Domestic Violence and the Child Welfare Professional:

General Practice Tips

Tip Sheet #1

With an estimated 30 million children in the United States exposed to family violence before the age of
17, child welfare agencies are shifting responses to target the impact of domestic battering on children
(Child Welfare Information Gateway [Information Gateway], 2014). National, state, and local initiatives
are reevaluating interventions and forming coordinated responses due to a growing awareness of
the intersection between child maltreatment and domestic abuse (Lyon, Perilla, & Menard, 2016). The
recognition of this overlap underscores a critical need for child welfare professionals to understand the
dynamics of family violence (Information Gateway, 2014).
The Domestic Violence and the Child Welfare Professional series supports caseworkers in responding
to families experiencing domestic violence and child maltreatment. The series includes six tip sheets
that provide core practice considerations. This tip sheet—the first in the series—supplies foundational
information for child welfare professionals addressing the crossover between domestic violence and child
maltreatment. The tips in this series are based on a compilation of research and promising practices.
This series uses terminology from the domestic violence field. Exhibit 1 defines common terms.
Terminology varies across agencies.

General Practices:
Groundwork for Effective Decision-Making
A child welfare agency’s response to domestic violence relies
on an understanding of the complex realities of intimate
partner abuse (Ganley, 2016). The tips for general practice
offer a framework for improving agency interventions,
guiding caseworkers in understanding contexts of abuse,
and developing plans for effective casework. Foundational
practices for screening, documenting, and assessing domestic
violence include three key considerations: (1) recording
descriptions of abuse with language that considers the
impact on safety, minimizes trauma, and holds perpetrators
accountable; (2) collaborating with and acknowledging
survivors’ judgment on what increases danger or supports
safety; and (3) evaluating differing levels of threat posed
by perpetrators (Arizona Department of Child Safety, 2016;
National Center on Domestic Violence, Trauma & Mental
Health, 2012; Washington State Department of Social and
Health Services, 2010).
While the tips reflect research and practice knowledge from
the field, caseworkers are advised to follow agency policies
and protocols and the guidance of their supervisors in
conducting casework.

Terminology:
Domestic violence: A pattern of
coercively controlling behaviors
perpetrated by one intimate
partner against another (Schecter
& Edleson, 1999; Domestic
violence, n.d.)
Perpetrator: The person
who commits a pattern of
intimate partner violence and
coercive control (Abuser, 2009;
Washington State Department of
Social and Health Services, 2010)
Survivor: The perpetrator’s
target, adult or child, of domestic
violence, including emotional,
physical, verbal, sexual, and
coercive control and children who
also witness domestic violence
(Survivor, 2009; Washington State
Department of Social and Health
Services, 2010)

General Practice Tips
1. Screen for all types of domestic violence, not just physical incidents, and assess patterns of perpetrators’
behavior. Include controlling behaviors as well as the impact of what the child has witnessed.
2. Never assume children or survivors are safer because the survivor and perpetrator are no longer in a
relationship, don’t live together, or have an order of protection in place. Separation often increases danger.
3. Never interview a survivor or child when a perpetrator is present. It is unsafe to assess domestic
violence when the perpetrator is with survivors.
4. Assess all of survivors’ protective factors, efforts, and strengths; remember that most survivors have
plans for their safety and the safety of their children.
5. Don’t assume that perpetrators are the same; all are different and pose different levels of threat to survivors.
6. Keep children with survivors whenever safe and possible to do so. To determine if it’s safe, assess the
capacity of the survivor’s parenting skills and potential risk or safety threats posed by perpetrators.
7. Remember to assess the impact of witnessing all forms of domestic violence and controlling behaviors
on children. Learn about what helps them feel safer.
8. Don’t put plans into place that require the survivor to be responsible for the perpetrator’s behaviors or
for ending the violence.
9. Hold perpetrators accountable by clearly defining behavioral expectations and by assessing and
documenting their parenting capacity and abusive behavior.
10. Be specific in documentation. Provide concrete examples that demonstrate either what happened or
how children were or are harmed. Use detailed language and avoid jargon such as “a domestic,” or “This
couple has a history of domestic violence.”

References
Abuser. (2009). In Definitions. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan. Retrieved from http://stopabuse.umich.edu/resources/
definitions.html
Arizona Department of Child Safety. (2016). Family centered strengths and risk assessment and documentation guide. Retrieved
from https://extranet.azdes.gov/dcyfpolicy/Content/additional%20information/Family%20Centered%20Strengths%20
and%20Risks%20Assessment%20doc%20guide%20(8.12.15.%20edits).pdf
Child Welfare Information Gateway. (2014). Domestic violence and the child welfare system. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, Children’s Bureau. Retrieved from https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/domestic-violence.pdf
Domestic violence. (n.d.). In Child Welfare Information Gateway Glossary. Retrieved from
https://www.childwelfare.gov/glossary/glossaryd/
Ganley, A. (2016). Domestic violence: The what, why, and who, as relevant to criminal and civil court domestic violence cases.
In Domestic Violence Manual for Judges. Olympia, WA: Administrative Office of the Courts. Retrieved from http://www.
courts.wa.gov/content/manuals/domViol/chapter2.pdf
Lyon, E., Perilla, J., & Menard, A. (2016). Developing outcome measures for domestic violence programs’ work with children and
youth. Washington, DC: Futures Without Violence. Retrieved from https://s3.amazonaws.com/fwvcorp/wp-content/
uploads/20160331145739/Developing-Outcome-Measures1.pdf
National Center on Domestic Violence, Trauma & Mental Health. (2012, May). Tips for supporting children and youth exposed
to domestic violence: What you might see and what you can do. Creating Trauma-Informed Services: Tipsheet Series. Chicago,
IL: Author. Retrieved from http://www.nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Tipsheet_ChildrenExposed_NCDVTMH_May2012.pdf
Schechter, S. & Edleson, J. (1999). Effective intervention in domestic violence & child maltreatment cases: Guidelines for policy and
practice. Reno, NV: National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. Retrieved from
https://www.rcdvcpc.org/resources/resource-library/resource/effective-intervention-in-domestic-violence-childmaltreatment-cases-guidelines-for-policy-and-pract.html
Survivor. (2009). In Definitions. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan. Retrieved from
http://stopabuse.umich.edu/resources/definitions.html
Washington State Department of Social and Health Services. (2010). Social worker’s practice guide to domestic violence. Olympia,
WA: Children’s Administration. Retrieved from https://wscadv.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/social_workers_practice_
guide_to_dv_feb_2010.pdf
This product was created by the Capacity Building Center for States under Contract No. HHSP233201400033C, funded
by the Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
Domestic Violence and the Child Welfare Professional: General Practice Tips

