
HOW TO SUPPORT 

SOMEONE WHO SHARES 

THEIR EXPERIENCE OF 

VIOLENCE WITH YOU

This booklet includes strategies and information about:  

How to support someone who shares their experience of violence 

with you 

Checking safety and assessing risk 

Safety planing  

Safety Plan and Action Worksheet 

Escape to Safety Checklist (both if in a relationship and leaving) 

 

http://www.undercurrentvic.com/



WHEN SOMEONE TELLS YOU 

THEY HAVE EXPERIENCED 

VIOLENCE 

It is highly likely that at some point someone will tell you that they are 

experiencing or have experienced violence. Your response to the 

survivor's experience of violence is really important and can make a 

great difference. If the survivor feels heard and validated they may feel 

supported and more able to make decisions. If the survivor feels judged 

or criticised, they may be afraid to tell anyone else about the violence 

again. The most important thing you can do is to listen without judging, 

respect their decisions, and support them to find ways to become safer. 

 

The following are some things that you can do when someone tells you 

about their experiences of violence to help them to feel listened to, 

believed, validated and supported: 

 

Listen to what they have to say. Allow time, and do not rush the 

conversation. It is natural to want to ask lots of questions, but 

questioning can feel very intrusive. Before asking, listen. Offering to listen 

without interrupting, and being non-judgemental when a survivor is ready 

to talk, is an important element of support. 

 

Empathic listening: (eye contact where appropriate, not interrupting, 

nodding) 

 

Believe what they tell you. It will have taken a lot for the person who 

has experienced or is experiencing violence to talk to you. People are 

much more likely to cover up or downplay the abuse, rather than to make 

it up or exaggerate. Validate their experiences, tell them you believe 

them, that no-one deserves to be abused and that the violence is not 

their fault. Validate their strength as a survivor and the strength it has 

taken to share their story. 



WHEN SOMEONE TELLS YOU 

THEY HAVE EXPERIENCED 

VIOLENCE 

Empathic response: 

“That sounds really...” 

“I can hear that…” 

(reflect the person’s articulation of their experience, do not make it 

worse or devalue it) 

 

Validate strength: 

“It is really brave of you to share that with me, thank-you for that” 

“You have done so much to keep yourself safe” 

“You seem to have considered all the risks and taking them into account 

in your plan” 

“You’ve been thinking this through very deeply” 

 

Contextualise/link to structural framework if appropriate: 

“We know that in family violence many people experience….” 

“Research tells us that…” 

“Many people don't feel safe to report to police, we know that violence 

can escalate when intervention happens” 

(this is particularly relevant when the survivor is blaming themselves for 

the violence they have experienced) 



SUPPORT THE SURVIVOR TO 

ASSESS RISK AND SAFETY. 

Respect the person’s autonomy. Empower them to feel able to make 

their own choices and regain control of their life. Respect and support 

choices they make even if you don’t agree with them and recognise that 

any choices you make will impact them. 

 

Confidentiality. Respect a survivor’s choices by not sharing their story 

without their permission. Be honest if you think they are in danger and 

you do not feel that you can keep their story secret. 

 

“Who would be best to talk to, or who would be bad/dangerous to talk 

to” 

 

Follow up. Where possible and appropriate, follow up with the person by 

continuing to check in with them over time. Ask about their safety, 

validate them, support them to explore options and help to identify 

support needed. 

 

Acknowledge your own feelings and seek support for yourself. It’s 

normal to feel upset when someone you may know goes through 

something violent and traumatic. Acknowledge your feelings and seek 

support for yourself when you need it. 



RISK ASSESSMENT 

Working with risk is an inevitable and important part of responding to 

someone when they share their experience of violence with you. This is 

especially important when we look at family violence homicide rates in 

Australia where one women a week is killed (higher rates of violence and 

sexual violence are experienced by trans women) and there is also 

evidence that in gay male relationships lethal physical violence is as 

common as in heterosexual relationships. 

 

Developing skills in risk assessment and safety planning is important when 

we are supporting survivors.  We know that violence rarely ceases without 

intervention, but intervention generally escalates risk. Prioritising risk 

assessment and conversations about risk is an important part of 

responding. 

 

Tracking risk can also assist with developing a shared analysis of violence 

and identifying and showing people what violence is and where it is. 

 

The CRAF (Common Risk Assessment Framework), a Victorian risk 

assessment tool is based on evidence about women - data, inquests and 

death review panels. It is important to note the gendered language and 

that a key invisibility is risk assessment in queer relationships. Queer 

agencies have varied positions, and use risk factors very similar to CRAF 

or an adapted version of CRAF. 

 

Importantly risk assessment: 

Deals with the risk of serious injury and lethality in the context of 

Interpersonal Violence/Family Violence. 

Can also help distinguish between safety and comfort, and separating 

those out. 

Focuses on patterns of behaviour rather than isolated incidents (assisting 

to map and track escalation of violence and correlated risk). 



RISK ASSESSMENT 

Survivors themselves will be the most accurate and important indicator 

of risk and safety. Exploring risk should be a collaborative conversation 

between you and the survivor. The survivor’s own assessment (e.g. level of 

fear between 0 and 10) carries the most weight - but it is also good to 

keep in mind that survivors may minimise their own risks. People who have 

had to live for a long time under unsafe conditions may have learned to 

deny or minimise the seriousness of violence for various reasons. Violence 

may have become a normal condition and minimising violence may 

become a coping mechanism. For others, it may seem like no other 

choice or escape exists – thereby making violence something to tolerate. 

 

What we know about risk is that there are some indicators which give 

increased risk of serious injury and lethality (death). These are: 

 

RIsk factors for survivors 

Pregnancy/New birth* 

 

Risk factors for perpetrators 

Use of weapon in most recent event* 

Access to weapons* 

Has ever tried to choke the victim* 

Has ever threatened to kill victim* 

Has ever harmed or threatened to harm or kill children* 

Has ever harmed or threatened to harm or kill pets or other animals* 

Has ever threatened or tried to commit suicide* 

Stalking of victim* 

Sexual assault of victim* 

Drug and/or alcohol misuse/abuse* 

Obsession/jealous behaviour toward victim* 

Controlling behaviours* 

Unemployed* 

 

Relationship factors 

Recent separation* 

Escalation—increase in severity and/or frequency of violence* 

 

 



RISK ASSESSMENT 

 

There are other risk factors noted on the CRAF - aide memoire (see link 

below). 

 

Risk assessment is a skill to learn. We recommend doing the DVRCV 

CRAF training, and reading other risk assessment tools such as the 

Creative Interventions risk assessment. Creative Interventions is a more 

wide-looking approach; looking at risks across the person’s situation, 

intersectional oppressions and systemic violence and how this 

contributes to a person’s safety and fears. 

 

CRAF - aide memoire is available here: 

http://www.thelookout.org.au/training-events/craf/materials- 

resources 

 

CRAF training: http://www.dvrcv.org.au/training/family-violence- 

risk-assessment-craf 

 

Creative Interventions risk assessment tool is available here: 

http://www.creative-interventions.org/wp- 

content/uploads/2012/06/4.B.CI-Toolkit-Tools-Staying-Safe-Pre- 

Release-Version-06.2012.pdf 



RISK ASSESSMENT 

The following is from Creative Interventions risk assessment 

tool is available here:  

http://www.creative-interventions.org/wp- 

content/uploads/2018/04/Section-4B_FINAL.pdf 



RISK ASSESSMENT 



RISK ASSESSMENT 



RISK ASSESSMENT 



SAFETY PLANNING

Once the level of harm and potential risks are considered, you would 

support the survivor to develop a safety plan. A safety plan can help to 

explore and map out options and ideas to increase safety when Family 

Violence/Interpersonal Violence is happening. A safety plan can be 

developed with someone if they decide to stay or leave. Safety is never a 

guarantee, but safety plans offer tools to help increase safety or reduce 

risk and harm. 

 

**Leaving a relationship can be the most dangerous time and when 

violence is likely to escalate** 

 

Safety plans require thinking through who one can call in an emergency, 

signals to others that one needs help, safekeeping of items needed if 

one needs to escape, plans to pick up children and keep them safe. 

 

Safety actions may need to take place immediately in order to be safe, 

reach safety, or get people immediately out of harm’s way. Safety 

actions are particularly necessary in situations of crisis and high danger. 

This does not always mean danger in terms of physical harm but also 

danger of emotional, sexual and financial harm. It may include taking 

action to remove weapons or taking action to move children to a safer 

place. 

 

It may mean distracting someone who is dangerous in order to de- 

escalate situations of violence or get them away while more plans for 

safety are being made. It may also mean calling friends and 

family to begin to involve them in providing a safety network. 

 

Think about how each risk can match up to a Safety Plan to address that 

risk. For each risk or set of risks that go together, think about a Safety 

Plan. 



SAFETY PLANNING

What do we need to do to be safe (or to reduce the risk)? 

Prepare for escape 

Tell trusted people about the situation 

Ask trusted people to take certain roles  

Keep a watch for danger (may be something that is in a position to 

check and see) 

Emergency person to call 

Help to brainstorm what to do in times of confusion or crisis 

Be there to remember plans and details 

Check in on a regular basis through stopping by, calls, emails, texts 

Share a “special message” so that they can get emergency help when 

that “special message” is given 

Offer physical protection 

Offer emotional or spiritual support 

Be around to act as a “witness” to harm 

Distract or reason with person or people doing harm 

Confront person or people doing harm to prevent further harm 

Go get and take care of children or other dependents if needed 

Go get and take care of pets if needed 

Offer home, workplace, church or other location as a safe place 

Offer to keep emergency items in a safe place 

Find out about and contact appropriate resources which could 

include violence intervention program/organisation; counselor; 

knowledgeable family members or friends; internet; lawyer or legal 

services; workplace; union; school; and so on. 

Prepare or gather things that you need to take some kind of action 

Get locks or change locks as needed 

Keep certain things in protected areas – friend’s home, safety deposit 

box, workplace

 

Safe ways to contact people 

Think about confidentiality and making sure that information does not 

become public because people share computers, voice mail, and can 

read other people’s text messages 

 



SAFETY PLANNING

Safe transportation if needed 

Safe routes to take if needed 

Safe forms of transportation 

Safe place to park car 

Back-up transportation if needed 

Pick up of other allies, family, or friends if needed 

 

Safe place to meet if needed 

Think about confidentiality and making sure that people are safe to 

talk 

If you are contacting the person doing harm or someone who is 

potentially harmful, think about meeting in a public space where there 

are people around 

 

Safe places to escape to or hide if needed 

Depending on the situation, people may need safe places to hide or 

public places where they might be safer. Think of places that may be 

safe and available 24/7. 

 

Communication plan detailing: 

Signs or signals that things are okay – or not okay 

Follow-up communication that things are or went okay – or not okay 

Follow-up communication for next steps 

Agreement on who can know what – and who cannot 

 

Think about what requires immediate action (Safety Actions).  

These may need to be taken to ensure minimal, bottom-line levels of 

safety. Safety Actions may come up in a situation of emergency, high 

risk. On the other hand, it may come up because there is an 

opportunity or opening to take action more easily now than later. 



SAFETY PLANNING

Examples of situations in which you may want to take a Safety 

Action include: 

Someone needs to escape from immediate risk of significant harm 

including injury, entrapment, physical or sexual assault, kidnapping, 

arrest, deportation, death 

Children or youth need to be removed from risk of significant harm of 

any sort 

Weapons need to be removed in order to decrease high level of 

danger 

Emergency health or mental health concerns require immediate 

action 

Someone causing harm needs to be immediately removed from a 

situation, asked to stay away, distracted from entering a situation, 

locked out, banned (at least temporarily), physically restrained (if this 

is necessary to keep them from causing harm) 



SAFETY PLAN AND ACTION 

WORKSHEET

This safety plan is for the following situation: 

 

This safety plan covers the time period: 

 

The safety plan is as follows. This may include: 

What are the risks and the dangers? Or what can go wrong? 

Who do we need to look out for? Who or what can cause risks and 

dangers – people, situations or systems? 

Who can get hurt? How? 

What can we do to stay safe? 

Who is responsible for what part of the safety plan? 

Do we have all the bases covered? Do we need to bring in more people? 

Is there an emergency back-up plan? What is it? How will we know we 

should go into emergency mode? Is there a signal or code? 

 

The follow-up plan is as follows. This may include: 

How did it go? 

What did we learn? 

How does this affect our safety plan? Our overall intervention? 

Are there any changes to be made? What are they? 

Who needs to communicate and to whom? 

What are we going to communicate? 

Who can know? 

Who should not know? 

What are the next steps? 



ESCAPE TO SAFETY CHECKLIST

Escape to Safety Checklist: Some people may be in a situation 

where they need to think about escaping. If you have children and are 

thinking of leaving your partner, consider how to take children with 

you.

 

If you are still in the relationship: 

 

Think of a safe place to go if an argument occurs - avoid rooms with 

no exits (bathroom), or rooms with weapons (kitchen) 

Think about and make a list of safe people to contact 

Keep change with you at all times 

Memorise all important numbers 

Establish a "code word" or "sign" so that family, friends, teachers or 

co-workers know when to call for help 

Think about what you will say to your partner if he/she becomes 

violent

 

Remember, you have the right to live without fear and violence. 



ESCAPE TO SAFETY CHECKLIST

If you have left the relationship: 

 

Change your phone number 

Screen calls 

Save and document all contacts, messages, injuries or other incidents 

involving the person doing harm 

Change locks, if the person doing harm has a key 

Let neighbors know about your safety needs; see if they will look out 

for risky or dangerous people or act as a place for you to seek 

emergency help 

Avoid staying alone 

Plan how to get away if confronted by an abusive partner 

If you have to meet your partner, do it in a public place 

Vary your routine 

Notify school, work or other contacts of places you go to regularly 

Call a family violence service 

Other _________________________________________ 

Other _________________________________________ 

 

If you leave the relationship or are thinking of leaving, you should take 

important papers and documents with you to enable you to apply for 

Centrelink or take legal action. If you are planning to leave or think 

that you may need to, keep these items in a place that is easy to grab 

if you are running or keep originals or copies with a safe friend, co- 

worker or neighbour. 



ESCAPE TO SAFETY CHECKLIST

Important papers and items you should take include: 

Driver’s license or other identification for you and your children 

Healthcare cards and birth certificates for you and your children 

Marriage license 

Birth certificates for yourself and your children 

Passport for you and your children 

Visa papers for you and your children 

Leases in your name or both yours and your partner's names 

Medication 

Your bankcard 

Bank statements and charge account statements 

Insurance policies 

Proof of income for you and your spouse or domestic partner  

Documentation of past incidents of abuse (photos, police reports, 

medical records, etc.) 

Set of keys to the house and car 

Vehicle registration 

Other _________________________________________ 

Other _________________________________________

 

For the complete Creative Interventions Safety Planning tool: 

http://www.creative-interventions.org/wp- 

content/uploads/2012/06/4.B.CI-Toolkit-Tools-Staying-Safe-Pre- 

Release-Version-06.2012.pdf

 

Strategies for Survivors is full of hints and tips for survivors of 

sexual assault and the people who support survivors: 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0Bz0gQUt5y- 

_7NlNxc0trd1gwYjQ/view

 

For a list of support services and information about them: 

http://www.undercurrentvic.com/links/  


