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Objectives

 Understand best practice at the intersection 
of domestic violence and child welfare

Comprehend why child welfare interventions 
for families experiencing domestic violence 
are challenging

 Translate the therapeutic approach and 
social science research into advocacy 
strategies on behalf of children and their 
parents
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Picture of Child Welfare
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Poll:
Is the child welfare system?:

a) A safety net for families

b) A net that catches families 



Reality of Child Welfare
4

Reality of the Net:

• Tool of removal even though the 
majority of cases involve neglect 

• In Illinois, children remain in 
foster care for an average of 
40 months (over 4 years)

• Disproportionality and disparity 
for black families at every 
decision point in the child welfare 
system

Dr. Tamara Fuller, University of Illinois, 
School of Social Work, FY 2022 Monitoring 
Report of the B.H. Consent Decree (2023).



Best Practice
RESULT OF TRANSLATIONAL 
RESEARCH: PRACTICE 
INFORMED BY RESEARCH 
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Theory of Change: Child welfare interventions will enhance, rather 
than, weaken, a family’s safety, stability, wellbeing and healing when 
they are….

Trauma-Informed
Respond with the opposite and 
aspire higher

Strength-Based
Create pathways for healing and 
accountability 

Family-Centered
Value all families

Prioritize keeping children with 
their families 

Source what the child needs in 
family
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Equity-Focused
Meet the needs of all families



The Greenbook 

In 1999, National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges created:

Effective Intervention in Domestic Violence and Child Maltreatment Cases: 

Guidelines for Policy and Practice

a.k.a The Greenbook

Authored by Jeffrey Edelson and Susan Schechter
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Core Guidance of The Greenbook

1) Interventions should: create safety, 
enhance wellbeing and provide 
stability for children and families 
PHYSICAL SAFETY & OVERALL 
WELFARE are co-equals

2)  To ensure stability and permanency, 
children should remain in the care of 
the non-offending parent whenever 
possible

3) Creating safety for children experiencing 
domestic violence is inseparable from 
creating safety for their mothers

4) Hold PUVCC solely responsible for their 
choice to abuse

5)  Increase collaboration 
6)  Treat families with respect and dignity

 Advocacy Tips:
 With DCFS

 “Let’s first discuss what our shared goals are in 
working with this family. We need focus on 
both the children’s safety and their overall 
wellbeing, including their ability to heal and 
not experience more trauma. We know by 
helping mom find enhanced safety and 
stability, the children experience enhanced 
safety and stability too. We are starting with 
the premise that we are going to try to do 
everything we can to keep the children with 
mom. Together we will brainstorm ways to 
engage dad and talk to him, mom, and family 
and friends about ways in which we can 
create avenues of accountability. It is so 
important that we work together on this and 
that we both partner with the family in similar 
ways. Above all, I will be sure to convey to the 
family through my words and actions that their 
family has value, despite the hardships they 
are experiencing.”

 With Families? 
 Your thoughts?
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The Adult and Child Survivor Centered 
Approach (“the Approach”)

 Created by the Quality Improvement Center on Domestic Violence in Child 
Welfare (QIC-DVCW), https://dvchildwelfare.org/

 Follow-up from the Greenbook
 The Approach layers onto of the Greenbook lesson

 = the philosophical orientation of collaborating in support of families

 Builds on more than 25 years of work by child welfare and domestic violence 
practitioners and policy makers 

 Grounded in research on violence prevention, human development, trauma 
and resilience

 Trauma-informed, strength-based, family-centered and equity-focused
 6 principles and 2 frameworks 
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“
”

Collaboration

No one system can do it alone…Partnership…Parallel Processing 
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“
”

Safety and wellbeing of child 
and adult survivors is inextricably 
linked.

Connectedness.
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“
”

Each family is unique, with 
unique contexts and challenges, 
including prior and ongoing 
experiencing of trauma.

No cookie cutter responses

12



“
”

Interventions must work toward 
racial, ethnic, and gender 
equity.”

Equity is imbedded into every principle.
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Equity = 
Meting Needs 
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“
”

Interventions should promote 
healing and wellbeing.

=CYCLE INTERRUPTERS

What supports promote healing? What responses hinder healing?

15



“
”

Buffering risk and building 
protective factors enhances 
safety, wellbeing and healing.

=DUALITY

Buffering risk:

1) What risks exist at each level: a) individual, b) relational, and c) institutional and community?

2) In what ways can you partner with the adult survivor and DCFS to buffer risk? 

3) How does domestic violence advocacy practice and safety planning contribute to buffering risk?
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Protective Factors = Pathways to 
Healing

 Individual and relational attributes, as well as environment and social 
conditions that help reduce risk factors, build individual strengths, promote 
healthy development, and establish conditions that support the safety, healing 
and wellbeing of children and their families (Quality Improvement Center on 
Domestic Violence in Child Welfare)

• Examples of Protective Factors
• Safer and more stable conditions

• Social, cultural, and spiritual connections

• Resilience and growth mindset

• Nurturing parent-child interactions

• Social and emotional abilities
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Why are Protective Factors Important?



Who has a role and responsibility for fostering protective 
factors?
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Kandinsky as Protective Factors 
Unique, needs-based support Respond with the opposite and aspire higher 
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“
”

Meaningfully engage with the 
PUVCC and foster avenues of 
accountability.”

What is the difference between responsibility and accountability?
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Responsibility and Accountability
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Responsibility:
-Imposed
-Consequence/
punishment/
limitation on 
liberty 

Accountability
-From within
-Motivation to 
change 



Accountability for PUVCC 

Process of Developing Accountability
Heal from trauma
Learn new behaviors
Repair harm

How could the child welfare system meaningful engage with 
Mariah’s father and foster avenues of accountability? 
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Cycle Breakers 

 Responses that serve as safety nets that facilitate healing and accountability can break the cycles of abuse

 Although the majority of boys who grew up in abusive home do not harm others, a boy who sees his 

mother being abused is 10 times more likely to abuse his female partner as an adult.

 A girl who grows up in a home where her father abuses her mother is more than six times as likely to be 

sexually abused as a girl who grows up in a non-abusive home.
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Harm Reduction Radical Transformation Abolition



Child Welfare 
Challenges

PREVALENT (30-60% OF 
CHILD WELFARE CASELOADS 
HAVE DV)

“THE HARDEST CASES”
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The Child Welfare Worker’s Perspective
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She engaged 
in domestic 

violence

A child was 
hurt

She did not 
protect

She did not 
leave 

She could 
not control 

him   

A child 
could have 
been hurt

She did not 
leave

Domestic 
violence 
occurred



Challenges of Typical DCFS 
Interventions 

 Misunderstand the dynamics of domestic violence
 Unnecessarily remove children from their parents and place them in foster 

care
 Inappropriately and unnecessarily deem adult survivors to be neglectful
 Struggle to foster accountability with the parent using violence and 

coercive control
 Replicates power and control of the abuse 
 Fall short of providing needed concrete supports, including effective 

services to children 
 Impede healing and compound trauma 
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Inherent Obstacles between Child 
Welfare Workers and…

DV Advocates:
 DCFS focuses on the children while DV advocates focus on 

the entire family with emphasis on the parent experiencing 
the DV; often DCFS acts as though the interests of parents 
are adverse to the interests of the children

 DCFS takes away control by imposing conditions while DV 
advocates strive to help DV survivors regain control over their 
own lives by making their own decisions about what they 
believe is best for their families

 DCFS requires immediate compliance with imposed 
conditions while advocates encourage survivors to choose 
when they are ready and for what, and recognize that 
ending an abusive relationship is a process that can take 
years
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Inherent Challenges between 
Child Welfare Workers and…

Adult Survivors like Tiffani:
 DCFS involvement is often unwanted
 DCFS may force a parent to confront the abuse before she is 

ready
 DCFS may impose conditions on the family that take away 

the parent’s decision-making power and/or compromise the 
family’s safety (i.e. requiring an Order of Protection)

 Intervention replicates power and control that abuser has
 DCFS questions the mother’s ability to protect her children 

when she knows the sacrifices she has made for her children
 DCFS can re-victimize the parent by threatening to remove 

her children
 DCFS often focuses on the non-offending parent because 

often this parent is the one who is more scared to lose the 
children or because the batterer is not the parent of the 
children; therefore, all eyes are on her to fix a situation that 
by definition she cannot control
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Consequences to Families 

 Children removed from sources of healing
 Children experience risk of abuse and neglect in foster care
 Punitive responses

 Escalate abuse
 Deter from help seeking (freezing effect)

 Reduce the safety and stability of families and communities by perpetuating 
systemic oppression 

 Missed opportunity to interrupt the cycle of violence by providing opportunities 
for accountability and healing
 Intergenerational trauma continues  in which children exposed to violence are more 

likely to perpetrate violence or become victims of violence as adults
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Contributing Factors 

Complexity of domestic violence 
COVID-19 Pandemic
Understaffed offices
Fear
Responsibility and Liability 
“Very Hard” work
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Application of 
Sound 
Therapeutic 
Practice and 
Social Science 
to Advocacy
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Impact of DV on Children 

 Research Finding 

Domestic violence 
impacts each person 
differently

 Advocacy Tips:
 With DCFS

 “This case is not like other cases”

 “We need to look at this case – Tiffani’s 
family - uniquely”

 With Families 
 Seek to understand the specific impact 

on each adult and child survivor, like 
Tiffani and Micah
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Potential Impact on Children 

 Research Finding 
The potential harms to children who witness domestic 
violence:

 Low self-esteem
 Depression, anger, fear, anxiety, hyper-

vigilance 
 Eating and sleep disorders
 Bedwetting, vomiting 
 Verbally and physically aggressive behaviors
 Guilt, when the child believes he or she is the 

cause of the abuse
 Poor academic performance, problems 

thinking and reasoning
 Lack of compliance with authority 
 Adolescent alcohol and drug abuse, and 

dating violence

 Advocacy Tips:

 With DCFS
 “Just because Michah has 

been exposed to domestic 
violence, does not mean 
that the risk or harm rises to 
the level of abuse or 
neglect”

 With Families 
 Identifying the impact on 

Micah can indicate what 
services and supports the 
family needs
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Impact of 
Domestic
Violence 

On Children

Level of 
Exposure

Level of 
Involvement

Physical 
Injury

Age

Temperament 
Coping Skills 

and
Resources

Availability 
of 

Support 
System

Quality of 
Relationship

With Adult Survivor 

Severity of 
abuse

Impact of Domestic 
Violence on 
Children Depends 
Upon…



Importance of the Child’s Relationship 
with Adult Survivor 

 Research Finding

The quality of the relationship 
with the adult survivor is both 
the most significant buffer of 
the impact of domestic 
violence and the critical 
source of the child’s healing.

 Application
 With DCFS

 “Rather than blame Tiffani for the domestic 
violence or for not leaving, let’s focus on 
the very important role she has played and 
will continue to play for her children, and 
enhance that role with support (and 
respect).”

 With Families 
 Build rapport with Tiffani by asking her 

about all the steps she has taken care for 
her children and keep them safe

 Explain the important role the Tiffani will 
play in her children’s healing, and partner 
with her to identify the supports she needs 
to do so, as well as the individualized 
supports her children need.
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Remaining with the Adult Survivor

 Research Finding

Any harm the child 
experienced from witnessing 
domestic violence will be 
significantly mitigated by 
remaining with the adult 
survivor in safety and stability.

 Application
 With DCFS

 “Keeping Micah with the Tiffani is critical to 
the his ability to heal and break the cycle 
of trauma.”

 “Any intervention must strengthen the 
Tiffani’s stability rather than weaken in (i.e. 
indicating her for neglect).”

 With Families
 Enhancing safety entails buffering risk and 

building upon strengths, which requires 
partnering with the Tiffani to learn what she 
has done in the past and supporting those 
efforts and others in the present.

 Really understand what Tiffani needs and 
locate those services and concrete 
supports.  
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Increased Trauma if Removed

 Research Finding

Children who are removed from the adult 
survivor increased an increased trauma, 
in addition to the trauma of the removal 
itself, the increased risks of abuse or 
neglect in foster care, and the poor 
outcomes for foster youth. 

 Application
 With DCFS

 “Removal of Michal and Mariah must be 
a last resort.”

 With Families 
 Help translate concerns from DCFS (not  

as a way to validate concerns but in 
order to explain risks for the adult 
survivor to consider), strategize about 
ways the adult survivor would feel 
comfortable addressing safety concerns 
if at all, and with consent, support client 
in conveying those solutions and the 
reasons for the solutions to DCFS.
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“
”

I always knew she stayed for us. She endured the pain and hell to provide for my sister 
and me. She feared we would end up like her--stuck, dependent . . . I cannot 
comprehend how the justice system can charge a battered mother with failure to protect 
and label her a "bad mother." They say a good mother is one who forgets about her 
needs and desires and puts everyone before herself. Is that not what a battered mother 
does . . . when she throws herself in the midst of a violent blow, or distracts the 
batterer's attention by causing a divergence? Or when she lives twenty years in a 
loveless marriage so the children grow up with a male figure in the house? Or when 
she's raped just to have health insurance to care for a sick child? These all seem 
extremely selfless to me.

In the words of a child…
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