
OPTIONS FOR VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

There are two options for a victim of domestic violence: 
 
1. Stay in the home and risk additional abuse! 
2. Leave the home and risk additional abuse! 
 
Unfortunately, leaving the home does not guarantee safety.  In fact, violence may escalate as an 
abuser tries to coerce the victim into reconciliation or retaliate because she left.  Abusive men who 
believe they “own” their partners justify retaliation because of the ultimate betrayal or humiliation they 
endured as a result of her leaving. 
 
The following statistics are frightening: 

75% of battered women seeking emergency treatment sustained injuries after leaving the batterer.
 

In a study of women seeking divorce in Philadelphia in 1986, 11% of the women reported they were 
assaulted during separation even though they had not been abused during cohabitation.  32.6% of the 
women said they were fearful during negotiations or child custody,  about 22% stated they were fearful 
of retaliatory violence during negotiations for child support, and 27.7% were fearful during negotiations 
for property.  13% of the women in the study stated they gave up legal rights because of their fear of 
retaliatory violence.  (Kurz & Coughey, 1989)

 
Almost 1/4 of the women killed by their male partners in one study in Philadelphia and Chicago were 
separated or divorced from the men who killed them.  28.6% of the women were attempting to end the 
relationship when they were killed.  (Casanave and Zahn, 1986)

 
Women are most likely to be murdered when attempting to report abuse or to leave an abusive 
relationship. (Sonkin et al, 1985; Browne)

Even though leaving may be dangerous, it does not mean the battered woman should stay!  The only 
way a battered woman can achieve ultimate safety and freedom is being apart from the batterer. 
However, leaving will require careful planning and partnership with friends, support groups, law 
enforcement officials and legal experts to safeguard against additional violence during the separation 
time. 
 
If the risk of physical harm is minimal, and the husband is loving, kind, and caring most of the time, 
many women prefer to stay in the relationship.  Some believe their husband will eventually seek God’s 
forgiveness and change his behavior because of her loyalty and unconditional love. 
 
Other women prefer to risk occasional violence because they have never worked outside the home and 
fear the loss of financial security.  Some stay because of the children, and many refuse to leave 
because they feel it would be dishonoring to God. 
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Each woman who chooses to stay needs to remember one important fact: 

Choosing to leave can be an act of love.  In her book, Breaking the Cycle of Abuse, author Catherine 
Scott writes, “If you view leaving as abandonment or desertion of your spouse, examine your feelings 
carefully.  It is possible to leave in love.  You can love God and still want to protect the precious body, 
mind, and spirit that your husband would injure.  You can love yourself, knowing that you were created for 
a divine purpose by the Father.  You can love your children, working to give them an example which they 
can follow.  Leaving can show love for your husband.” 
 
An ultimatum should be issued to the abuser in clear terms:  either he gets help to stop his violent 
behavior, or you will not return.  The abuser should also demonstrate that he has made significant 
changes before returning home is safe.   
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Don’t ignore the problem! 
Talk to someone you trust—a friend, your pastor, a professional counselor, a neighbor, a family 
member.  Join a support group and seek professional counseling.  Part of the abuser’s power 
comes from secrecy!
Urge your spouse to seek help from a professional counselor.  Recognize and encourage his 
efforts to change.  
Educate yourself about domestic violence, and learn how to assess how severe the problem is.  
Every abuser, no matter how mild the abuse has been initially, has the potential to seriously 
harm you the next time he loses control.
Do not endure abuse as your “cross” to bear.  Abuse is wrong, and it is a crime!  If you accept 
your abuser’s violent behavior, you are enabling him to continue.  Inform your husband that you 
will not tolerate any further abuse, and mean it!
Plan ahead to determine what you will do if you are attacked again.  Develop a safety plan and 
be prepared to implement it.  
Set some goals for your own personal growth, and do not be intimidated or hindered in your 
pursuit of those goals.
Recognize that children suffer . . . whether they stay in an abusive home or a home broken by 
divorce.  The wise parent must evaluate which situation causes the most harm, and take 
appropriate action for their protection.

WHEN SHOULD YOU LEAVE? 

You are the only one who can determine when tension is building, and violence is imminent.  Watch for 
signs in your husband’s behavior that indicate his rage is increasing and he is losing control.  He may 
begin throwing and breaking things around the house and threatening you verbally, If he uses drugs or 
alcohol, watch for signs of increased usage.  By being very observant of the buildup of these types of 
behaviors, you may have a chance to leave before another attack occurs. 
 
If he has never previously attacked you, your leaving may show him that you do not accept his abusive 
behavior, and that you have taken action to prevent yourself and your children from being harmed. 
 
Because abusive behavior is often unpredictable, you may be caught off guard and be attacked 
unexpectedly.  When this happens, get out as soon as you can.  If possible, call 9-1-1 from your home. 
If that is not possible, wait until he is asleep or distracted, leave your home immediately and call 9-1-1 
as soon as you are safe.  
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It may be necessary to leave your home in the middle of the night in your pajamas, with sleepy kids in 
tow, to get out safely.   
 
However, if you plan ahead and develop a safety plan, you may minimize some of the confusion and 
terror that accompanies this kind of emergency.  By developing a safety plan, you will know where to 
go, how to leave, and what to take with you. 

 DEVELOPING A SAFETY PLAN

Although you do not have control over your partner’s abusive behavior, you do have a choice about 
how to respond to that behavior, and how to best get yourself and your children to safety. 

BEFORE AN ATTACK: 

1. Educate yourself.  Learn about organizations and services that can help you, both in your area and 
nationally.  Make a list of places you can call in an emergency (police, shelters, friends, family, church, 
YWCA, Salvation Army, support groups, domestic violence coalitions, etc.)  Find out what services are 
available in your community, and what their limitations are.  Will they pick you up in the middle of the 
night?  Will they allow you to bring your pets?  How long can you stay?  Do they provide or refer you to 
counseling services, legal assistance, or help you get a job and permanent housing? 
 
2. If you have to travel to another town to reach a shelter or safe housing, find out how to get there 
ahead of time.  Know which motel you could go to and how to get there.  Choose some alternatives in 
case that motel is full.  Determine ahead of time where you can park your car so that it will be out of 
sight from the road. 
 
3. Pack a bag with emergency supplies such as a change of clothing, toothbrush and other necessities, 
non-perishable food, special blanket or toys for the children, cash, checkbook, ATM card, credit cards, 
phone numbers of friends or agencies who can help, copies of important documents (personal 
identification, birth certificates, social security cards, school and medical records, passport, deeds to 
house, title to car, insurance papers, investment documentation, tax returns), extra keys to car and 
home, etc.  Leave the bag at the home of a trusted friend or relative.  If necessary, you could rent a 
locker at a bus station or airport. 
 
4. Think about how you would get out of the house safely, and practice it to see how long it takes and 
whether or not you will have difficulty getting out that way.  Consider using doors, windows, elevators, 
stairwells, or fire escapes, but make sure you can exit safely without being trapped or injured. 
 
5. Keep your purse and car keys in a strategic location next to the exit you have chosen so you can grab 
it quickly on the way out. 
 
6. Tell neighbors, friends, and family members what is going on.  Request they call the police if they 
hear suspicious noises coming from your house.  Work out a signal (window shade down on a certain 
window, or blinking light) so the neighbor will know they should call the police. 
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7. Consider writing a letter to someone you trust explaining how you have been abused, the name of the 
abuser, when incidents have occurred, and any other important details.  Sign it and mail it.  It may be 
used as evidence later. 
 
8. Teach your children how to dial 9-1-1, and instruct them to call whenever they hear or see violence in 
the home.  Work it out with trusted neighbors for the children to leave home at the first sign of violence 
and seek shelter with them.  The neighbors can then call the police. 
 
9. Develop a code word to say to your children or friends when you need them to call or run for help.   
 
10. Keep a list of telephone numbers in your wallet of people who will help you.  If a friend or family 
member has offered you emergency shelter, ask if you can have a key to their home to keep in your 
wallet, or let you know the location of a key hidden on their property.   
 
11. Make an extra copy of the house key and car keys, and keep them in your wallet or emergency bag. 
 
12. Gather up sentimental possessions such as photographs, children’s drawings, jewelry, etc.  If 
photographs or video tapes can be easily copied, make a plan to copy everything of value to you and 
get it out of the house.  A vengeful abuser delights in destroying his partner’s property or withholding 
sentimental items to hurt her. 
 
13. Familiarize yourself with your monthly household expenses.  List what you spend for groceries, rent, 
insurance, utilities, child care, transportation, medical care, etc.  This will help you determine how much 
you will need to earn when you are on your own.  You will also need this information for filling out forms 
for restraining orders, public assistance programs, etc. 
 
14. Begin saving money a little at a time out of the grocery budget, from garage sales, or from any other 
source you can find.  Keep enough money on you at all times to pay for taxi or bus fare, and one or 
more nights at a hotel.  Get a credit card in your own name and use the address of your workplace or a 
trusted friend.  Open up a savings account in your name and deposit as much as you can each week. 
 
15. If possible, join a support group for battered women.  If your abuser doesn’t ask where you are 
going, don’t volunteer the information.  However, if he asks, don’t lie, but be cautious in offering 
specific information about the group. 
 
16. Make a list of advantages and disadvantages of leaving.  Be realistic about both situations, and 
evaluate your options frequently.  What may be a good option today may not work well tomorrow.  Don’t 
act impulsively on such an important decision.  Take time to carefully strategize and evaluate your next 
move. 
 
17. Research information about apartments.  Know where you can rent an apartment in a safe 
neighborhood for the lowest price, how much is required for a security deposit, whether or not they 
allow children and pets, whether they have a security system so it would be difficult for your spouse to 
get into the building, etc.  Save enough money for the security deposit and two to three months of rent 
(if possible). 
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1. Try to diffuse the abuser’s anger by staying as calm as possible.  Be careful about hitting back or 
picking up objects to use as weapons.  The abuser can grab them and use them on you.   
 
2. Promise the abuser whatever he wants to get him to calm down.  Do not argue or defend yourself 
verbally. 
 
3. Try to position yourself as far away from the children as possible to protect them from the abuser.   
If possible, say the code word so the children will know to get out of the house and/or call 9-1-1. 
 
4. If you have devised a signal system with a neighbor, work your way to the part of the house where 
the signal can be activated. 
 
5. If the abuser is distracted, grab your children, purse, and keys and get out of the house.  Get into the 
car and drive away as quickly as possible.  If you don’t have a car, walk or run to the nearest place of 
safety or public place such as a restaurant, business, or home of a neighbor and call the police. 
 
6. If you have to leave the house without the children, or if he locks you out, arrange to go back for 
them as soon as possible.  Do not go alone!  Ask a police officer to accompany you or pick them up at 
school. 
 
7. If you are injured and need medical attention, wait until the abuser is asleep or distracted and call 
9-1-1.  If the bathroom has a window large enough to escape through, suggest that you are going to get 
some bandages.  Lock the door, climb out the window, and drive or run to safety. 
 
8. If you are unable to escape immediately, wait until the abuser is asleep or make an excuse to check 
on the children.  Grab the children and go out the window or a back door before the abuser realizes 
what is happening. 
 
9. If you see the abuser with a weapon in his hand, do not take time to call 9-1-1 or confront him.  Leave 
immediately! 
 
10. If you have a cellular phone in your purse, make your way to a room with a door that can be locked. 
If you are unable to escape out the window, barricade the door, quietly call 9-1-1, put the phone back 
into your purse, and wait for the police to arrive. 

DURING AND FOLLOWING AN ATTACK: 

AFTER YOU LEAVE (OR HE LEAVES): 

1. If he leaves the home, change the locks on all outer doors and windows immediately. 
 
2. Replace wooden doors with steel doors that cannot be easily kicked in. 
 
3. Install window locks, bars in sliding glass doors, electronic safety system (if possible). 
 
4. Purchase rope ladders to escape from second floor windows. 
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5. Install an outside lighting system that lights up when someone comes close to the house. 
 
6. If you leave, find an apartment that has security entrances and deadbolt locks on the inner doors. 
 
7. Alert your new neighbors not to let the abuser in the building for any reason.  Ask them to call the 
police if they see him in the building. 
 
8. Do not, for any reason, allow the abuser to visit the children in your apartment.  Arrange to meet him 
at a public place, or if your children are older arrange for them to meet him in the parking lot or 
driveway. 
 
9. Fill out a change of address card for yourself and your children.  If you have custody of the children, 
check with the post office occasionally to make sure the abuser has not changed the children’s address 
back to his address.  Get to know your mail carrier, and alert them to potential problems. 
 
10. If there are no children involved, get an unlisted phone number.  Make sure everyone who knows 
your number also knows not to give it to him.  If possible, install Caller ID on your phone system. 
 
11. Don’t open the door unless you can identify the one who knocks.  Require all service people to show 
their identification before you unlock the door. 
 
12. If a suspicious box or package shows up that you did not order, do not move it.  Call the police. 
 
13. Use an automatic timer for your lights and use it regularly.  Leave a  radio or TV on when you leave. 
 
14. Obtain an order of protection and keep it with you at all times. 
 
15. Teach your children how to call you collect in case they are “kidnapped” by the other parent. 
 
16. If phone calls from your husband become abusive, hang up.  If he calls back and continues the 
abuse, hang up again.   

SAFETY IN THE CAR:

1. Park in well-lit areas.  Do not get out of the car if you sense someone approaching.  Be observant 
and do not exit the car until you have door keys in hand and surroundings look safe. 
 
2. Install a locking gas cap which can be unlocked from inside the car. 
 
3. Never get into your car without looking inside first.  If you see suspicious wire inside or outside your 
car, or signs that your car has been tampered with, call the police immediately.  Do not get inside or try 
to start the engine. 
 
4. Keep all doors locked while you are driving. 
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5. If you sense that you are being followed, drive to the nearest police or fire station.  Honk the horn to 
attract attention.  If you are not near a police or fire station, go to a heavily populated area such as a 
restaurant or gas station.  Ask someone to call the police. 
 
6. Get a cellular phone which you can carry in your purse when you are not in the car.  Purchase an 
adapter which will allow you to plug the phone into the cigarette lighter in case your phone battery runs 
low. 
 
7. If you feel unsafe walking to your car alone, ask someone to escort you.  This is especially important 
if you have parked in a parking garage or other place where you may be walking to the car alone. 
 
8. Ask someone to escort you to and from joint counseling sessions and legal proceedings. 
 
9. If you are approached by the abuser in public, and you feel threatened, scream “help”, and go quickly 
to wherever people are congregated. 
 
10. If your abuser gets into the vehicle with you, take the keys out of the ignition and try to get out of 
the car.  If he tries to prevent you from taking the keys out of the ignition and makes it impossible for 
you to get out of the car, hold onto the keys as tightly as possible with one hand while sounding the 
horn with the other.  If you can get the window down, scream “help” and continue to honk the horn.  If 
the abuser tries to drag you out of the car, wrap your arms tightly around the steering wheel and hold 
on.  Your chances of being injured or killed are greater if he is able to get you outside the car. 
 
11. If your abuser stands in front of your vehicle and blocks you from leaving, remain in the vehicle with 
the doors locked and windows up.  If you have a cellular phone, call 9-1-1.  If not, honk the horn to 
attract attention.  Be careful about trying to maneuver the car backwards or around the abuser.  You 
may hit him and be arrested yourself! 

SAFETY AT WORK: 

1. Alert your boss, co-workers, and receptionist about your situation.  Make sure they know not to give 
out your home phone number or any personal information to any caller.  Your husband may have 
someone else to call on his behalf. 
 
2. Do not accept or open packages which you did not order or recognize. 
 
3. Ask to park in a secured area, if possible.  Leave the building with others or ask for someone to 
escort you to your car. 
 
4. If there is a security guard on duty, make sure he is aware of your situation. 
 
5. Make copies of your abuser’s photograph available to the receptionist and security guard, and ask 
them not to send any unauthorized person to your work area. 
 
6. Make a plan of escape should your abuser enter your workplace undetected. 
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7. Ask a co-worker or your supervisor to call you or a family member if you do not show up at work by a 
certain time without prior notice. 

PERSONAL SAFETY:

1. If you do not have children (which obligates you to advise the abuser of your address), rent a post 
office box and remove your home address from personal checks, business cards, and mailing lists.  File 
a change of address card with the post office to have all mail sent to your post office box.  Ask all 
friends, business associates, creditors, and publications to remove your old address from their files. 
   
2. Ask credit agencies to remove your old address from your credit history.  Get a driver’s license with 
your new address, and do the same with other identification, credit, and membership cards. 
 
3. Register to vote with a private mailing address or file for confidential voter status. 
 
4. Get an unlisted telephone number with Caller I.D. 
 
5. Notify your local police department about your situation, and ask for periodic drive-bys. 
 
6. Carefully document all harassing phone calls and encounters.  Keep copies of notes and mail.  If the 
abuser shows up at your residence uninvited, call the police immediately. 

DIGITAL SAFETY:

1. Change your network and/or devices. Use a safe computer (public or friend’s), phone, tablet, or 
device. Spyware and other apps can function in the background without detection. There is also no way 
to completely delete your history or online searches. 
 
2. Change your usernames, passwords, and PIN numbers and do not open them on unsafe or monitored 
devices. This includes online banking, medical records, bills, and purchases, as well as instant 
messaging, social media, and email accounts. Request password protection for personal accounts. 
This means your information will only be released to someone who presents the correct password. 
Passwords should be changed immediately and frequently.   
 
3. Check your settings and devices. Turn off Bluetooth and locations settings; check for apps or 
programs you are unfamiliar with. Also check for devices and accounts connected to yours. Seek tech 
help from your phone carrier to identify unwanted or dangerous applications. Spikes in data or a 
drained battery are easy ways to detect unwanted use. 
 
4. Open new accounts. Replace your email with a non-identifying name that cannot be associated with 
you. Careful use of your old account for impersonal communication will maintain an appearance of use. 
Don’t forget rewards cards, businesses, promotions, and programs that have access to your phone 
number and address.  Consider opening accounts under a pseudo name or ask a clerk or friend if you 
can use their information to get immediate discounts. 
 
5. Block caller ID.  Block your abuser’s number and any others he may use to harass or stalk you. 
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6. Be alert. GPS devices can be attached to your purse or car in addition to your phone. Surveillance 
cameras are inexpensive and easy to install. If you sense something is wrong or your abuser is stalking 
you based on his messages or behavior, take note of what, when, and where. Ask a friend, law 
enforcement official, or local domestic violence advocates to help locate breaches in your privacy. 
Local mechanics can often locate GPS devices on your vehicle. 
 
7. Alert friends, family members, employers, coworkers, and school personnel. Ask them to refrain from 
sharing personal information or pictures (on social media or with others) without your consent, even if 
the abuser claims it’s an “emergency.” 
 
8. Document incidents of digital or online stalking and harassment. Take screen shots and keep a 
documented list regarding the date, time, website, and content. As difficult as it may be, do not delete 
threatening messages. Also keep running documentation of reports to law enforcement noting the date 
and time, the officer’s name and badge number, and the report number. 
 
9. Guard public records. Request restricted access to your records from courts, post office, and other 
local agencies. Although records are published online, they can be protected, restricted or sealed by 
request. 
 
10. Use a post office box instead of a physical address. 
 
11. Do a Google search of your name and phone number online (“Full Name” or “Phone Number”). Make 
changes as needed. 

• Identification for yourself and the children 
• Birth certificates 
• Marriage certificate 
• Social Security cards (yours and children’s—write down his number) 
• School and health records 
• Money (In community property states, you can legally take 1/2 of the funds in a joint checking and savings 
account.  If you do not take money from these accounts, he can close the accounts, take all the money, and you 
may not ever get your share. 
• Checkbook and ATM card 
• Credit cards (those held jointly and separately) 
• Copies of unpaid bills, receipts, credit card statements, etc. 
• Keys to car, house, lock box, storage building, etc. 
• Registration and title to car(s), his license plate number and car info 
• Medication 
• Passport, Will, recent photographs of abuser 
• Medical records 
• Deed to house and other real estate 
• Mortgage papers 
• Loan agreements 
• Bank books  (joint and personal accounts, children’s accounts) 
• Insurance policies 
• Address book 

CHECKLIST OF THINGS TO TAKE
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• Pictures, video tapes, CDs, music, sentimental mementos 
• Children’s favorite toys and blankets 
• Tax returns for the past three years, cancelled checks and bank statements for past five years 
• Pay stubs (yours and his) 
• Journals or diary 
• Documentation of criminal activity, copies of police reports 
• Copies of financial documents and portfolios, credit union accounts, 401K plan, profit sharing, and pension 
information 

PERSONAL SAFETY PLAN

1. If I decide to leave, I will get out of the house by ___________________________________________________. 
 
2. I will keep my purse and car keys ____________________ so I can get to them quickly when I have to leave. 
 
3. I will tell ___________________________ about the violence, and ask them to call the police if they hear anything 
suspicious coming from my house. 
 
4. I will use _____________ as a code word for my children or friends to call 9-1-1 immediately. 
 
5. If I have to leave my home, I will go to _____________________________________________________. 
 
6. If I cannot go there, I will go to ____________________________. 
 
7. When an argument begins, I will go to ______________________, a room where I can safely exit. 
 
8. I will leave money, an extra set of car and house keys, a change of clothing, and important papers with 
________________________. 
 
9. I will open a savings account by _________________ and begin saving something each month. 
 
10. __________________________ will let me stay with them on an emergency basis. 
 
11. I can leave extra clothes with _____________________________. 
 
12. I will tell ____________________ at school, _________________ at church, __________________ at the daycare 
center which people have permission to pick up my children, and that my spouse, or ex-spouse is not permitted 
to do so (if I have sole custody). 
 
13. I will inform ____________________(friend), __________________ (neighbors), and 
________________________(pastor) that my husband no longer lives with me. 
 
14. I will inform _____________________(at work) not to accept calls or answer personal questions from my 
husband, and not to allow him to visit my workplace. 
 
15. The phone number for the closest shelter is ___________________. 
 
16. Other phone numbers are  __________________________(pastor), _________________ (supervisor), 
___________________(friend) __________________(other). 
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