
mised its ability to actively pursue safety for the children and woman 
in this case. And finally they both felt compelled to tell Janice that her 
assumption that the court knew the other facts of the case was erroneous. 

Bill’s case was used in a number of workshops and roundtables that 
followed the Michigan investigation. Most centers agreed that their 
documentation practices were similar to Janice’s. Many could identify 
cases like Bill’s in which they felt similarly constrained. It was Bill’s 
case that sparked two major debates among grantees: 37 1) How could 
centers design their documentation practices to make central attention 
to the safety of children and adult victims? and 2) In what ways does the 
current notion of neutrality prioritize or compromise a center’s attention 
to victim safety? 

37.   �And also the larger 
field of supervised 
visitation and 
safe exchange, as 
many Supervised 
Visitation Program 
grantees are part  
of the Supervised  
Visitation Network.
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Making Change: Can We Be Pro-Active  
on Safety and Meet Court Expectations? 

Visitation centers funded by the Supervised Visitation Program are 
required to work with the courts, advocacy programs, and related 
community groups to design centers to best meet the needs of children 
and adult victims of abuse. A goal is to end the isolated and fragmented 
nature of societal responses to domestic violence and the harm it does. 
Although human services, courts, visitation centers, and advocacy 
programs have separate functions, the harm of violence can be lessened 
far more effectively if they work in concert. 

Some centers see stepping out of their role as a move towards advocacy. 
The point could be made that OVW funding and the ongoing discus-
sions are opportunities for making changes that would better protect the 
children and adult victims using centers. Some center staff would agree. 
Others would disagree because doing so would violate their neutral role 
and their standing with the court. At a roundtable discussion held in July 
2005, 38 Myha, a center director, outlined the actions and concerns that 
might be involved. 

We have an interagency group that meets monthly. Representa-
tives come from the bench, child protection, the police, the shelter, 
our program, and the probation department. The purpose of these 
meetings is to raise issues about how we are all working together 
on cases where parents are using the visitation center and to see if 
changes are needed. I must say we recommend a lot of changes. 

For example, we proposed that the group have a discussion about 
the possibility of the probation department including in their 
pre-sentence investigation form and report to the court a section 
on the safety needs of the children and the victim regarding visita-
tion. This would require probation officers to ask victims if they 
want a condition of probation to be that the offender must use the 
center to supervise exchanges or visits or to have family or friends 
oversee exchanges and put that in the probation order. 

We weren’t sure if it was a good idea, but we wanted to think it 
through. Now doesn’t this put us in an advocacy role? And if, 
during the discussions, we begin to think yes, this is a good idea, 
doesn’t our support of such a policy shift constitute advocating for 
a specific group of clients using our center? Ninety-nine per cent 
of the people who will benefit from this are battered women. 

38.   �“Partnerships 
between Visita-
tion Centers and 
Battered Women’s 
Advocacy Programs” 
(Safe Havens Dem-
onstration Initiative 
Think Tank, Min-
neapolis, MN, July 
25 – 26, 2005).



Some center directors were clearly uncomfortable with any such role for 
their center. Sue, a program manager, said, 

We’re a place where for two hours people are safe. We shouldn’t 
try to be more than that; if we start to advocate for one parent 
over the other, we lose the neutral position fathers expect of us, 
especially the ones who are batterers. Remember, by an abuser 
believing we are neutral, he is more trusting, less hostile, and less 
volatile. So we have to be careful about shifting a delicate balance. 

Sue was making an argument for neutrality that actually worked from 
the pragmatic position of keeping abusers from escalating their abuse. 
But many center administrators, advocates, and court representatives 
rejected the idea that centers should have no active role in promoting 
change. One judge responded by saying, 

I don’t need to think you don’t have an agenda for helping people 
get safe. I do need to know that when you send me a report on a 
family that says we think Mr. X is dangerous because he’s doing 
X,Y, and Z, it’s because that’s what’s happening in that family 
right now. I need to trust that you don’t have an agenda on a 
specific family and won’t twist information to make your agenda 
happen. I deal with therapists and guardians and lawyers all the 
time that I trust because they’re straight shooters. Then there are 
those that I don’t trust at all because I’ve watched them over time 
spin tales to influence me. 

Is there a conflict between a role for the center that is more pro-active 
in keeping victims safe and the expectations of the courts? The visitation 
center manager says, “Keep the role of the center very limited, keep it 
specific to what happens in those two hours only.” The judge says, “You 
can promote an agenda of change, but when it comes to a specific case, 
just give me the facts.”  
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Making Changes: Ethical Dilemmas  
Are Often Structural Problems

The vast majority of center workers and directors attending the round-
table discussions could think of cases in which victim advocacy had 
presented worrisome practical and ethical dilemmas for their staff. How 
could one not help a victim gather documents for her case when she 
clearly needed help? Or make a few phone calls or talk to her lawyer 
when it was clear that to do so would make her and her child much 
safer? Would it not be unethical to refrain from doing so? Such actions 
would lead to no transmission of false information or bias about her 
abuser to courts or other agencies. Over and over center staff told stories 
of informal kinds of interventions, of going around the rules and acting 
behind the scenes. Yet such accounts led to hours of disagreement about 
these actions when they were made public.

Eventually it was acknowledged 
that the need to stretch the rules 
or breech roles was a widespread 
and common problem for nearly 
all staff. This dilemma, it was further 
agreed, was tied to several structural 
problems in the domestic violence 
intervention community. Neutrality 
was just one of the problems. 

The problems were not just of 
philosophy but of structure, 
resources, and organization. 
First, most visitation centers do not coordinate effectively with local 
child and adult victim advocacy programs to connect victims of abuse in 
the center with an appropriate advocate. Second, many current domestic 
violence advocacy programs are not organized to effectively advocate for 
battered women in the post-separation period. Nor have they established 
ways to connect with women using visitation centers as they have with 
women using the criminal and protection order courts. Finally, most 
visitation centers operate in communities where there are few options 
for advocating for children except through one or both of the parents. 
Centers find they have only child protection services to turn to when the 
advocacy issue they confront involves a child. All three of these problems 
have become primary focus areas of current cross-training and network-
ing among OVW-funded centers. 
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Conclusion

This paper is both an invitation and a challenge. It is an invitation to 
visitation centers to engage far more actively and more broadly in the 
work of protecting victims of violence. It is a challenge to centers to work 
collaboratively with the courts and their communities to take up the 
unique opportunities they, as centers, have to help victims of violence. 
Through discussion and debate, many of those working in the field have 
already taken up this challenge. Their efforts can be summarized as 
follows. They: 

•   �Actively engage in protecting adult and child victims.

•   �Abandoned the notion that children’s interests or the court’s 
interests are served by proclaiming a neutral stance in the 
conflict between parents when that conflict involves ongoing 
abuse. 

•   �Retain the valuable aspects of being fair and impartial and 
providing a neutral space for parents to exchange children or 
for a non-custodial parent to visit.

•   �Re-examine their notions of objectivity in report writing by not 
stripping cases of their contexts and including ways of making 
the safety needs of the parties visible to the court in their 
documentation and reporting practices.  

•   �Use their special position in relationship to courts and com-
munities and their unique relationship with family members 
to help all family members live without fear, intimidation, or 
violence and to lessen the harm of violence.

•   �Use their expertise, knowledge, and unique experiences to 
develop new and enhanced relationships with the courts and 
with community-based multi-agency efforts to respond to 
domestic violence, stalking, and sexual abuse. 

Centers are uniquely positioned to lessen the long-term harm violence 
does to children and adult victims—and to abusers. A misguided 
commitment to “neutrality” prevents many visitation centers from doing 
so. A commitment to fairness and impartiality, on the other hand, allows 
centers to “choose sides”—against violence and for safety. The goals of 
the courts in using centers and the goals of the centers working to protect 
victims of violence are both better served by this expanded role.
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