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e We would like to offer an additional
training on domestic violence for the
hew programs joining us.

O% e We invite anyone else that would like
this additional training to join.

e This training is NOT mandatory.

e Please click here to answer a poll
regarding meeting times.
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Abstract

Supervised visitation (or access) isthe evolving social service providing scheduled contact between
the child(ren) in afamily and the child(ren)'s biological, adoptive or other relative in the presence
of athird party ( Straus, 1995 ; Wright, 2001 ). Historically, supervised visitation services have
been provided in child welfare situations where achild isin acourt-ordered, out-of-home placement
due to allegations or findings of abuse or neglect. In the past decade, however, there has been an
increased reliance by the court upon supervised visitation servicesin family law cases, particularly
those involving domestic violence ( Straus, 1995 ; Saunders,1998 ; NCJFCJ,1995 ). Thistrend has
been supported by research findings documenting the detrimental impact upon children who witness
domestic violence, aswell as, research confirming the increased risk of harm for both children and
adults when domestic violence has been disclosed and some official action has taken place against
the alleged perpetrator. While supervised visitation services can provide a measure of safety to
victims, practice experiences and research are beginning to emerge suggesting that supervised
visitation in domestic violence cases is not a panacea in al cases ( McMahon & Pence, 1995 ;
Oehme, 1997 ).

This article describes the evolution of supervised visitation services for domestic violence cases,
notes legal trends in these cases, describes practice concerns, and presents strategies to improve
the safety of participants when supervised visitation, due to domestic violence, is court-ordered.

The Evolution of Supervised Visitation: From Child
Welfare to Domestic Violence Case Visitation

Research on child witnessing of domestic violence has been well documented ( Edleson, 1999 ;
Straus, 1995 ; Wolfe et a, 1986 ). These respective research findings consistently report that child
witnesses exhibit more behavioral problems, cognitive disturbances, emotional disorders (depression,
anxiety, anger) and somatic concerns than do their counterparts in homes where domestic violence
does not occur. In the mid 1980s, domestic violence victim advocates, using this body of research,
began to call for the use of supervised visitation services for their clients as a means to reduce the
potential for harm to both the victim and child ( Straus, 1995 ; McMahon & Pence, 1995 ). This
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stemmed from the acknowledgment of the impact of domestic violence upon child witnesses, as
well as, the recognition that when the court is considering ordersfor protection and custody, danger
tothevictimisat itsgreatest (i.e. the victim has revealed her abuse to the court, requested an order
for protection and perhaps sought shelter in aconfidential location with the assistance of adomestic
violence victim advocate). While far safer than unsupervised access or visits supervised by family
members, the supervised visitation programs used by the court were initially designed to serve de-
pendency (child welfare) cases with very different goal's, security issues, and staffing issues.

The call by advocates for use of supervised visitation in domestic violence cases was followed
closely by changesinjudicial practices. In1994, the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court
Judges promoted the Model Code on Domestic and Family Violence which addressed the need to
utilize supervised visitation services when domestic violenceis present. The American Bar Associ-
ation a so recommended the use of these services ( ABA, 2000 ). Additionally some state legidatures
have begun to mandate supervised visitation ( Ver Steegh, 2000 ).

A national study on supervised visitation programs by Thoennes and Pearson (1999 ) identified 94
programsin the United States providing supervised visitation servicesfor dependency cases, family
law cases, or both types of referrals. The membership organization for supervised visitation providers,
the Supervised Visitation Network, lists 161 agencies providing these servicesin 2001. Most pro-
grams have evolved in the last ten years. Some began as programs focusing upon dependency vis-
itations. Dependency cases are described as cases in which parents, who had abused or neglected
their children, maintain contact with their children (who arein out-of-home placements) whilethey
receive supplementary services. Few programs were initiated primarily as family law programsto
provide the non-custodial parent accessto children either dueto divorce, domestic violence or some
other type of family law situation. Most programs now serve both types of referrals.

While the model has been historically used by child welfare officials as a critical tool in working
toward family reunification, critical examination of the model is necessary if it isto work safely
for families experiencing domestic violence. A brief analysis of organizational variables between
supervised visitation in dependency cases and those in domestic violence cases reveals critical
distinctions. Goal's between the two services differ as do parental characteristics, judicial involve-
ment, the provision of supplementary services and security needs of participants ( Thoennes &
Pearson, 1999).

In dependency cases, the goal of supervised visitation is to support the reunification of the child
with their parent ( Wright, 2001 ). In domestic violence cases, there is no goal of reunifying the
family. In fact, if child welfare officials are also involved in the case, the victim may face failure
to protect charges upon returning to the abusive partner. Research by Thoennes and Pearson ( 1999
) aswell asWright (2001 ) reveal sthat mothers, in dependency cases utilizing supervised visitation
services, typically exhibit substance abuse histories, poor parenting skills, and neglectful behaviors
toward their children. Fathersin dependency cases are reported to be more physically and sexually
abusive. In contrast, in domestic violence cases seen in supervised visitation programs, fathers have
typically been reported for domestic violence. They often exhibit controlling, threatening and
physically violent behaviors and may have threatened to kill their partners and/or children if they
leave them.
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Judicia involvement also varies considerably between these two types of cases. Most frequently
in dependency cases, dependency hearings have resulted in the child being removed from the care
of the parent(s) and placed under the care of the state. Subsequent scheduled judicial hearings will
determine whether the child isreturned or whether parental rights are terminated. Often in depend-
ency cases, the child will have a court-appointed guardian ad litem, as well as, a case manager. In
domestic violence cases there is often an order for protection preventing the alleged perpetrator
from contacting the victim and an order for supervised visitation. Typically there is no scheduled
judicial review unless aviolation of order for protection occurs.

In dependency cases, parents are often receiving mandated evaluations for mental health and sub-
stance abuse problems, as well as, assistance with parenting skills. A child welfare case manager
is frequently assigned to each family and they oversee the development of a case plan and review
compliance with it including, participation in supervised visitation services. In contrast, families
using supervised visitation services because of domestic violence are often receiving few ancillary
socia services and do not typically have a case manager or any designated case plan monitored by
alegal entity. If servicesare provided they may be offered through domestic violence centers, while
the mother isreceiving shelter, or through abatterersintervention program ( Straus,1995 ; McMahon
etal, 1999). If problemsof compliance with the provision of supervised visitation servicesemerge,
the court may or may not be informed in atimely fashion.

Finally, security arrangements or security philosophy differ between these two service models. In
dependency cases, security is very much focused upon the child's safety during scheduled visitsto
prevent further emotional, physical or sexual abuse or possible abduction by the visiting parent. In
domestic violence cases, security arrangements must focus upon the child's safety and also the
safety of the parent that who has also experienced abuse.

In most dependency cases seen at supervised visitation programs, violence has occurred in the past
within the family, and while the threat of revictimization of the child is always a possibility, it is
far more remote on site given our understanding of child abuse. However, it has been documented
that thereisavery rea possibility for immediate violent behaviors targeted at partners or children
in visitation settings in domestic violence cases.

Recognizing Common Batterers Behaviors In Supervised
Visitation Settings

Whilethe assumption has been that the level of violencewill bereduced or eliminated if supervised
visitation is ordered in domestic violence cases, practitioners report that batterers exhibit similar
behaviorial patterns while utilizing supervised visitation services.

Staff of the Clearinghouse on Supervised Visitation collected examples of behaviors commonly
displayed by alleged batterers who were referred to supervised visitation programs in Florida in
2001. As the examples in the following table indicate, the same behaviors of batterers described
in the literature, are observed in supervised visitation programs.
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Table 1. Common Behaviors of Batterers Seen at Supervised Visitation

Programs

Behavior

Manifestation at Supervised Visitation Pro-
gram

Denia of Abuse/Minimizations

Children may ask parent, "why did you hit
mommy?" Visiting parent may deny hitting
child's mother, say it was accident or minimize
his action. Or he may say it'sthe fault of mother
he has to see child at visitation program. One
program reports a 12 year old asked his father
why he chased his mother with aknife. Father
denied doing it saying the mother told him to say
that. Thisoccurred despite witnessesto the knife
incident.

Blaming partner

Frequently supervised visitation staff report that
a batterer will tell staff "thisisall my wife's
fault,” "she's the one who brought this on."

Control/Manipulation

Often batterers will question, or challenge pro-
gram rules or suggest exceptions to rules should
be made of them. Thisis seen in examples of re-
fusing to arrive or depart per requirements,
bringing unauthorized individuas to visits,
bringing gifts or food to visits which may be
disallowed, attempting to take videos or photo-
graphs. Tearing up rulesor throwing intake forms
across room.

Attacking Parenting Skills

Involving staff in apparent fal se allegations of
child abuse against parent who has been abused,
trying to use staff to call Abuse Registry. Makes
disparaging remarks about mother, "you need to
clean up better than mommy."

Making Covert/Overt Threats

Program staff report incidents of batterers show-
ing aweapons permit when asked for identifica-
tion, driving around visitation site at time of
scheduled visits but not coming into program as
well asverbally threatening to harm staff, volun-
teers, judge, partner, etc. during visits. Law en-
forcement officers referred to programs have
comefor scheduled visitsin full uniform wearing
their weapons despite instructionsto the contrary.
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Behavior

Manifestation at Supervised Visitation Pro-
gram

Involving Children

During scheduled visitations, batterers may at-
tempt to question children about their current
living arrangements (particularly if they are
staying at shelter or another undisclosed loca-
tion); inquire about what their plans are, where
they are attending school; or, may try and find
out who the child'smother isseeing. Additionally
batterers may utilize visitation times as avehicle
to get children to convey messages back to other
parent.

Stalking

Following a parent who is leaving a program,
recording information about parents car. One
program reports two examples of caseswhen the
perpetrator had custody. In one case he left with
the child prior to his wife (non-custodial) but
waited for her in anearby parkinglot. In another,
anon-custodial mother picked up her child for a
monitored exchange and was followed to a
neighboring city by her abuser. Perpetrators may
reveal stalking incidents during conviction with
their children during visit Questions such as
Where were you al last night? or Why weren't
you in school yesterday?

Financial Abuse/Manipulation

Refusing to pay for scheduled visits, not going
to pay to see my kids. Paying in pennies or other
small coins. Saying they will not bring food for
visits because they're paying child support to
mother and she should make sure food is avail-
ablefor father's visit.

Animal Abuse

Batterers may inform child during visit that a
beloved pet has died or had to be given away
since the child was not longer in the home. One
program reported afather bringing the child's pet
rabbit to the program knowing the child would
not be able to take it back to the shelter where he
was staying.

Physical Violence

At least three murders of have occurred on-site
or in parking lots of supervised visitation pro-
gramsin recent years. Other programs report
murders or physical assaults by non-custodial
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Manifestation at Supervised Visitation Pro-
gram

parents off site but while family was utilizing
services.

Behavior

Visiting parent telling child and/or staff how de-

Suicide pressed he is and how he might just end it all.

Strategies to Improve Supervised Visitation in Domestic
Violence Cases

If supervised visitation programs are to continue to be used in domestic violence cases, there must
be a more critical examination of the current provision of services in programs with the goals of
enhancing the safety of participants and confronting evidence of domestic violence asit ismanifested
in supervised visitation programs. There are a number of strategies that can be recommended but
they must be addressed system-wide and become part of a coordinated community response to
ending domestic violence.

Judicial Strategies

» A formal evaluation of the alleged perpetrator and the victim should be ordered prior to the court-
order for supervised visitation. A key component of this evaluation must be alethality assessment.
The evaluation should be conducted by amental health professional who has had specific domestic
violence training in conducting such evaluations.

* |f domestic violenceisconfirmed, judges should order the batterer to complete acertified batterers
intervention program before ordering supervised visitation. This is currently mandated in
Louisiana ( Ver Steegh, 2000 ).

» Onceafamily court judge orders supervised visitation, aschedulefor judicial review of the case
must be established and maintained ( NY SPCC, 2000 ).

» Family law judges should collaborate with their local supervised visitation programson aregular
basis regarding non-case specific issues which involve operational and policy aspects of the
program. Program limitations in accepting certain cases should be delineated, procedures for
handling court orders from other jurisdictions should be established, procedures for providing
servicesto families with special needs covered under the American with Disabilities Act should
be determined.

» Family law judges must acknowledge that supervised visitation programs are not appropriate in
all domestic violence cases. The potential for lethality is so great in some cases, as has been
demonstrated by program reports and experiences, that visitation programs cannot offer an ad-
eguate assurance of safety.
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 Courts should work with their local supervised visitation providers to develop formal letters of
agreement which specifically outline policies and procedures for accepting domestic violence
referrals, conditions of supervised visitation orders, and the role of the supervised visitation
monitor ( Saunders, 1998 ; NCJFCJ, 1995 ; Ver Steegh, 2000 ).

 Courts should collaborate with their supervised visitation providers in developing observation
report forms for visits or exchanges and establish a mechanism for these reports to be conveyed
back to the court on aroutine basis ( NY SPCC, 2000).

 Finally, courts must acknowledge that supervised visitation services are provided in avery arti-
ficial setting. While the visit or exchange may go well and there are not reports of violence, it
must not automatically be inferred from afamily's experience that unsupervised visitation will
be without risk ( Straus, 1998 ). Further evaluation by domestic violence experts is necessary
before the order for supervised visitation is withdrawn.

Program Strategies

 Staff and volunteers of programs serving domestic violence cases must be adequately trained in
the dynamics of domestic violence, the impact of domestic violence upon child witnesses, beha-
viorscommon to batterers and how these behaviors are manifested in supervised visitation settings.
They must also be informed about legal remedies, such as ordersfor protection (NY SPCC,2000
; Maxwell & Robinson, 1998 ).

» Programs must require participants to share orders for protection with staff and these orders
should be placed in the family's case file. If the program employs security officers, they should
also be given an opportunity to review the order ( NY SPCC, 2000 ).

» Program staff and volunteers must pay strict attention to the confidentiality of program parti-
cipants. No information about addresses, living arrangements, means of transportation, tel ephone
numbers and children's school should be released. To violate a participant's confidentiality in
this manner could dramatically increase the physical risk to the victim and the child(ren).

» Supervised visitation programs that provide services in domestic violence cases must have
thoroughly thought out security arrangements to protect adult participants, children, staff and
volunteers, aswell as, other program participants. These measures should include consideration
of the use of on-site law enforcement staff, staggered arrival and departure times for custodial/
non-custodial parents, parking lot security, site lighting, etc ( NY SPCC, 2000 ; Oehme, 1997 ).
Some programs without on-site security report having metal detectors to detect the presence of
knives or guns. This seemsto be apoor attempt to enhance security, sinceif aweapon is detected
it would be the responsibility of program staff to remove it and possibly be harmed or resisted
in the process.

» The Supervised Visitation Network (SVN) has devel oped recommended standards and guidelines
for practice ( Strauset al, 1998 ). While these standards and guidelines are currently recommend-
ations, as opposed to requirements, they do serve as some measure of best practice in this field
and should be utilized by programs offering these services.
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» Supervised visitation programs often exist as external entitiesto child welfare agencies or to the
court. These programs are not typically monitored, certified or licensed to ensure that services
are provided in an appropriate manner. It is critical that states take necessary legislative action
to ensure that these providers meet some uniform certification standard. Currently, only Kansas
has statutes regarding the certification of supervised visitation providers. Florida has failed in
its past two legidative sessionsto passaninitial bill on monitoring (Clearinghouse on Supervised
Visitation, Bar and Bench, 2001).

Further Recommendations

There are additional recommendations which can be important in reducing the risk of further harm
to program participants in supervised visitation programs.

» Research is heeded to better understand the extent to which program participants may be revic-
timized while receiving supervised visitation services ( Saunders, 1998 ; McMahon & Pence,
1995 ). Currently, because most programs are not monitored nor certified in some fashion, there
is no uniform tracking of critical incidents at sites which affect the safety of families. Data is
needed to better understand the impact of supervised visitation upon both the child and adult-
victim, their perceptions of safety, outcome measures on the use of these services, etc. Practition-
ers, aswell as, thejudiciary need to better understand the types of domestic violence caseswhich
are best served by supervised visitation programs and the ones which benefit least or oneswhich
may actually risk further harm if referred.

* Funding remains acritical need for nearly all supervised visitation programs ( Johnston, 2000 ).
As noted by Thoennes and Pearson (1999) and Straus et al (1998), most programs currently rely
extensively upon volunteers and lack the resources for paid staff, security staff, etc. Some pro-
grams have been successful in using Victim of Crime Act funds, Rural & Child Victimization
grants, and other sourcesto support efforts, while other programsrely entirely upon local grants.
There has been great interest in the possibility of having Violence Against Women Act Il funds
designated specifically for supervised visitation programs, but as of yet this provision has not
been funded by Congress ( Wellstone & Wellstone, 2001 ).

» Technical Assistance needs to be made available to providers of supervised visitation services
to ensure adequate training, attention to security, case management, etc. Additional technical
assistance should also be available to the judiciary and law enforcement officials. Currently the
Supervised Visitation Network publishes a bi-annual newsletter for their membership and hosts
an annual training conference. The Clearinghouse on Supervised Visitation provides technical
assistance primarily to Florida providers and the Florida judiciary, but has also made technical
assistance available to others around the country. The Clearinghouse publishes two newsletters,
Bar &Bench for the judiciary and The Networker, as well as alaw enforcement guide. 1n 1998,
the Clearinghouse produced a competency-based training manual for agencies considering
starting a program . There is a great need for additional assistance to providers, the judiciary,
and othersinvolved in using supervised visitation services in order to establish more consistent
practices and thus to ensure safer services.
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Conclusion

Supervised visitation services have historically been used in child welfare cases to provide an op-
portunity for the non-custodial parent to have safe, scheduled contact with the child(ren) who have
been removed from the home due to abuse or neglect. In recent years these services have been ad-
opted by family court judges for use in domestic violence cases to allow the alleged batterer to
have contact with his children. Typically this occursin situations when an injunction for protection
has been ordered, the abused spouse isin shelter or in situations in which thereis potential for on-
going harm to a parent. Supervised visitation servicesin such cases can be an important component
in avoiding further incidences of domestic violence. However, emerging practice experiences from
supervised visitation practitioners in the field suggest that modifications need to be made in these
servicesin order meet the unique needs of domestic violence cases. As the use of supervised visit-
ation isincreasingly used for domestic violence cases, many practitioners report that batterers ex-
hibit many of the same types of battering behaviors on site of supervised visitation programs as
they doin other settings. This behavior endangerstheir partners, children and staff of these programs.
Safeguards must be considered which addressjudicial practices, staff training, funding and oversight,
aswell as, research on the effectiveness of the use of these programs for domestic violence cases.
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Guidelines for Improving

Outcomes for Children & Families

Impacted by Domestic Violence

Partnership
Establishing transformational collaboration with survivors and
their community.

Equity

Acknowledge that survivors face multiple forms of oppression
and actively work towards changing/repairing their
circumstances.

Storytelling

Encourage survivors to use their voices and share their
experiences in order to make an impact.

Centering Lived Expertise
Understand and value that individuals are the expert in their
own lives.

Healing

Guide survivors to create healing pathways powered by
meaningful relationships within their selves, family, and
community.

Accountability

Hold individuals responsible for their actions while working
towards repairing the harm and supporting a change process.
Safety

Build programs and systems that prioritize the individuals'
physical, splrltual emotlonal soual and environmental safety.
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Contact the Clearinghouse at
850-644-1715
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