
 

What helps children (and their families) to be SAFER? 
 

Violence Prevention & 
Reduction 

Economic Stability & 
Educational 
Opportunity 

Child Well-Being 
Strengthened 

Capable Caregiver(s) 

Violence against 
children 
NO physical, sexual, 
emotional violence 
against the child 

 
Exposure to violence 
against others 
- Lower level of 

frequency of 
violence against 
parent 

- Less violence 
against others 

- Reduced witnessing 

- Fewer gaps in meeting 
basic human needs 

 
- Family has increased 
financial security and 
resources 

 
- Increased learning 
opportunities and 
access to quality 
education 

- Increased resilience to 
effects of violence 

 
- Emotional healing 

 
- Increased social 
supports 

 
- Cultural values 
promoted 

 
- Increased connection 
to supportive and loving 
family members, 
siblings, and other 
adults 

 
- Increased access to 
activities (sports, art, 
clubs, high quality 
childcare, etc.) 

Victimized parent safer 
and supported 

 
Safer 
- Less/no experiences 

of violence or abuse 
- Economic stability 

increased 
- Well-being 

strengthened 
 
Supported 
- Role as parent 

supported; parenting 
skills increased 

- Has economic and 
personal well-being 
to be part of the 
emotional and 
financial support to 
child 

Parent who uses 
violence 
less harmful and more 
helpful 
- Less/no violence 

against other parent 
- Less/no harmful 

parenting, positive 
parenting skills 
increased 

- If still a danger to 
other parent and/or 
child, then access 
and/or opportunity to 
harm is limited or 
eliminated; harmful 
behavior 
acknowledged 

- Has enough 
economic stability 
and personal well- 
being to be part of 
the emotional and 
financial support of 
the child 

- 

  - Growth and 
development nurtured 

 

Addressing conditions (such systemic oppression, institutional and implicit biases, etc.) that contribute to inequities in 
our communities HELPS CHILDREN AND THEIR FAMILIES TO BE SAFER. 

 
Adapted from chart: Greater Hartford Legal Aid, Inc. (GHLA, 2010). Printed in Davies, J.M., & Lyon, E. (2014). Domestic Violence Advocacy: 
Complex Lives/Difficult Choices, 2nd Edition. 



 
 

 
SAFER Framework: Example: 4-year-old child whose parents have separated 

 
Violence Prevention & 
Reduction 

Economic Stability & 
Educational Opportunity 

Child Well-Being 
Strengthened 

Capable Caregiver(s) 

Violence against 
children 
NO physical, sexual, 
emotional violence 
against the child 

-1 parent connected with 
resources to support 
enrollment in community 
college; 1 parent enrolled 
in job training program 

-Resilience and healing 
supported through 
participation in Child- 
Parent Psychotherapy 
with non-violent parent 

Victimized parent safer 
and supported 

 
Safer 
-Less/no experiences of 
violence or abuse 

Parent who uses 
violence 
less harmful and more 
helpful 
-Less/no violence 
against other parent 

Exposure to violence 
against others 
-Parents separated; 3rd 
party visit exchanges 
established (limits child’s 
exposure to possible 
incidents of violence or 
abuse) 

 
-Parents use only monitored 
written message 
communication with one 
another (limits child’s 
exposure to possible 
abusive language over the 
phone and includes 
accountability & monitoring 
aspect) 

-Parent connected with 
SNAP benefits 

 
-Parent participating in 3- 
year supportive housing 
program for survivors of 
domestic violence 

-Enrolled in a high- 
quality, community- 
based Head Start 
program 

 
-Connected with 
maternal aunt and 
paternal grandmother 
who support visit 
exchanges and provide 
additional childcare 
support 

 
-Receiving speech 
therapy services 

 
-Stable housing and 
more economic 
resources 

 
Supported 
- Connected with other 
people who have 
experienced domestic 
violence by way of a 
support group 

 
-Child Parent 
Psychotherapy 
supporting parenting 
role, empathy with child, 
confidence in 
supporting and 
responding to child’s 
needs 

 
-Engaged in a 26-week 
partner abuse 
intervention program 
and attending weekly 
groups regularly; group 
facilitators report 
progress on 
accountability and 
acknowledgement of 
harms caused 

 
-Referred to a parenting 
skills class that includes 
a coaching component 

Advocacy and systemic change examples: funding for and access to culturally and linguistically responsive, trauma-informed 
services; safe, affordable housing; living wage jobs; access to high-quality childcare and public school programming; etc. 
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Considerations for Using the Framework: 
What helps children and their families to be SAFER? 

In the child welfare system, assuring children’s safety and well-being—both while the 
family is involved with us and also well into the future—is our primary objective. Safety 
and wellbeing are multi-faceted; children’s safety and wellbeing may be impacted by the 
factors that brought the family to the attention of the child welfare system, but also by 
interrelated factors such as poverty, limited access to quality healthcare and educational 
supports, structural and systemic racism, homophobia, and other inequities. 

 
A large part of your role is working with each unique child and family to put 
individualized resources and supports in place and documenting progress toward 
greater safety and wellbeing over time. Our goal in our work with families is not 
perfection (since that simply isn’t possible for any child or family), but rather 
improvement and assurance that each child’s basic safety- and well-being-related 
needs are met. 

 
Violence Prevention & Reduction 
Consider: 

- Is there any concern about abuse or violence (physical, sexual, emotional) 
directed toward the child? This must be immediately addressed. 

- In what ways can we reduce the likelihood that children see, hear, or otherwise 
are exposed to violence against others? 

o Domestic violence safety planning often focuses on this – for example: 
§ Teaching children who to contact during an emergency, and how to 

contact them; 
§ Identifying a safer space within the home where a child can go if 

they’re feeling afraid or need to get away from a situation that is 
escalating, and ensuring they have tools for calming and self- 
soothing in that space until a caregiver can help; 

§ Reinforcing for children that they shouldn’t try to intervene in any 
situations, even though they may want to try to help; 

o Can we limit the abusive partner’s access to the non-violent parent 
through mechanisms such as an Order of Protection [Restraining Order, 
No Contact Order, etc.], 3rd party supports for visit exchanges, public 
exchanges (i.e. meeting in police station parking lots to transition children 
from one parent to the other), use of a structured supervised visitation 
center, etc. 

o Can we leverage the resources of the child welfare system to include 
additional support and accountability for the abusive parent? For example, 
court-monitored communication, enforcement of the Order of Protection 
[Restraining Order, No Contact Order], etc.? 
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Economic Stability & Educational Opportunity 
Survivors of domestic violence often report financial issues as one of the biggest 
barriers to ending abusive relationships (https://ncadv.org/blog/posts/quick-guide- 
economic-and-financial-abuse). Supporting economic stability and increasing the 
victimized parent’s economic independence can significantly contribute to their 
children’s safety and wellbeing. 

 
Child welfare workers can support families’ economic stability and educational 
opportunity through activities such as: 

 
• Using child welfare funding and resources intended to support safe conditions 

and reduce neglect due to poverty/lack of access to resources to help families 
with one-time expenses such as security deposits 

• Helping families connect with programs like LIHEAP or other utility assistance 
programs 

• Ensuring families are enrolled in and receiving all the public benefits for which 
they may be eligible (i.e. WIC, SNAP, TANF, etc.) 

• Referring parents to community-based services such as job training or programs 
to complete a G.E.D. or enroll in high school or college courses that will help 
expand their access to opportunities 

• Connecting the victimized parent with resources and supports through domestic 
violence partner agencies, such as financial coaching for survivors 

 
Child Wellbeing Strengthened 
Children, even siblings in the same family, have their own unique strengths, 
vulnerabilities, resources, and needs. Child welfare workers can help strengthen child 
wellbeing through things like: 

 
• Ensuring that service plans include referrals for services aimed at supporting 

resilience and emotional healing for children, including trauma-informed clinical 
services, such as Child Parent Psychotherapy with a safe caregiver; Trauma- 
Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy; or other interventions. Children’s 
domestic violence-focused services can also be a helpful way of supporting 
children in learning that the abuse is not their fault, engaging in empowering 
safety planning activities, and helping children process and make sense of their 
experiences. 

• Supporting children’s evaluations for services under IDEA (special education 
services, services for children with developmental delays or diverse learning 
needs, etc.). 
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• Connecting young children with high-quality childcare and early childhood 
education programming, either with site-based services or home visitation 
programming 

• Supporting parents/caregivers with getting involved with children’s schools. 
• Helping enroll children in activities such as sports, art and music classes, chess 

clubs, coding clubs, dance, etc. – following the lead of the child based on what 
their interests and preferences are 

• Helping families build their social support network, both formally (i.e. 
clubs/activities at a local faith community) and informally (i.e. connecting with 
family members or neighbors) so that children can have more frequent 
connections to safe, supportive and loving adults 

 
Capable Caregiver(s) 
Victimized Parent Safer and More Supported 
Remember that, when we help ensure that a victimized parent is safer and more 
supported, this also directly positively impacts the child’s safety and well-being. 

 
• Consider: how can you address substance use, mental health, or other service 

needs? How can you help mitigate the abusive parent’s access or ability to 
negatively impact engagement in these services (consider substance use 
coercion, etc.)? 

• How can you help the victimized parent build up their support network, both 
through formal service referrals as well as tapping into more informal community- 
based supports? 

• How can you help strengthen the victimized parent’s parenting skills and 
capacities? 

 
Domestic Violence Services 

 
Referrals to domestic violence counseling and support services are also a great way to 
help the victimized parent be safer and more supported. 

 
Attendance is one way of monitoring whether domestic violence-related services are 
having their intended impact, but beyond compliance, how can we assess if the services 
are having the intended impact of helping the victimized parent be safer and more 
supported? 

 
Assessment of the impact of services for people who have been victims of domestic 
violence may include attention to the following issues: 

 
• Can they identify steps they have taken in the past, or steps they might take in 

the future, to enhance their own safety and the safety of their children? 
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• Are they able to identify their options, including possible risks and benefits 
associated with each option? 

• Do they feel less isolated or to blame for the abuse than they did before they 
began these services? In what ways? 

• Can they identify ways that exposure to the violence may have impacted their 
children? What strategies can they identify that they employ to support their 
children when they think their children might be feeling scared or worried about 
what happened? 

 
Bear in mind that it is NOT POSSIBLE for the victimized parent to control their 
partner/ex-partner’s behavior. Instead, consider what the victimized parent can 
influence that helps them (and their children) be safer: 

 
• Can they identify social supports and connections they can access? 
• Can they identify positive ways they cope with stress that are effective at helping 

them feel better? 
• What resources might they need to increase their financial stability (job training, 

public benefits, housing subsidy, asset-building, debt reduction, etc.)? 
 
Parent who uses violence less harmful and more helpful 

• Consider: how can you address substance use, mental health, or other service 
needs, in addition to directly addressing their use of partner violence? 

• How can you support the parent who uses violence in being a safer and more 
effective parent (supervised visitation, therapeutic visitation with a domestic 
violence-informed counselor, etc.)? 

 
The parent who uses violence is, ultimately, the one who is responsible for making the 
choice to be less harmful and more helpful. Batterer Intervention Programs (also known 
as Partner Abuse Intervention Programs) can be a big step toward this. As you’re 
exploring the impact of these services on the parent who uses violence, consider the 
following points, since assessing change is about much more than attendance-related 
compliance. 

 
*Assessment of change in a person who has engaged in domestic violence should draw 
on multiple sources of information (not just the abusive partner’s self-report), and 
include attention to the following issues at a minimum: 

• Have they made full disclosure of their history of physical and psychological 
abuse? An abusive partner must overcome denial and minimization in order to 
confront abusive behavior meaningfully. 

 
 

* The list that follows is from http://www.lundybancroft.com/articles/checklist-for-assessing-change-in-men- 
who-abuse-women 
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• Have they recognized that abusive behavior is unacceptable? We find that some 
people who claim to have changed continue to justify their past violent or abusive 
behavior, usually through blaming the victim, thereby leaving an opening for 
using such justifications for future abuse. One indication of an abusive partner 
who may be making serious progress is unqualified statements that the abusive 
behavior was wrong, regardless of what their partner did/didn’t do. 

• Have they recognized that abusive behavior is a choice? Some people who 
engage in a pattern of coercive control may acknowledge that abuse is wrong but 
make the excuse that they lost control, were intoxicated, or were in emotional 
distress. Acceptance of full responsibility is indispensable for change and needs 
to include recognition that abuse is intentional. 

• Do they show empathy for the effects of their actions on their partner and 
children? As evidence of change, an abusive partner should be able to identify in 
detail the destructive impact their abuse has had and demonstrate that they feel 
empathy, without shifting attention back to their own emotional injuries, 
grievances, or excuses for their choices. 

• Can they identify what the pattern of controlling behaviors and entitled attitudes 
has been? In order to change, an abusive partner has to see that their violence 
grows out of a surrounding context of abusive behaviors and attitudes, and also 
be able to name the specific forms of abuse they have relied on and the entitled 
beliefs that have driven those behaviors. 

• Have they replaced abuse with respectful behaviors and attitudes? Change 
would mean that an abusive partner responds respectfully to their (ex-)partner's 
grievances, meets their responsibilities, and stops focusing exclusively on their 
own needs. They develop non-abusive attitudes, including accepting their 
(ex)partner's right to be angry. If they are in a relationship, does their partner 
confirm that they are not engaging in abusive or controlling behaviors? 

• Are they willing to make amends in a meaningful way? We have observed that 
partners who are making genuine change develop a sense of long-term 
indebtedness towards their victims. This sense includes feeling responsible to lay 
their own grievances aside because of the extent of injury that the abuse has 
caused. 

• Do they accept the consequences of their actions? Our clients who make 
substantial progress come to recognize that abusive behavior rightly carries 
consequences with it, which may include their partner’s decision to end the 
relationship or the placement of restrictions on the abusive partner's access to 
the children. On the other hand, continued anger or externalizing of responsibility 
regarding such consequences tends to portend a return to abusive behavior. 


