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Introduction 
The SAFeR approach described during the webinar calls upon all professionals 
with roles in the child custody process to carefully assess whether domestic 
violence is occurring in each case, understand what is actually happening in the 
particular family, and make decisions that respond effectively to the abuse and its 
effects. 
 
Each professional within the system applies the SAFeR approach in a unique way, 
shaped by their roles and responsibilities.  Judicial officers use SAFeR to support 
their ability to craft parenting arrangements that protect victims and children 
from abuse.  Custody evaluators and guardians ad litem use SAFeR to make 
recommendations tailored to the needs of families experiencing domestic 
violence. Attorneys and advocates use it to better understand the nature and 
effects of the abuse experience by their clients and to advocate for an 
appropriate response from the family court and other decision-makers.  
Supervised visitation and safe exchange professionals use SAFeR to better 
recognize potentially abusive and harmful behaviors during visitation/exchange 
and to implement process safeguards tailored to the abusive behavior of the 
abuser and the needs of the victim and children. 
 
This workbook is intended to help you explore how the SAFeR approach can assist 
you in your specific role within the child custody process.  For each of the four 
SAFeR steps, it asks questions to help you identify how you and your colleagues 
can integrate the approach in your work.  In addition, it provides questions for 
community-wide conversations about how all of the key professionals identify 
and respond to domestic violence, and about strategies to develop a more 
collaborative approach. 
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SAFeR in the Context of Your Professional Role 
 

Initial Questions:  
How would using the SAFeR approach to obtaining a better understanding of the 
nature, context, and effects of abuse in a particular family support your work?  
How can you use that information in your role? 
 
Please keep these purposes in mind as you think about how you can apply the 
four steps of SAFeR in your work. 
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SAFeR Step 1: Screening for Domestic Violence 
BWJP explains the Screening step as follows:  

“The first step of the 
framework is to identify 
domestic abuse. At the 
outset, you must try to 
determine whether abuse 
is or may be an issue in 
the case….  Most 
domestic abuse screening 
tools are designed for a 
specific purpose and a 
specific practice setting. 
Different tools look for 
different things for 
different reasons. Each 
has its own strengths and 
limitations. Consequently, it is important for you to know what you are looking for 
and why – and to use tools that are designed to get at what you need.  In order to 
promote safe and informed disclosures of domestic abuse, it is also important for 
you to explain to the people you screen why you are asking about abuse, how you 
will use the information they provide, who will have access to it, and where it 
might show up later in the family court process.” 
 
Discussion questions: 

 What types of domestic violence screening tools are currently being used in 
your community?  
 

 How does screening for domestic violence support your work?   
 

 How would you use the information obtained? 
 

 What ideas do you have for incorporating (or improving) domestic violence 
screening in your work with victims and/or families? 
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Universal screening for the presence of abuse is an essential component to 
improving the systemic response to domestic violence. Community partners are 
encouraged to:  
 Examine current screening practices 
 Clearly identify the need for screening relevant to each partner’s specific 

role 
 Determine how the information obtained through the screening process 

will be used to inform decisions/practice 
 Develop protocols for the implementation of routine screening practices 
 Obtain initial and ongoing training regarding the use of screening tools 
 Review and revise screening protocols as needed 

 
If screening indicates that domestic violence may be an issue in a case, then 
further investigation and assessment is needed. The next two steps of SAFeR can 
guide that process. 
 
Screening resources may be found here: 
https://www.bwjp.org/assets/compiled-practice-guides-may-2018.pdf 
 

https://www.bwjp.org/resource-center/resource-
results/intimate_partner_violence_screening_guide.html 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.bwjp.org/assets/compiled-practice-guides-may-2018.pdf
https://www.bwjp.org/resource-center/resource-results/intimate_partner_violence_screening_guide.html
https://www.bwjp.org/resource-center/resource-results/intimate_partner_violence_screening_guide.html
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SAFeR Step 2: Assessing the Nature and Context of Domestic Violence 
As BWJP describes this step:  
 

“Family court 
practitioners need to 
know what is actually 
going on in people’s 
real lives. They have to 
know, for instance, 
whether the [intimate 
partner violence, or 
IPV] they have 
detected is an isolated 
incident or part of a 
larger pattern or 
history of abuse. They 
need to know whether 
the IPV is designed to 

instill fear or compliance with unilateral and self-proclaimed rulemaking authority 
– or whether it represents resistance to violence that has been perpetrated 
against that partner. Family court practitioners need to know whether the abuse 
they have detected includes markers of lethal danger – and/or whether it is 
associated with other life stressors, such as major mental health problems or 
substance abuse. In short, family court professionals must attempt to gain a full 
and complete understanding of IPV in context – to discern who is doing what to 
whom and why. Otherwise, they’ll end up treating everything and everybody the 
same, and that can endanger children and battered parents, embolden abusers, 
and undermine effective interventions.” 
 
Discussion questions: 

 How would understanding the nature and context of the abuse be helpful 
for you in your role?  How would your practice/decisions change if you had 
a better understanding of the nature and context of abuse? 
 

 Where can you get the information needed to better understand the 
nature and context of the abuse?  
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 Are there any barriers to gathering the information needed to better 
understand the nature and context of the abuse? If so, how can community 
partnerships be leveraged to overcome these barriers? 

 
Suggestions and resources: 
Assessing the nature and context of the abuse 
 Enables the professional to understand whether the abuse is patterned and 

based on power and control dynamics (versus isolated incident, 
reactive/resistant, or not tied to power and control dynamics) 

 Helps uncover coercive controlling abuse 
 Helps detect dangerousness risk factors 

 
To better assess the nature and context of abuse, professionals can: 
 Use SAFeR worksheets and tools 
 Ask questions to determine the intent, meaning, and effect of behaviors 
 Use the power and control wheel to guide questions and analysis 

 
Here are some resources regarding assessment of the nature and context of 
domestic violence to explore: 
https://www.bwjp.org/assets/compiled-practice-guides-may-2018.pdf 
 

https://www.bwjp.org/our-work/projects/safer/safer-worksheets.html 
 
 
  

https://www.bwjp.org/assets/compiled-practice-guides-may-2018.pdf
https://www.bwjp.org/our-work/projects/safer/safer-worksheets.html
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SAFeR Step 3: Focusing on Effects 
BWJP describes this step as follows:  
 
“The third step of the SAFeR 
framework is to focus on 
the effects of the abuse. It 
says, ‘Now that you know 
what’s going on, what does 
it mean for the task or 
decision at hand?’ For 
instance, if you are trying to 
come up with a parenting 
plan, you need to ask what 
the consequences of the 
abuse are for parenting. 
What risks and problems 
does the abuse create for 
the parents and for the children? What kinds of things are standing in the way of 
constructive parenting and healthy childhood development?” 
 
Discussion questions: 

 How would focusing on the effects of the abuse be helpful for you in your 
role?  How would you use the information obtained? 
 

 How can you incorporate this step in your work? 
 

 Where can you get the information needed to better understand the 
effects of the abuse?  
 

 Are there any barriers to gathering the information needed to better 
understand the effects the abuse? If so, how can community partnerships 
be leveraged to overcome these barriers? 

 
Suggestions and resources: 
By focusing on the effects of the abuse on the children, abused parent, and 
parenting by both parents: 
 A judicial officer crafting a parenting arrangement, an evaluator or GAL 

making recommendations, and attorneys advocating for a protective 
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custody order can use the information to avoid making assumptions about 
how the abuse has impacted the family and to instead understand the 
actual effects to determine what the appropriate response/decision would 
be to address the abuse and its impact 

 Supervised visitation and exchange professionals can use the Information 
regarding the effects of the abuse in making decisions regarding how 
services are conducted (i.e. what items can be brought into sessions, the 
content of the conversations that can take place, who can participate, etc.) 

 
All professionals should consider using the SAFeR worksheets and tools 
addressing the effects of the abuse in their work 
 
Here are some resources regarding focusing on the effects of domestic violence 
to explore: 
https://www.bwjp.org/assets/compiled-practice-guides-may-2018.pdf 
 

https://www.bwjp.org/our-work/projects/safer/safer-worksheets.html 
 

https://www.courtinnovation.org/publications/peter-jaffe (focuses on risks to 
children) 
 
 
  

https://www.bwjp.org/assets/compiled-practice-guides-may-2018.pdf
https://www.bwjp.org/our-work/projects/safer/safer-worksheets.html
https://www.courtinnovation.org/publications/peter-jaffe
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SAFeR step 4: Responding to the Abuse 
BWJP describes this step as follows:  

 
“The last stage of the 
framework focuses on 
making informed decisions 
and taking informed actions 
that fully account for the 
nature, context and 
implications of abuse. In 
this way, the framework 
encourages you to directly 
address the underlying 
conditions that would 
otherwise allow the abuse – 
and its implications – to 
persist long after the family 

court case is officially closed.” 
 “The goal of this last element is to respond directly to – and to correct, if possible 
– the harm resulting from IPV, whatever it is, and to minimize the opportunity for 
ongoing abuse and future unwelcomed intrusion into the lives of battered parents 
and children.” 
 
Discussion questions: 

 Considering your role, what responses to the parties’ and children’s 
experience of abuse are you able to incorporate in your work and/or 
decision-making? 
 

 Are there any barriers to responding to the experience of abuse?  If so, how 
can community partnerships be leveraged to overcome these barriers? 
 

Suggestions and resources: 
Some ideas to consider regarding professionals’ response to the abuse include: 
 Judicial officers, evaluators/GALs, attorneys: consider including, 

recommending, or advocating for (depending on role): sole legal custody to 
victim parent; limitations on communication between parents; supervised 
visitation or exchange; restrictions on visitation (e.g., no alcohol, weapons); 
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condition access on compliance with terms (e.g., BIP), review hearings, 
connect to resources, etc. 

 Supervised visitation and exchange professionals: consider how services are 
conducted (i.e. what items can be brought into sessions, the content of the 
conversations that can take place, who can participate, how people come 
and go from center services and the type of support that may be needed by 
adult and child victims)  

 
Here are some resources regarding the response to domestic violence to explore: 
https://www.bwjp.org/assets/compiled-practice-guides-may-2018.pdf 
 

https://www.bwjp.org/our-work/projects/safer/safer-worksheets.html 
 

https://www.bwjp.org/assets/3-14-17-cpo-guide-box-2-3-watermark.pdf 
 
 
 

This project was supported by Grant Number 2015-TA-AX-K023 awarded by the U.S. Department of 
Justice, Office on Violence Against Women. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations 

expressed in this publication/program/exhibition are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of the U.S. Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women, the Center for Court 

Innovation, or the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. 
 

https://www.bwjp.org/assets/compiled-practice-guides-may-2018.pdf
https://www.bwjp.org/our-work/projects/safer/safer-worksheets.html
https://www.bwjp.org/assets/3-14-17-cpo-guide-box-2-3-watermark.pdf
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POWER AND CONTROL WHEELPOWER AND CONTROL WHEEL

POWER
AND

CONTROL

COERCION 
AND THREATS:
Making and/or carry-
ing out threats to do 
something to hurt her.  
Threatening to leave her, 
commit suicide, or report 
her to welfare.  Making 
her drop charges.  
Making her do illegal 
things.

INTIMIDATION:
Making her afraid by 
using looks, actions, 
and gestures.  Smashing 
things.  Destroying her 
property.  Abusing pets.  
Displaying weapons.

MALE PRIVILEGE:
Treating her like a servant: making 
all the big decisions, acting like the 
“master of the castle,” being the 
one to define men’s and women’s 
roles.

ECONOMIC ABUSE:
Preventing her from getting 
or keeping a job.  Making her 
ask for money.  Giving her an 
allowance.  Taking her money.  
Not letting her know about or 
have access to family income.

USING CHILDREN:
Making her feel guilty 
about the children.  Using 
the children to relay 
messages.  Using 
visitation to harass her.  
Threatening to take the 
children away.

MINIMIZING, DENYING, 
AND BLAMING:
Making light of the abuse 
and not taking her concerns 
about it seriously.  Saying 
the abuse didn’t happen.  
Shifting responsibility for 
abusive behavior.  Saying 
she caused it.

ISOLATION:
Controlling what she does, 
who she sees and talks to, 
what she reads, and where 
she goes.  Limiting her 
outside involvement.  
Using jealousy to justify 
actions.

EMOTIONAL ABUSE: 
Putting her down.  Making her 
feel bad about herself.  
Calling her names.  Making her 
think she’s crazy.  Playing mind 
games.  Humiliating her.  
Making her feel guilty.

Produced and distributed by: 4612 Shoal Creek Blvd.  •  Austin, Texas 78756
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Physical and sexual assaults, or threats to commit them, are the most apparent forms of domestic violence and are usually 
the actions that allow others to become aware of the problem.  However, regular use of other abusive behaviors by the 

batterer, when reinforced by one or more acts of physical violence, make up a larger system of abuse.  Although physical as-
saults may occur only once or occasionally, they instill threat of future violent attacks and allow the abuser to take control of 
the woman’s life and circumstances.

The Power & Control diagram is a particularly helpful tool in understanding the overall pattern of abusive and violent be-
haviors, which are used by a batterer to establish and maintain control over his partner.  Very often, one or more violent 

incidents are accompanied by an array of these other types of abuse.  They are less easily identified, yet firmly establish a pat-
tern of intimidation and control in the relationship.

Developed by:
Domestic Abuse Intervention Project
202 East Superior Street
Duluth, MN 55802
218.722.4134
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