20 (July): 9008–9034. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260519863722. 

Hassouneh-Phillips, Dena. 2003. “Strength and Vulnerability: Spirituality in Abused 

American Muslim Women’s Lives.” Issues in Mental Health Nursing 24, nos. 6–7 

(September–November): 681–694. https://doi.org/10.1080/01612840305324. 

Mahmood, Faiqa, Ihsan Bagby, Afif Rahman, Dalia Mogahed, Sarrah Buageila, and 

Stephen McGrath. 2017. A Community-Led Imam Search Process: ISBCC, A Case 



Journal of Islamic Faith and Practice | Vol. 6, No. 1 

 

 

 

 

ABUGIDEIRI ET AL.   87 

ARTICLES 

Study. Dearborn: Institute for Social Policy & Understanding. 

https://www.ispu.org/a-community-led-imam-search-process-isbcc-a-case-study/.  

Jacobs, Sally H. 2017. “America is Running Out of Muslim Clerics. That’s Dangerous.” 

Politico Magazine, November 26, 2017. https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/ 

2017/11/26/america-running-out-imams-215867. 

Jones, Alison Snow, T. Sharee Fowler, Deborah F. Farmer, Roger T. Anderson, and David 

W. Richmond. 2006. “Description and Evaluation of a Faith Community-Based 

Domestic Violence Pilot Program in Forsyth County, NC.” Journal of Religion & 

Abuse 7, no. 4: 55 –87. https://doi.org/10.1300/J154v07n04_05. 

Khalil, Nancy A. 2017. “Without a Profession: The Politics of Being and Becoming an 

American Imam.” PhD diss. Harvard University. 

Khan, Faizul R. 2006. “A Muslim Response to Domestic Violence.” Journal of Religion 

& Abuse 8, no. 1 (January): 79–82. https://doi.org/10.1300/J154v08n01_13. 

Magid, Mohamed. 2007. “Affecting Change as an Imam.” In Change From Within: 

Diverse Perspectives on Domestic Violence in Muslim Communities, edited by 

Maha B. Alkhateeb and Salma E. Abugideiri, 13–30. Great Falls: Peaceful Families 

Project. 

Milani, Asra, Alan Leschied, and Susan Rodger. 2018. “‘Beyond Cultural Sensitivity’: 

Service Providers’ Perspectives on Muslim Women Experiences of Intimate 

Partner Violence.” Journal of Muslim Mental Health 12, no. 1 (Summer): 49–75. 

https://doi.org/10.3998/jmmh.10381607.0012.103. 

Mogahed, Dalia and Youssef Chouhoud. 2017. American Muslim Poll 2017: Muslims at 

the Crossroads. Dearborn: ISPU: Institute for Social Policy & Understanding. 

https://www.ispu.org/american-muslim-poll-2017/. 

Mokhtar, Hasnaa and Tahani Chaudhry. 2022. “Becoming Allies: Introducing a 

Framework for Intersectional Allyship to Muslim Survivors of Gender-Based 

Violence.” Journal of Islamic Faith and Practice 4, no. 1 (October): 34–50. 

https://doi.org/10.18060/26545. 

Nason-Clark, Nancy. 2000. “Making the Sacred Safe: Woman Abuse and Communities of 

Faith.” Sociology of Religion 61, no. 4 (Winter): 349–368. https://doi.org/10.2307/ 

3712520. 

National Domestic Violence Hotline. 2021. “What is Spiritual Abuse?” Published 

November 8, 2021. https://www.thehotline.org/resources/what-is-spiritual-abuse/. 

Oyewuwo-Gassikia, Olubunmi B. 2016. “American Muslim Women and Domestic 

Violence Service Seeking: A Literature Review.” Affilia 31, no. 4 (June): 450–462. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0886109916654731. 



Journal of Islamic Faith and Practice | Vol. 6, No. 1 

 

 

 

 

CHANGE FROM WITHIN   88 

ARTICLES 

Oyewuwo-Gassikia, Olubunmi B. 2019. “Black Muslim Women’s Domestic Violence 

Help-Seeking Strategies: Types, Motivations, and Outcomes.” Journal of 

Aggression, Maltreatment & Trauma 29, no. 7 (August): 856–875. https://doi.org/ 

10.1080/10926771.2019.1653411. 

Robbins, Liz. 2009. “Upstate New York Man Charged with Beheading His Estranged 

Wife.” New York Times. Published February 17, 2009. https://www.nytimes.com/ 

2009/02/18/nyregion/18behead.html. 

Salem, Alia. 2018. Zia ul-Haque Sheikh: Investigation Report. FACE: Facing Abuse in 

Community Environments.  https://facetogether.org/investigations/ziasheikh. 

Short, Lynn M., Elaine Alpert, John M. Harris Jr, and Zita J. Surprenant. “A Tool for 

Measuring Physician Readiness to Manage Intimate Partner Violence.” American 

Journal of Preventive Medicine 30, no. 2 (February): 173–180. https://doi.org/ 

10.1016/j.amepre.2005.10.009. 

Stark, Harvey R. 2015. “Looking for Leadership: Discovering American Islam in the 

Muslim Chaplaincy.” PhD diss. Princeton University. 

Sweifach, Jay and Heidi Heft-LaPorte. 2007. “A Model for Group Work Practice with 

Ultra-Orthodox Jewish Victims of Domestic Violence: A Qualitative Study.” 

Social Work with Groups 30, no. 3: 29–45. https://doi.org/10.1300/ 

J009v30n03_03. 

Waters, Amanda and Lisa Asbill. 2013. “Reflections on Cultural Humility.” American 

Psychological Association. https://www.apa.org/pi/families/resources/newsletter/ 

2013/08/cultural-humility#:~:text=From%20this%20perspective%2C%20compet 

ency%20involves,process%2Doriented%20approach%20to%20competency. 

Willyard, Cassandra. 2011. “Men: A Growing Minority?” gradPSYCH Magazine. 

American Psychological Association. https://www.apa.org/gradpsych/2011/01/ 

cover-men. 

Yuskaev, Timur R. and Harvey Stark. 2014. “Imams and Chaplains as American Religious 

Professionals.” In The Oxford Handbook of American Islam, edited by Yvonne Y. 

Haddad and Jane I. Smith, 47–63. New York: Oxford University Press. 

https://www.facetogether.org/news/trial-doe-vs-sheikh

