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Domestic violence organizations and child welfare agencies have a shared goal of reducing violence
within families and promoting child well-being. Yet, these two systems have historically applied
different approaches to meeting the needs of communities. While domestic violence organizations
tend to focus on the adult victim, child welfare agencies focus on the children, often viewing the
parent as potentially engaging in child abuse or failing to protect the child from the abusive acts of
others. Often, these different stances towards children’s exposure to domestic violence have
hindered collaborative efforts to serve families.

But the reality is: children do best when they can safely stay with their non-abusive parent, who is
their main source of comfort and stability. Removing a child adds trauma and doesn’t address the
real danger, which is the abusive partner. When domestic violence is identified correctly, child
welfare can focus on accountability for the abusive person and support for the survivor parent. But
when domestic violence is mislabeled as neglect, families often receive services that don’t match
their needs, and children face a higher risk of unnecessary separation.

Advocates are essential in keeping families safe and connected. They help survivors navigate
complicated systems, strengthen safety planning, and reduce foster care involvement. Their support
matters most when domestic violence is present but not clearly recognized, because survivor
parents are too often blamed for the abusive partner’s actions. Advocates help keep the focus on
the person causing harm and ensure families can access trauma informed support without adding
the trauma of separation.

Grounded in shared values, meaningful collaboration between domestic violence and child welfare
agencies is critical for effectively meeting the complex needs of families and keeping children safe.
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WHY DOMESTIC VIOLENCE SHOWS UP IN CHILD WELFARE CASES1.

Things to consider

DV is a major driver of child welfare involvement, but it is not always tracked as its
own category.
Cases involving DV are often mislabeled as “neglect,” which hides the abusive
partner’s use of power and control over the non-abusive parent.
Mislabeling leads to survivor‑blaming and inappropriate interventions.
Without accurate tracking, prevention and support become nearly impossible.

Domestic violence (DV) is one of the most common reasons families become involved with the child
welfare system , even though it is often hidden under broad labels like “neglect.” When DV isn’t
named clearly, survivors get blamed, and families receive services that don’t match their needs.

1

  Child welfare comprises an array of services designed to ensure that children are safe and that families have the
necessary support to care for their children successfully. For more information, please see What Is Child Welfare? A
Guide for Domestic Violence Services Advocates. See also Child Welfare Terms for a comprehensive guide to child
welfare and foster care terminology.
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https://www.thehotline.org/resources/how-did-this-happen-again-navigating-feelings-of-self-blame/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/safety-and-risk/definitions-child-abuse-and-neglect/?top=86
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://www.foster-adopt.org/child-welfare-terms/
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CHILDREN ARE SAFEST WITH THEIR NON-ABUSIVE PARENT2.

All major research and national guidelines agree: Children experience the least trauma when they
remain with the safe parent. 

Things to consider

Removing children from their non-abusive parent often increases trauma and
instability.
Safety improves when the survivor is supported, not punished.
The danger comes from the abusive partner’s behavior, not the survivor’s choices.
Supporting the survivor is supporting the child.

SURVIVORS WORK HARD TO PROTECT THEIR CHILDREN, EVEN WHEN SYSTEMS DON’T
RECOGNIZE IT

3.

Survivors take many steps to keep their children safe, but these actions are rarely documented.
Advocates can help make these efforts visible.

According to the Safe & Together Model, maternal warmth or mothering resilience refers to the
protective efforts, nurturing capabilities, and emotional strength demonstrated by domestic
violence survivors to support their children's well-being despite experiencing trauma and abuse.

WHY SYSTEMS STRUGGLE TO RESPOND EFFECTIVELY4.

Child welfare, courts, and DV programs often work in silos. High caseloads, rigid policies, historic
disparities, and limited resources can lead to rushed decisions, especially around child removal.

Things to consider

Mothering resilience may play a key protective role for children exposed to
domestic violence.
Advocates can help survivors document ongoing protective actions, such as the
filing of petitions for protection orders. 
Because men can also be victims of domestic violence, survivor-centered and
holistic support should be offered to non-abusive parents regardless of their
background. 
Risk should be reframed around the pattern of behaviors of the partner causing
harm, not the survivor’s decisions.
Child Protective Services (CPS)  is less likely to remove children when they
understand the caregiver is protective, engaged, and supported.

2

  Child Protective Services (CPS) is the government agency within the child welfare system that is responsible for
investigating allegations of child abuse or neglect and providing intervention and support as needed. 

2

https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://safeandtogetherinstitute.com/
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://vawnet.org/sites/default/files/materials/files/2016-09/AR_BWProtStrat.pdf
https://vawnet.org/material/serving-male-identified-survivors-intimate-partner-violence
https://vawnet.org/material/webinar-domestic-violence-101
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Things to consider

CPS workers are often overburdened and must follow strict rules.
DV programs may face their own barriers such as rigid rules, limited child services,
and advocate burnout. 
Assessments and evaluations often misunderstand trauma and coercive control.
These are system problems, not individual worker failures.

Families do best when CPS, DV programs, and courts work together. Collaboration reduces risk and
strengthens long‑term stability.

Things to consider

Advocates can emphasize the importance of individualized safety plans for
survivors and their children when working with child welfare workers.
Advocates and child welfare workers can benefit from participating in
cross‑training, co-developing protocols, and co-locating advocates and domestic
violence units within the child welfare agencies.
Advocates and child welfare workers can use team‑based approaches to reduce
unnecessary removals and eliminate barriers to family safety.
Advocates can help courts prioritize survivor safety and accountability for abusive
partners by sharing clear, evidence‑based information about risks.

STRENGTHENING PROTECTIVE FACTORS CAN PREVENT FOSTER CARE INVOLVEMENT6.

CROSS‑SYSTEM COLLABORATION IMPROVES SAFETY5.

“Support should be provided that allows the parent-survivor to maintain custody of and
develop protective, secure attachments with their child(ren) as they navigate the challenges
of their abuse. In doing so, we will enhance the well-being of the whole family, including the
child(ren) who will be protected from possible harms of removal and foster care placement.
Although each member of the family may have competing needs and interests, a plan can
be made to balance all of these interests and prioritize the safety of each family member
without resorting to tearing the family apart.” (Source: A Balancing Act: How Professionals
in the Foster Care System Balance the Harm of Intimate Partner Violence as Compared to
the Harm of Child Removal)

Research is not clear on the benefits of family separation as a response to witnessing domestic
violence, given the harm that a child may encounter during family separation and foster care
placement .

Stability is safety. Advocates can help families access the supports that keep them together.

3

  Foster care refers to a temporary living arrangement for children who cannot live with their biological parents due to
safety concerns or other issues. See Child Welfare Terms for a comprehensive guide to child welfare and foster care
terminology.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740924005115
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/casework-practice/intimate-partner-and-family-violence/?top=292
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/casework-practice/intimate-partner-and-family-violence/?top=292
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SbgWTtnGSDI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SbgWTtnGSDI
https://promising.futureswithoutviolence.org/healing-activities-guide-building-protective-factors-with-survivors-of-domestic-violence/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9909141/pdf/42448_2023_Article_153.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9909141/pdf/42448_2023_Article_153.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9909141/pdf/42448_2023_Article_153.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9909141/pdf/42448_2023_Article_153.pdf
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://www.foster-adopt.org/child-welfare-terms/
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Things to consider

The promotion of children’s safety, permanence, and well-being are the principles
that guide child welfare practice and policy.
Advocates can connect families with community-based resources for housing,
financial help, childcare, and legal advocacy.
Advocates can help survivors gather documents or records when safe.
Advocates can connect survivors with DV‑informed attorneys or caseworkers.

By using clear, accurate language, anti-violence advocates can shift how CPS understands risk.

Helpful phrases:

“The survivor has taken multiple steps to keep the children safe.”
“The risk comes from the abusive partner’s behavior.”
“These supports are already in place to maintain safety.”
“We can strengthen safety without separating the children.”

ADVOCACY LANGUAGE THAT HELPS7.

Advocates can help survivors navigate CPS more safely and confidently.

Key steps:

Clarify and challenge inaccurate assumptions.
Request documentation of the child welfare agency’s “reasonable efforts” to
preserve and reunify the family.
Encourage survivors to keep their own records of services and safety plans.
Bring in multidisciplinary teams when helpful.

SYSTEM NAVIGATION TIPS FOR ADVOCATES8.

Children are safest when their non‑abusive parent is safe, supported, and not blamed for
the other parent’s abuse. Effective intervention requires supporting survivors, holding
abusive partners accountable, and strengthening collaboration across systems.

What Is Child Welfare? A Guide for Domestic Violence Services Advocates by the Child Welfare
Information Gateway

Podcast Episode: Survivors Are Better Parents Than Most People Think (Even Survivors Themselves)
by Safe & Together Institute

FOR MORE INFORMATION

https://acf.gov/opre/topic/overview/abuse-neglect-adoption-foster-care
https://www.childwelfare.gov/resources/reasonable-efforts-preserve-or-reunify-families-and-achieve-permanency-children/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/resources/reasonable-efforts-preserve-or-reunify-families-and-achieve-permanency-children/
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://safeandtogetherinstitute.com/podcast/season-4-episode-7
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CPS: Closing the Distance Between Domestic Violence Advocacy and Child Protective Services by the
Washington State Coalition Against Domestic Violence

Effective Intervention in Domestic Violence and Child Maltreatment Cases: Guidelines for Policy and
Practice (The Greenbook) by the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges

How Can Child Welfare Partner with Other Systems to Support Families Experiencing Domestic
Violence? by Casey Family Programs

What Is Child Welfare? A Guide for Domestic Violence Services Advocates by the Child Welfare
Information Gateway

Enhanced Resource Guidelines: Child Welfare Workers’ Companion Guide by the National Council of
Juvenile and Family Court Judges

Strong Collaborative, Strong Families: Co-located Domestic Violence Services Within Child Welfare
by the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges

Healing Activities Guide: Building Protective Factors with Survivors of Domestic Violence by
Promising Futures

FOR MORE INFORMATION (CONTINUED)

The production and dissemination of this publication was made possible by Grant #90EV0428-01
from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families,
The Office of Family Violence Prevention and Services. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the
authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services.

https://vawnet.org/material/cps-closing-distance-between-domestic-violence-advocacy-and-child-protective-services
https://www.ncjfcj.org/publications/effective-intervention-in-domestic-violence-child-maltreatment-cases-guidelines-for-policy-and-practice/
https://www.ncjfcj.org/publications/effective-intervention-in-domestic-violence-child-maltreatment-cases-guidelines-for-policy-and-practice/
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://www.casey.org/media/24.07-QFF-SF-Child-protection-and-domestic-violence_fnl.pdf
https://www.casey.org/media/24.07-QFF-SF-Child-protection-and-domestic-violence_fnl.pdf
https://vawnet.org/material/what-child-welfare-guide-domestic-violence-services-advocates
https://www.ncjfcj.org/publications/enhanced-resource-guidelines-child-welfare-workers-companion-guide/
https://www.ncjfcj.org/publications/enhanced-resource-guidelines-child-welfare-workers-companion-guide/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SbgWTtnGSDI
https://promising.futureswithoutviolence.org/healing-activities-guide-building-protective-factors-with-survivors-of-domestic-violence/
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
https://cwig-prod-prod-drupal-s3fs-us-east-1.s3.amazonaws.com/public/documents/cw_domestic_violence.pdf
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