
Domestic Violence and the Child Welfare Professional:

Tips for Assessment
Tip Sheet #2

The Domestic Violence and the Child Welfare Professional series supports caseworkers in responding to families 
experiencing domestic violence and child maltreatment. The series includes six tip sheets that provide core practice 
considerations. This tip sheet—the second in the series—supplies assessment information useful for understanding 
abuse tactics, protecting the safety of survivors, and planning for services that engage each family member (Carter, 
2003). The tips in this series are based on a compilation of research and promising practices.

Assessment: The Cornerstone of Case Planning 
When domestic violence is identified, an assessment protocol allows caseworkers to evaluate patterns 
of behavior, lethality, and the safety needs of child and adult survivors. Assessments are instrumental in 
determining family dynamics and can serve as the basis for recommendations for court orders. Courts 
regularly rely on child welfare professionals to offer input on domestic violence cases and to have the 
necessary training to assess its impact on children (Ganley, 2016). Quality assessments reflect respectful and 
trusting relationships and knowledge of cultural competence (DeBoard-Lucas, Wasserman, Groves, & Bair-
Merritt, 2013; Washington State Department of Social and Health Services, 2010). 

While the tips below reflect research and practice knowledge from the field, caseworkers are advised to follow 
agency policies and protocols and the guidance of their supervisors in conducting casework. 

Tips for Assessment
1. Start by building relationships in order to build a better assessment.

2. Assess for a pattern of coercive control. Where there are concerns that both partners are 
abusive, attempt to determine if one partner has more control and what behaviors they use to 
maintain that control.

3. Identify patterns of abusive behaviors by engaging the survivor, the children, and collateral 
contacts and by consulting current and past child protective services (CPS) case and law 
enforcement records.

4. Don’t assume perpetrator or survivor roles based on gender, ethnicity, race, religion, sexual 
orientation, physical ability, or stature.

5. Don’t assume the accounts you learn from perpetrators or survivors will be the entirety of what 
is needed for an assessment. Perpetrators are often unreliable sources of information. Survivors 
may be unwilling or unable to share information with child welfare. 

6. Assess survivors’ protective efforts, strengths, parenting abilities, and relationships with their 
children.

7. Assess the potential risk posed by a perpetrator. Include indicators of lethality, such as threats to 
kill, use of weapons, strangulation, severe injuries, sexual violence, and access to guns. Ask the 
survivor for specifics about threats from the perpetrator. Threats vary and may include threats 
to kill, harm, take the children, and/or commit suicide.

8. Assess how the children are impacted by the domestic violence.

9. Consult with others in your agency (such as supervisors, managers, or domestic violence 
professionals), internal domestic violence consultants, and peer or domestic violence advocates 
in your community if you’re uncertain about your assessment.
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