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I am a woman. 

I am a daughter. 

I am a mother. 

I am a sister. 

I am a woman of color. 

I am a lesbian. 

I am married. 

I am disabled. 

I am an immigrant. 

I am single. 

I am a senior. 

I am a survivor. 
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Assessing Risks of Staying or Leaving 

 

Intimate relationships are generally very complicated, and when abusive behavior is an added ingredient they 

become even more complex.  Changing the dynamics of a relationship or marriage is not simple.  Change is a 

process that takes time, careful thought, and incremental action.  When it comes to domestic violence, the 

general public tends to discount the complexity of intimate relationships.  All too often, the survivor is held 

accountable for ending the violence in her relationship, rather than holding the actual abusive partner 

accountable for the violence.  These attitudes only serve to reinforce in abused women a sense of 

hopelessness and worthlessness. 

 

A violent relationship is obviously a dangerous relationship.  Therefore, risk assessments are the focal point of 

a survivor’s safety as she highlights the complex network of needs and problems that she may face, her 

survival skills and strengths, and how she has used them so far in prioritizing the difficult areas of her life.   

 

A survivor’s risk assessment begins with an evaluation of her situation from all possible angles.  In the past, 

what has worked for or against her?  How do these past experiences affect her view of the current situation?  

What could have been done differently?  What are her personal and social barriers?  What are the dangers 

that she faces from the abuse?  What would help her to overcome these risks?  Such an assessment will 

enable each woman to examine all factors in her life and their impact on her choices and decisions. 

 

Assessing risks from the survivor’s perspective is the key to developing a “safety plan”: a tool designed to help 

women focus on behaviors and activities relative to her and her children’s fundamental safety.  Once the plan 

is developed, it is routinely reviewed and revised based upon ongoing assessments of potential life-

threatening violence and risks to the survivor and her children. 
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Primary Risks Assessed by Survivors of Domestic Violence 

Abuser Generated:  Risks which are those dangers that result from the abusive partner’s abusive behavior and 

control of their partner.  Examples are escalating physical and sexual assaults against the woman, children, or 

others when she tries to leave; escalating tactics of intimidation such as stalking and job harassment; visitation 

or custody fights, snatching of children, filing false reports of child abuse. 

Life Generated:  Risks which are aspects of a woman’s life which present risks or circumstances over which the 

survivor has limited control, such as physical and mental health, financial limitation, and forms of oppression 

such as racism, classism, and homophobia. 

Economic Generated Risks:  Lack of safe and affordable housing; loss of income and ability to provide for the 

children; loss of health insurance benefits for self and children; fear of being charged with desertion or failure 

to protect, and losing custody of children and joint assets. 

Personal/Social Generated Risks:  Effects of trauma from violence: physical injuries, depression, substance 

abuse, suicide attempts that may immobilize her, beliefs that divorce is wrong for the children; belief in her 

partner’s promises to change or hope that the violence stop if she can please her partner; belief that the 

violence is her fault; being socialized to believe that she is responsible for making the relationship or marriage 

work (failure to maintain the relationship or marriage equals failure as a woman); feelings of isolation and 

shame which contribute to a sense that there is nowhere to turn. 

Institutional Generated Risks:  Clergy and secular counselors are often trained to see only the goal of “saving” 

the marriage at all costs, rather than the goal of stopping the violence; police officers often do not provide 

support to women, and they treat violence as a “domestic dispute” instead of a crime where one person is 

physically attacking another person; police may try to dissuade a survivor from filing charges; despite greater 

public awareness and the increased availability of housing for survivors fleeing violent partners, there are not 

enough shelters to keep women safe.
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Risk Assessment Questionnaire:  Safety for Survivors 

 

What does safety look like from a survivor’s point of view?  This Risk Assessment Questionnaire will help 

provide a profile of the dangers that abused women face from their abusive partners.  Although many women 

cannot immediately acknowledge the danger they face, no one is better positioned to assess the threat 

abusive partners pose to them, as no one knows the abusive partners as they do.  Each question always leads 

to other and equally important questions, so simply answering yes or no to the questions (e.g. have they ever 

threatened to kill you?) does not provide enough information to help interpret the danger posed by the 

abusive partner.  The follow-up questions address not only details (e.g., how did he threaten you?), but the 

meaning the abused woman assigns to that threat.  Each survivor is the key player in interpreting the 

meaning of an abusive partner’s actions. 

1.  Has the abusive partner become increasingly more violent, brutal, and/or dangerous?  If yes, can you 

describe the incident? 

 

 

What do you think that change in behavior means? 

 

 

 

2.  Has the abusive partner ever injured you so badly you needed medical attention?  If yes, can you describe 

the injuries? 

 

 

Have they become increasingly more severe? 
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Are you concerned about what will happen next? 

 

3.  Has the abusive partner ever choked/strangled you?  If yes, can you describe the incident?  Did you lose 

consciousness? 

 

 

 

4. Has the abusive partner ever injured or threatened to injure your children?  If yes, can you describe the 

incident(s)? 

 

 

 

Do you think they did it to threaten you? 

 

 

5.  Has the abusive partner ever injured or killed pets?  If yes, can you describe the incident? 

 

 

Do you think they did it to threaten you? 
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6.  Has the abusive partner ever threatened to kill you?  If yes, can you describe the incident? 

 

 

Do you believe they are willing and capable of carrying out that threat? 

 

 

7.  Has the abusive partner ever been sexually abusive to you?  If yes, can you describe the incident? 

 

 

 

 

8.  Has the abusive partner used or threatened to use a weapon against you?  If yes, can you describe the 

incident(s)? 

 

 

 

 

Do you think they may use a weapon against you? 
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9.  Has the abusive partner seemed preoccupied or obsessed with you (e.g., following, monitoring 

whereabouts, stalking, very jealous)?  If so, can you describe the behavior? 

 

 

 

 

10.  Has the abusive partner increased the frequency of assaults?  If yes, can you describe the pattern? 

 

 

 

 

11.  Has the abusive partner ever threatened or attempted to commit suicide?  If yes, can you describe the 

incident? 

 

 

 

How did that affect you? 

 

 

12.  Have you separated or tried to separate from the abusive partner in the past twelve months?  If yes, can 

you describe what happened? 
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13.  Have you sought outside help (e.g. a Protection From Abuse Order, police, shelter, counseling) during the 

past twelve months?  If yes, can you describe how your abusive partner responded to that? 

 

 

14.  Do you think you have been isolated from sources of help (car, phone, family, friends, etc.)?  If yes, can 

you describe how your abusive partner responds to your efforts to reach out for help? 

 

 

 

 

15.  Has your abusive partner experienced any unusually high stress in the past twelve months (e.g. loss of job, 

death, financial crises)?  If yes, do you think that has made them any more dangerous to you? 

 

16. Does the abusive partner drink excessively/have an alcohol or drug problem?  If yes, what is the 

relationship between their substance abuse and their violence? 

 

 

 

17.  Has your abusive partner ever been treated for substance abuse?  If yes, how do you think that affects 

their use of violence? 
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18.  Does your abusive partner own, carry, or have ready access to any firearms?  If yes, describe the type of 

firearms: 

 

 

Are they kept in a secure area inaccessible to the children? 

 

 

19. Do you believe your abusive partner could seriously injure or kill you?  If yes, describe. 

 

 

 

20.  Does your abusive partner have a history of violence to others (i.e., persons outside the family)?  If yes, 

can you describe this? 

 

 

 

21.  To the best of your knowledge, was your abusive partner abused as a child by a family member?  If yes, 

can you provide more information about that? 
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22.  To the best of your knowledge, did your abusive partner witness the physical or psychological abuse of 

their mother?  If yes, do you think that’s connected to their use of violence now? 

 

 

 

 

23.  Does your abusive partner show remorse or sadness about the incident(s)?  If yes, describe. 

 

 

 

24.  Have you felt a need to be protective of your abusive partner (e.g. tried to change or withdraw statement 

to police, reduce bail or charges)?  If yes, describe. 
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Informal Safety Planning 

 

Use what you already know.  As a survivor, you already know more about safety planning and risk assessment 

than you might even realize.  Being in a relationship with an abusive partner—and surviving—requires 

considerable skill and resourcefulness.  Any time you do or say something as a way to protect yourself and/or 

your children, you are assessing risk and enacting a safety plan.  You do it all the time; it’s just not always a 

conscious process. 

Think it through.  It can be a really helpful safety strategy to evaluate risks and make safety plans in a more 

intentional way.  Whether you are currently with your partner or have ended the relationship, and whether or 

not you choose to use the available service system or to involve the police, there are certain things that are 

helpful to consider in planning for your future safety. 

Safety plan for every situation.  Safety plans can be made for a variety of different situations—for dealing 

with an emergency, such as when you are threatened with a physical assault or an assault has occurred; for 

continuing to live with or to date a partner who has been abusive; or for protecting yourself after you have 

ended a relationship with an abusive partner. 

If you are planning to leave your partner or have already left, be aware that abusive individuals often 

escalate their violence during times of separation, increasing your risk for harm, including serious and life 

threatening injury.  Making a separation safety plan can help reduce the risks to you and your children. 

Identify your options.  The value of any safety plan depends on identifying options that are meaningful and 

are workable for you.  The next section will provide you with information about how to prepare a formal 

safety plan, but informally, you can research resources that may be available to you from the local domestic 

violence programs, the police and the courts, and other services that are designed to help abused women and 

their children.  Equally important is the help and information you may get through other systems, including 

your own system of family and social supports.  You may find people you can trust in a variety of places: 

 Employee Assistance, supervisor, union, co-worker 

 Counselor, social worker, therapist 

 Doctor, Ob/Gyn, dentist, nurse 

 Friends, family, neighbors 
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 Religious congregation member, minister, rabbi, priest 

 Women’s centers, welfare-to-work or senior centers 

 Teachers, school counselors, PTA 

 Department of Social Services caseworker 

Evaluate your options.  Only you can judge who it’s safe to tell about your situation and who to ask for help.  

Sometimes people who don’t have good information about domestic violence respond to abused women in 

ways that aren’t helpful, even when they mean well.  On the other hand, you may feel more comfortable 

asking for help from someone you know.  It’s your call.  The important thing is for you to identify all the 

possible people who might be willing and able to help you.  Make a list with their phone numbers and attach it 

to your safety plan for easy reference. 

Plan ahead.  You don’t need to wait for an emergency to ask for help.  In fact, it’s a good idea to talk to people 

who can help before there’s a crisis and find out what they’re willing and able to do for you.  That way, you’ll 

know in advance if you have a place to stay, a source of financial assistance, or a safe person to keep copies of 

important papers with. 

Get support.  It can sometimes be hard to ask for help.  But you deserve help, and you may need it.  And most 

people really do want to help.  The more specific you can be with them about what you need, the more likely 

it is that you’ll get the help you’re looking for. 

Both short and long-term measures must be considered.  Short-term measures consist of assistance programs 

that protect the individual woman who has been or is being abused.  They often focus on the critical period 

just after a woman leaves her home, providing her with food, shelter, and guidance.  This is the period when a 

woman is most at risk from the perpetrator seeking retribution, or when she might return to the home out of 

a sense of hopelessness.  Long-term measures seek to educate the public and empower the survivor to re-

establish her life without violence. 

Any response should involve an interrelationship among the health, legal and social sectors, so that the 

woman is not continually referred to another agency.  Some models of such programs include the use of 

“victim advocates” to act as the woman’s link to the various sectors. 

 



 

15 
 

Various Forms of Support: 

1.  Crisis Intervention:  Crisis intervention services such as crisis hotlines, shelters or other emergency 

residential facilities, medical services, transportation networks, laws that allow perpetrators to be 

removed from the home. 

2. Emotional Support:  Counseling, self-help support groups, assertiveness training, self-esteem and 

confidence-building sessions, parenting skills courses. 

3. Advocacy and Legal Assistance: Access to and custody of children, property matters, financial 

support, protection orders, public assistance benefits, help with immigration status. 

4. Other Supportive Services: Housing and safe accommodations, child care, access to community 

services. 
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Formal Safety Planning:  

Creating a Personalized Safety Plan 

 

The following is a comprehensive set of questions designed to guide you through developing a thorough safety 

plan for a variety of situations.  Because not all situations are relevant to every survivor, certain categories of 

questions are included in an Appendix (pg. 35-41) at the end of this document.  Categories include: 

 Safety Planning for Children and Pets (pg. 35) 

 Safety Planning at Work or in Public (37)  

 Safety Planning around having a Protection From Abuse Order (PFA) (39) 

 Safety Planning and Drug or Alcohol Use (40) 

Remember, there are many obstacles to achieving safety or to ending a relationship with a violent or abusive 

partner, and the choices women confront are not risk-free. 

Decisions that are beneficial in the long-run, such as leaving the abusive partner or obtaining a protective 

order, can actually increase immediate danger for the woman and her children. 

Safety planning is the process of evaluating the risks and benefits of different options and identifying ways 

to reduce risks. 

 

Name:  

Date Prepared: 

Dates Updated: 
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BEING READY FOR A CRISIS:  

SAFELY PLANNING TO LEAVE 

 
Leaving must be done with a careful plan to increase your safety.  Abusive individuals often 

strike back when they believe or sense that the survivor is leaving the relationship. 

1.  In the event that I decide to leave, I will know how to get out safely. 

 I have identified what doors, windows, elevators, stairwells, or fire escapes I would use, just as I would 

in case of a fire.  (Use this space to make notes.) 

 

 

 

 This is how I would evacuate my family, and the route we would take to get out: 

 

 

 I will rehearse this escape plan and, as appropriate, practice it with my family. 

 

2.  In the event that I need to leave quickly, I will have important items ready and accessible.  Items I have 

readied for the Emergency Escape Bags: 

 Clothing and personal items 

 Emergency money (cab fare, quarters for 

the phone, food, hotel room, etc.) 

 Keys (car, house, office, etc.) and cell phone 

 Credit, debit, or check cards, cash 

 Copies of important documents for myself 

and my children 

 Special toys and/or blankets for children 

 Valuable jewelry 

 Items of sentimental value 

 Pet carrier and supplies, and telephone 

number of temporary caregiver 
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Location where I will keep my Emergency Escape Bag (self, children, pets): 

 

 

3.  In the event that I need to leave quickly and it is not safe to talk openly, I will have a code word or signal 

to alert my children that we are going to go, or alert my family or friends that we are coming. 

 Code Word or Signal I will use: 

 

4.  In the event that I need to leave quickly, I will know where to go. 

 My first choice for emergency refuge is: 

 Location: 

 Phone number: 

 

 My alternate choice is: 

 Location: 

 Phone number: 

 

5.  In the event I need to leave quickly, I will have the telephone numbers of area hotlines for abused women: 

 Philadelphia Domestic Violence Hotline – (866) 723-4014 

 Laurel House Shelter (Montgomery County) – (800) 642-3150 

 A Woman’s Place (Bucks County) – (800) 220-8116 

 Domestic Abuse Project – (610) 565-4590 

 National Domestic Violence Hotline – (800) 799-7233 

Notes: 
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SAFETY DURING AN ABUSIVE OR VIOLENT INCIDENT 

 
It is not always possible to avoid abusive or violent incidents, but you can do a number of 

things to increase your safety, and the safety of your children during these incidents. 

1.  I will use my best judgment to recognize when my partner is getting to be argumentative so that I can 

prepare myself.   

a. Here is a list of the signs when I can tell my partner is priming up for an argument or incident of 

violence: 

 

 

 

2.  I will make every effort to move to a space that is lowest risk, and try to avoid arguments in the bathroom, 

garage, kitchen, near weapons, or in rooms without an outside exit.  I will put my kitchen utensils and knife 

block in the cupboards so they are not easily accessible.   

a. This is a list of the safest places in my home: 

 

 

3.  I will use my judgment and intuition to gauge the seriousness of each incident, and recognize that I can 

give my partner what they want and try to calm them down. 

a. List of ideas based on past experiences: 
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4.  I will protect my children and try to keep them safe by teaching some of these strategies to some or all of 

my children, as appropriate.  

a. List of ways I can protect my children: 

 

 

 

 

5.  I will use my code word or signal with my children and/or friends when I am in danger, so they will call for 

help. 

a. Note how I will teach my children or inform my friends about the use of my code word or signal: 

 

 

 

 

6.  I will reach out to my neighbors and friends and tell them about what is happening to me and ask them to 

call the police if they hear suspicious noises coming from the house. 

a. List of the names and phone numbers of neighbors and friends that can be of assistance: 

 

 

7.  In the event of any injury, I will make every effort to have wounds treated as quickly as possible.  This 

includes any injuries my children may have received. 

a. I will advise my doctor or nurse practitioner how the injuries were received and ask them to 

document the incident in my/our medical records. 
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GENERAL SAFETY AND WELL-BEING 

 
Living with a violent or abusive partner often creates a chaotic environment.  Getting “things” 

together and starting to make sense out of life is often a major step towards getting your life 

back under your control. 

 

1.  I will increase my independence by opening a bank account and getting credit cards in my own name. 

a. Banks I have evaluated: 

 

b. Documents I will need: 

 

 

c. If I have a joint bank account with my partner, I can make arrangements to ensure I will have access 

to money.  My plan is to: 

 

 

2.  I can also increase my independence by taking classes, finding a job or increasing my job skills, working on 

relationships with family and friends, looking for my own apartment, buying a car. 

a. Note sources and results of research to find out how to accomplish this: 

 

 

 

3.  I will talk to my family or friends to find out if they would be able to let me stay with them or lend me 

money, if I need it. 
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a. Names and phone numbers of those to contact: 

 

 

b. Date contacts made and results – what they said to me: 

 

 

4.  I will buy a pre-paid cell phone and keep it with me at all times so that my partner will not know what calls 

I am making. 

a. Make sure this phone is charged at all times. 

 

 

5.  I will teach my children how to use the phone to contact the police and the fire department.  I will make 

sure they know our address.  I will program emergency numbers into my cell phone and make sure my 

children know how to access them. 

a. Dates that I accomplished these tasks: 

 

 

6.  I will locate and organize the following important documents I will need for myself and my children: 

a. Pre-paid cell phone and coordinating 

minutes card 

b. Photo ID 

c. Birth certificates 

d. Social Security cards 

e. School/vaccination records 

f. Money, checkbook, bank books, cash 

cards, credit cards 

g. Medications 

h. Keys: house, car, office 

i. Driver’s license/car registration and 

insurance card 

j. Insurance papers (home, car, life) 

k. ID cards – Public Assistance, Medicaid, 

health insurance, prescription plan 

Passports and work permits 

l. Marriage license, divorce or separation 

and child custody papers 
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m. Lease, rental agreement or house deed 

n. Payment books 00 car, mortgage, other 

loans 

o. Pet vaccination records, name of 

emergency caregiver 

p. Address book and personal information 

planner 

q. Sentimental photos 

r. Pictures of yourself, children and 

abusive partner 

s. My personalized Safety Plan 

t. Protection From Abuse court order 

Date documents organized: 

 I will photocopy these documents by (date): ________ 

 I will place either the originals or the photocopies in a safe place such as a safety deposit box, a 

locked fire-proof box kept with a neighbor or friend, by (date): _________ 

 

7.  I have identified the below contacts that are important for my on-going safety: 

 My employer: 

 Police District Domestic Violence Detective: 

 Child Care contact: 

 Children’s school: 

 Doctors: 

 Lawyers: 

 Coworker: 

 Veterinarian: 

 Pet caretaker: 

 Best Friend: 

 Family contact: 

 Other contacts: 
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EMOTIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY 

 
The experience of being abused and verbally degraded by partners is exhausting and 

emotionally draining.  The process of building a new life takes much courage and incredible 

energy.  To conserve your emotional energy, and to support yourself in hard emotional times, 

take advantage of the opportunities that are available to you. 

1.  I will begin rebuilding my strength and support systems by participating in activities that will encourage 

my growth: 

 

 Attend Women In Transition counseling sessions and groups 

 Become involved in community activities to reduce isolation 

 Take a part-time job to reduce isolation and improve my finances 

 Enroll in school to increase my skills 

 Join groups of other women to gain support and strengthen my relationships with other people 

 Take time for myself to read, meditate, play music, etc. 

 Spend time with people who make me feel good and provide support 

 Take part in social activities, e.g. movie, dinner, exercise clubs 

 Get enough sleep 

 Eat nutritionally 

 Join a health club or start an exercise program.  It will increase my energy level and increase my sense 

of well-being 

 Keep a personal journal to write about my feelings – and write something positive about myself every 

day – my own personal affirmations 

 Take time to prepare myself emotionally before entering stressful situations like talking with my 

abusive partner, meeting with lawyers, or attending court 

 Try not to “over-book” myself – limit my daily appointments to reduce stress 

 Be creative and do whatever makes me feel good 

 Avoid excess alcohol, food, or shopping 
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 Avoid drug use 

 Find positive and constructive ways to express my feelings – anger, sadness, etc. 

 Use “I can” statements with myself and be assertive with others 

 Remember: I am the most important person to take care of right now 

 

2.  If I am feeling down, lonely, or confused, I will reach out and call: 

 

 

3.  I will remind myself daily of my best qualities.  They are: 

 

 

4.  Whenever I feel emotionally threatened, I can: 

 

5.  I will take care of my physical health by getting a checkup with a gynecologist, my doctor and dentist.  If I 

don’t have a doctor, I will seek out help to find one by calling: 

 

 

6.  When I have to communicate with my abusive partner in person or by telephone, this is what I will do to 

assure my safety: 

 

 

7.  If I have left my partner and am considering returning this is what I will do before I act or make a decision: 
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8.  To feel stronger, more in control of my life, I can read the following books: 

 

 

 

 

Additional Notes: 
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SAFETY IN THE HOME 

 
To create a safer environment, there are many things a woman can do to increase her safety.  

It may not be possible to do everything at once, but safety measures can be added step by 

step. 

1.  I am no longer living with my abusive partner and I will review this checklist to help me focus on my on-

going safety: 

 If they have keys, change the locks on the doors, windows, and garage.  Install a peep hole in the door. 

 Teach my children to tell me if someone is at the door and not to answer it themselves. 

 Keep my protection order near me at all times. 

 Make sure that the school, day care, and police have a copy of all court orders (including PFAs, custody 

and access orders) and a picture of my abusive partner. 

 Have my telephone number changed and unpublished. 

 Use Call Block when calling out (*67) and teach my children how to do this. 

 Find out how to get a cell phone and preprogram the numbers of people to call in an emergency. 

 Install smoke detectors and put fire extinguishers on each floor in my home. 

 Teach my children how to use the phone to make a collect call to me if they are concerned.  Consider 

having them carry a pre-paid cell phone for emergencies. 

 Tell people who take care of my children which people have permission to pick them up.  Make sure 

they know how to recognize these people.  Do this in writing – signed and dated.  Also, provide them 

with copies of custody and protective orders, and emergency numbers. 

 If I live in a building with an elevator, I will carefully check the hallways as I exit the elevator.  I can also 

check in with the landlord about safety concerns I may have.  I will also teach my children about 

building safety. 

 Purchase rope ladders for escape from upper floors. 

 Replace wooden doors with steel/metal doors, if possible. 

 Install a motion-sensitive or dusk-to-dawn outside lighting system, if possible. 

 Do whatever is possible to install security systems, including additional locks, window bars, poles to 

wedge against doors, and electronic system, etc. – anything to provide added security. 
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PROTECTING YOUR PRIVACY 

 
These are just a few important safety “tips” to help keep you safe while using telephones/cell 

phones and the internet.  For a more detailed section on technology safety planning, please 

see the Women In Transition separate Safety Planning with Technology Workbook. 

 

1.  The following steps will help protect telephone privacy: 

 Blocking stops your number and name from being revealed on Caller ID display units and prevents 

anyone from hearing your number or calling you back with Talking Return Call. 

 Line blocking (ordered from your phone company) and Per Call Blocking (*67 / 1167) are two free 

options that prevent your number and name from being revealed. 

 Operators can assist you if your blocked call is rejected and you need to complete your call without 

revealing your number and name.  Your local phone company can provide more information. 

2.  If you use a fax machine or have a computer that can fax, it may display the fax number of the sender on 

the fax printout.  Line blocking may not keep the sender’s fax number from being revealed.  Therefore, do 

not fax from a phone number you are trying to protect.  If a fax is needed, use a business such as Kinko’s or 

Staples. 

3. Remember to delete call logs on cell phones. 

4. If you use an answering machine or voicemail service, both of which are great for screening calls and 

increasing privacy, utilize a customized greeting that doesn’t announce your name or number.  If someone 

chooses to leave a message on an answering machine, permission to be taped is assumed.  Therefore, the 

recording may be used in court.  If there is a harassing message or violation of a protection order on an 

answering machine, be sure to save that message recording if possible.  Some voicemail systems have time 

limits on storing messages, or storage limits for number of messages, so you may want to ensure your 

voicemail box is emptied regularly. 

5. If you use email, you should use the following: 

 If an abusive partner has access to your email account, they may be able to read your incoming and 

outgoing messages.  If you believe your account is not secure, make sure you choose a password they 

will not be able to guess or create a new account. 
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 If an abusive partner sends you threatening or harassing email messages, they may be printed and 

saved as evidence of this abuse.  Additionally, the messages may constitute a federal offense.  For 

more information on this, contact your local Attorney General’s office. 

Final Note:  Use this space to log information about your abusive partner – you never know when you will 

need it! 

Full Name (list any aliases): 

Last Known Address: 

Last Known Phone & Cell Phone Number: 

Social Security Number: 

Date of Birth: 

Immigration Status/Information: 
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Defending Yourself 

We know that survivors use many different strategies to reduce and avoid their partner’s violence.  For some 

women, going along with what the abusive individual says reduces the violence.  For others, staying out of 

their way, or not talking back may help reduce the violence.  But we also know that for many survivors, no 

matter what they do (or do not do) the violence continues. 

Some survivors choose to or are forced to fight back physically.  We know of many situations in which women 

have defended themselves physically or fought back.  For some of these women, the mere act of defending 

themselves or fighting back has been an effective method of stopping or reducing the violence directed 

against them.  For others, however, the act of defending themselves or fighting back has further enraged the 

abusive individual and the violence has actually increased in response.  In some cases, the violence directed at 

the survivor escalated dramatically. 

We believe that you know better than anyone else how your partner will respond to you defending yourself or 

fighting back.  Has your partner responded to you defending yourself or fighting back in the past?  What has 

happened?  Did the violence become worse?  Was it an effective strategy in ending or reducing the violence?  

In the short-term?  In the long-term? 

Although we all have a legal right to defend ourselves under certain circumstances, we have found that for 

many survivors the legal system is not particularly understanding of their circumstances and why they needed 

to defend themselves.  Many survivors who have defended themselves against their abusive partner’s 

violence are currently serving time in our Nation’s prisons and jails. 

Therefore, we encourage you to do what you can to avoid the violence and situations where you might need 

to defend yourself.  But we also know that for many women, it may not be possible to completely avoid their 

abusive partner’s violence and they may be faced with a situation in which they are forced to defend 

themselves. 

We have heard of many survivors who have gotten arrested for defending themselves or for fighting back.  We 

also know about many survivors who are falsely arrested based on made-up stories by their partners. 
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No matter what the circumstances, if you get arrested, remember that you have a right to an attorney.  Before 

talking to the police, you can tell them that you want an attorney to be present.  If you cannot afford an 

attorney one should be appointed to you. 

For more legal information please contact the National Clearinghouse for the Defense of Battered Women.  

The National Clearinghouse works with survivors charged with killing their abusers, women who have been 

coerced into criminal activity, and women who have been charged with a crime as a result of “failing to 

protect” their children from their abuser’s violence and/or abuse. 

 National Clearinghouse number: 215-351-0010 or 800-903-0111 x3 
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Hiring an Attorney: Screening Questions 

Choosing an attorney can be an arduous task, here are some questions that may help with the process.  

Remember you have the right to interview any potential attorney. 

1.  General Questions about Divorce or Custody Cases: 

 Have you or any members of your firm ever represented my former partner or anyone associated 

with him? 

 Do you handle divorce or custody cases?  How many of these cases have you handled? 

 How many of them were contested? 

 How many of them went to trial? 

 Did any of the cases involve expert witnesses? 

 How many were before the judge(s) who will hear my case? 

 What kind of decisions does this judge usually make? 

 Have you ever appealed a case, and if so, what was the issue appealed?  How many of these 

appealed cases did you win?  (Remember that even excellent attorneys lose cases.) 

 

2.  Questions about Attorney Fees and Costs 

 What are your fees?  What work do these fees cover?  Is this an hourly fee or a flat fee for the 

entire case? 

 Is there an additional charge for appearing in court? 

 Do you ever charge less for people who do not have much  money? 

 Do you charge a retainer?  How much?  What does it cover? 

 Do you refund all or part of the retainer if my case ends up being dropped or doesn’t take much 

time?  (Attorneys should be willing to refund any part of the retainer not spent.) 

 Are there other expenses that I may have to pay?  What are they and how much are they likely to 

be? 

 Will you be the only person working on my case?  What will other people do?  How will I be 

charged for their work?  Will I be charged for speaking to your secretary?  Your receptionist? 

 Are there ways that I can assist you so as to keep down my costs? 
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 Will you send me copies of letters, documents and court papers that you file or receive regarding 

my case? 

 Do you charge extra if the case gets more complicated or we have to go back to court? 

 Will you require that I pay everything that I owe you before you will go to court with me or finish 

my case?  (Many attorneys do this.  They may also refuse to return your original papers or copies of 

your file, and in some states this may be legal.  Therefore you should insist on getting a copy of any 

paper filed with the court, or given or received from another party or otherwise relevant to your 

case.  Be sure to keep all of them in a safe place, in case you ever need them.) 

 Are you willing to work out a payment plan with me? 

 Will you put our agreement in writing about fees and what work you will perform? 

 

3.  Questions about Cases Involving Domestic Violence 

 How much experience have you had with cases involving domestic violence?  Which party did you 

represent (the victim, the abusive partner or the children)? 

 Do you generally believe women who tell you that they have been abused? 

 Do you go to court with women wanting to obtain orders of protection against their abusive 

partners? 

 How sympathetic to abused women is the judge who will hear my case? 

 What are the laws of this state regarding which parent should be given custody when one parent 

has abused the other parent?  Does the judge who will probably hear my case follow these laws?  

What do they usually recommend? 

 What do you think about joint custody awards in cases involving domestic violence? 

 What do you think about mediation in cases where there has been domestic violence? 

 Do the expert witnesses likely to be involved understand the need to protect abused women and 

children? 

 What kind of custody and visitation arrangements do they usually recommend in cases involving 

domestic violence? 

 Do the judges usually follow their recommendations? 

 Do you have a working relationship with the local abused women’s program?  Who have you 

worked with? 
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 Do you have a working relationship with any intervention programs?  Which ones? 

 How helpful is the local prosecutor in handling domestic violence cases? 

 

4.  Questions about Contested Custody Cases 

 Do you usually believe women who tell you that their abuser has physically and/or sexually abused 

the children? 

 How do you handle cases where parental alienation syndrome is alleged?  (This is a popular theory 

that blames mothers for turning their children’s affection against their partner, most often in cases 

where the partner has abused the mother or the children.  The American Psychological Association 

says there is no scientific basis for this theory). 

 How do the custody evaluators you work with feel about cases where the partner has abused the 

children?  Do they usually believe a mother’s statements about the abuse?  What kind of custody 

and visitation recommendations do they usually make? 

 How does the judge who will probably decide my case feel about cases where my partner has 

abused the child?  Do they believe mothers who have made reports about the partner’s physical 

abuse of the children?  About the partner’s sexual abuse of the children? 

 Will someone be appointed as an advocate for the children, and how will that person feel about 

the partner’s physical and or sexual abuse of the children? 

 Will it matter if the child protective service agency has substantiated the abuse?  If the partner was 

convicted or pled guilty to the abuse in the criminal case?  What do you do to protect children in 

cases where you know they are being abused?  Are you willing to stand up for my case, even if it 

angers the judge? 

 If none of the abuse allegations have been made public yet, what do you recommend about 

whether and how to raise them publicly, and how to keep my children safe? 
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Appendix 

 

 Appendix A: SAFETY PLANNING FOR CHILDREN AND PETS 

 
The most important thing that children can do for their mothers and families is to get away 

from the area of violence.  It is important to tell the children that the best and most important 

thing is for them to keep themselves safe. 

 

1.  Personal safety and safety planning are extremely important and necessary for children whose families 

are experiencing violence.  Children can learn ways to protect themselves.  Here is a checklist of how you 

can safety plan with your children: 

 

 Have your children pick a safe room/place in the house, preferably with a lock on the door and a 

phone.  The first step of any plan is for the children to get out of the room where the abuse is 

occurring. 

 Stress the importance of being safe, and that it is not the child’s responsibility to make sure that 

his/her mother is safe. 

 Teach your children how to call for help.  It is important that children know they shouldn’t use a phone 

in view of the abusive partner.  This puts them at risk.  Talk to your children about using a neighbor’s 

phone or a cell phone, or a phone kept in their safe place.  Make sure they know how to use it. 

 Teach your children how to contact police at the emergency number.  Rehearse what your children will 

say when they call for help. 

 Pretend you have dialed 9-1-1 and you are the operator who answers and says “Police, fire, 

ambulance” 

 Your child says: “Please help.  Someone is hurting my mom.  My name is ____ I am ____ years 

old.  I need help, send the police.  The address here is _________________, the phone number 

is ______________. 
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 Instruct your children not to hang up but ask the 9-1-1 operator to stay on the line until the 

police arrive.  The child can either stay on the line or lay the phone down without hanging up. 

 Ensure your children know their full name and address. 

 Pick a safe place for your children to go if they must leave the home. 

 Teach your children the safest route to the planned place of safety. 

 

2.  Pets are often injured during incidents of domestic violence.  Here is a check list of how you can safety 

plan for your pets: 

 Identify a temporary caregiver 

 Have the following pet items easily accessible in a safe place: 

 Vaccination and medical records 

 A collar and identification tags (without home address on them) 

 License for dogs 

 Leash, carrier and favorite toy or blanket 

 Medication (if any) 

Information (food, likes/dislikes, behavioral problems) for a temporary caregiver 
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 Appendix B: SAFETY AT WORK AND IN PUBLIC 

 
Each woman must decide for herself and if and/or when she will tell others that her partner is 

abusive and that she may be at risk.  Friends, family and co-workers may be able to help 

protect her.  However, each survivor should consider carefully which people to ask for help. 

 

1.  The following is a checklist of what I can do to increase my safety at work: 

 I can inform security, my supervisor and/or the Employee Assistance Program – HR? about my 

situation.  Phone numbers to have at work are: 

 

 

 I can ask to have my calls screened or to have my phone number changed.  If I am having my calls 

screened, I will ask if it is possible to have the calls documented.  The person to contact about this is: 

 

 I can ask for a flexible schedule.  The person to contact is: 

 

 

 I can ask for a parking space closer to the building.  The person to contact is: 

 

 I can ask to move my workspace to a safer location.  The person to contact is: 

 

 

 I can ask security to escort me to and from my car.  The person to contact is: 
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 I can change my patterns to avoid places where my partner might find me, such as (list places such as 

stores, banks, laundromats): 

 

 

 I can advise others at work that I am no longer with my partner and ask them to call the police if they 

believe my children or I are in danger.  The person(s) to contact are: 

 

 I can explore the option of telecommuting with my supervisor and human resources office.  The person 

to contact is: 

 

 

 When travelling to and from work, if there’s trouble, I can (list your ideas): 

 

 

 When leaving work I can do the following to protect myself (list ideas): 

 

 

 

 Safety tips around arriving and leaving work: 

 Let someone know when you’ll be home 

 Carry your keys in your hands 

 Get a remote or keyless entry car door opener 

 Walk with someone to your car or bus stop 

 Walk around your car, look in the back seat before getting in, check the trunk 
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 Keep your seats forward so you’ll know if someone is hiding in your car 

 Keep a sign in your car saying “call police” 

 Stay in populated areas, and change the patterns of when you arrive and leave work and the 

routes you take 

 If you see your abusive partner, get to a public place and call attention to yourself 
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 Appendix C: SAFETY WITH A PROTECTION FROM ABUSE 

ORDER 

 
PFA orders are available from the Philadelphia Family Court.  Many abusive individuals obey 

protective orders, but some do not. 

 

1.  I understand that I may need to ask the police and the courts to enforce my protection order.  I can do 

some or all of the following to increase my safety: 

 I can keep a copy of my protection order with me at all times. 

 I can contact the domestic violence detectives in my police district to advise them that I have a 

protection order and can ask them to make sure it is on record with them.  If not, I will give a copy of 

my protection order to them. 

 I will also give a copy of my protection order to police departments in the community where I work and 

in those communities where I usually visit family or friends. 

 I can tell my employer, my domestic violence program counselor, my spiritual leader, my closest friend, 

that I have a protection order in effect.  Other people I can tell are (list names): 

 

 

 If my partner destroys my protection order, I can call the Women Against Abuse Legal Center for help: 

215-686-7086. 

 If my partner violates the protection order, I will call the police by dialing 9-1-1.  I can also report a 

violation to my district domestic violence detective, and I should also advise my counselor at the 

domestic violence program, and if I have a lawyer, I should also advise them. 

 I can call a domestic violence program if I have questions about how to enforce an order or if I have 

problems getting it enforced. 
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 Apprendix D: SAFETY AND DRUG OR ALCOHOL USE 

 
Many people use alcohol and drugs.  Using illegal drugs and abusing alcohol can be very hard 

on an abused woman physically and emotionally, and may hurt her relationship with her 

children and put her at a disadvantage in court.  Beyond this, the use of alcohol or other drugs 

can reduce a woman’s awareness and ability to act quickly to protect herself from her abusive 

partner.  Therefore, in the context of drug or alcohol use, a woman needs to make specific 

plans. 

1.  If drug or alcohol use has occurred in my relationship with my partner, I can enhance my safety by doing 

some or all of the following (list ideas): 

 

 

2.  I will look at how and when it is safe to drink alcohol socially. 

 

 List ideas about how to keep safe: 

 

3.  If my use of alcohol and/or drugs extends beyond social settings and is interfering with my daily life, I will 

do the following to enhance my safety and the safety of my children (list ideas): 

 

 

4.  If I am still living with my abusive partner who is using alcohol and/or drugs, I can do the following to 

enhance my safety and the safety of my children (list ideas): 

 


