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1. Introduction

T

his Guide is for mothers who have experienced abuse and whose
children are in supervised visitation programs. It will tell you basic
information about how supervised visitation programs work and how
you can prepare yourself and your children for the experience. If you are afraid
of your children’s father or were abused by him, then the information in this
Guide will be particularly helpful.
If your children are in a visitation program, then you’ve already taken
important steps for you and your children to be safe and to build new lives.
Even if the court case didn’t end the way you wanted it to, you’ve already
accomplished a lot. You might feel relieved, mad, hopeful, sad, scared, or just
plain tired out. Whatever your experience, there are people who understand
what you’re going through and who care about you and your children.
This Guide will give you some ideas about how to get the help and advocacy
you need, including a list of national resources. Whether you’re visiting your
children or bringing your children to visit, you deserve information and
support to be safe and to help your children cope with the changes in their
family.
This Guide provides basic, general answers to common questions. It does
not provide legal advice or guidance about your particular situation. Because
laws, attorneys, courts, judges, and visitation programs can be very different,
it is important to get your local information. If you’re not sure how to access
your local programs, the Resources section at the back of this Guide is a good
place to start. If you are still involved in a court case or have legal questions, it
may also be helpful to have the advice of a knowledgeable attorney.



2. Information About Supervised
Visitation Programs
What are supervised visitation programs?
There are many different kinds of visitation programs. Some simply try to
provide a safe place for children to visit with a parent. For most programs,
a safe place means that a staff person watches the visit to make sure that the
child is not abused during the visit. Some supervised visitation programs go
beyond that to try to teach the visiting adult how to be a better parent. Other
programs may offer a therapeutic approach during visits to try to establish or
rebuild a damaged relationship between the parent and child. Some programs
also provide a safe place for parents to drop off and pick up children for
visitation, a service called “visitation exchange” or “supervised exchange.”
There are programs specifically designed to supervise visits when one parent
has abused the other parent. Sometimes this abuse is called domestic violence.
In these families, both the child and a parent may be in danger. So, these
programs try to provide supervised visitation that is safe for the child and the
parent. You can ask the visitation center in your area if it runs a specialized
domestic violence program. For more information see the resource section at
end of this Guide.



What should I be able to expect from supervised visitation program staff?
Each supervised visitation program is different, but all should work to keep
your children and you safe. Staff will have different styles and approaches.
Some will have a lot of experience and knowledge about children and abuse in
families, and some will have very little. The following is a list of the things
you should look for in any visitation program:



•

Staff try to set up rules and procedures for the visitation that keep
you and your children safe. They also do what they can to make the
visitation a positive experience for your children.

•

Staff listen to you, talk to you about the risks you and your children
face, and explain what they will do to help you and your children.

•

Staff understand how abuse affects a family. They are experienced
enough to understand how you and your children might feel about
visitation. They are also experienced enough to know that some
fathers might try to use visitation to continue the abuse.

•

Staff are able to connect you and your children to advocacy and other
services in the community.

•

Staff value the background and culture of your family. They
understand that each family is different and do their best to make
visitation work for your family.

How do programs provide a safe environment for visitation?
Most programs use three kinds of safety strategies:
1) Rules and procedures. For example, one parent is scheduled
to arrive after the other parent in order to keep them from having
contact.
2) Building set-up and physical protections. For example,
metal detectors to scan for weapons, different entrances for each
parent to prevent contact, a security person on site, or quick access
to police response.
3) Staff supervision of the visitation. For example, staff are
trained to know how an abusive parent might try to use visitation
to continue the threats and control, they do not let an abusive
parent use the visitation to get information from the children
about the other parent, and they regularly check in with parents
to assess whether the safety strategies being used are adequate or
should be changed.
Keep in mind that your program may not use the options that are listed
in these examples and may offer other ways to keep you and your children
safe. Every program will be different, so it is important that you talk with
staff about your concerns and work with them to make the best use of the
strategies that your program offers.

How do children react to supervised visitation?
Every child’s experience is unique and will be affected by his or her age,
experience, and parents’ behavior. Even children from the same family can have
different reactions to a visit. In general, most children know that supervised
visitation is an artificial or fake setting and that most families don’t have to
go to a program to see each other.
Often children have mixed feelings. For example, a child might look
forward to seeing her father, but be afraid that he will be angry with her.
Some children just try to make one or both parents happy and say whatever



they think a parent wants to hear. Others are unsure of what they think or
feel. For some children, the supervised setting gives them the security and
confidence to challenge or test the visiting parent. There are also children
who are afraid of the unfamiliar setting, of seeing a parent, or of being
rejected by a parent. It is common for children to worry about what may
happen during or after the visit.
Whatever your children’s reactions, you can be a very important source of
support and guidance to them as they go through this experience.

How can I know if a program will work for me and my children?
Talk to the staff about the program and your family’s needs. As you talk to the
staff you’ll know right away if they are willing to listen to you and will take
your concerns seriously. You’ll also get an idea of how they will try to provide
a safe environment for you and your children during the visitation. If the
information and options they are offering do not meet your needs or concerns,
then the program might not be the best for you and your children. Trust your
own judgment. If you’re not sure, you may want to give the program a try or
ask for more information.

Will the program help me with my court case?
Most programs are not very involved, but some work directly with the court.
Ask the staff how their program handles court involvement. Do they try to
stay completely out of a court case? Or, do they write reports for the court or
make recommendations? Do they charge a fee? Remember that sometimes an
attorney or judge will order (subpoena) a program to come to court and bring
its records, even if the program doesn’t want to be involved. If you are in a
legal fight about custody or visitation, what happens at the program and how
it is documented—whether you’re visiting or bringing the children to visit—
might be very important to your case. Therefore, it is important to know what
files the program is keeping and what type of information is recorded in those
files. A knowledgeable attorney can help you think about how the program’s
records may help or hurt your court case.



3. Information on How to Prepare
for and Use Visitation Services
What can I do to prepare myself if I’m bringing my children to visit
with their father?
If you are concerned about safety, you can talk with program staff to find out
what options and resources they have to help. For example, what would the
staff do if your children’s father left a threatening note on your windshield
when your car was parked in the program’s lot? The staff should work with
you to develop a safety strategy based on your particular needs. You can also
talk with your attorney or advocate.
You might want to think about where you’ll wait during the visit and plan
something to do while it’s happening. Ask the program staff if there is a place
where you can wait and if they offer any activities. Take some time to think
about what you need. This visitation process might be hard for you, and it
can be difficult to keep your children’s needs and experiences separate from
your own. For example, your daughter might really want to see her father
while you dread it, or you may want your children to have a relationship with
their father and they don’t. You deserve and need support, too. Try to find



people who understand what you’ve been through, and who will listen to and
support you. Use the visitation time to do something nurturing for yourself.

How can I help prepare my children for visits with their father?
You can start by explaining the visitation process and answering their questions.
You might tell them where and when you’ll drop them off, where they’ll go
afterwards, where their father will be, and when you’ll pick them up. You can
tell them the staff person’s name and explain what the staff person’s role will
be during the visit. Trust your own judgment about your children. You’ll
know how much information to provide, how to say it in a way that they’ll
understand, and what their concerns might be. You can also ask the staff for
ideas about ways you can help your children get ready for the visit.
Most programs offer some kind of orientation that can be very reassuring to
children. At the orientation, your children can see where they’ll be dropped
off, where they’ll visit, and what toys and activities are there. They’ll also get
a chance to meet the people who work at the program.
Part of your preparation should be listening to your children talk about their
ideas and concerns and answering their questions. It is important to support
their feelings, whether those feelings are positive or negative. Try to make the
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visit seem like a regular family activity and explain that other children visit
their dads there too. Help them plan activities or think about what items they
might bring with them to the visit. You can also ask your children about what
they think their father will say or do during the visit, and what they would
like to say or do when they see him. If they haven’t seen their father in awhile,
it might be helpful for them to see a photo of him.
Some children really look forward to visiting. It is important to try to stay
positive, even if you don’t feel that way. If your children’s father was, or still
is, abusive, then there are good reasons for you to be wary and protective of
your children. It is understandably hard to balance those concerns with the
chance for your children to have a safe and positive relationship with their
father. It can be helpful to talk to a trusted friend, family member, counselor,
or advocate as you decide on the best approach.
If your children have concerns or fears about the visits, talk to them about their
options and let them know the people at the program are there to help. For
example, if your child is afraid that his father will get mad and start yelling
at him, you can explain how staff might take a break or end the visitation for
that day. The staff might also arrange for a code word for your children to use
if they need a break or want to talk with staff.

What if my children don’t want to visit their father?
Encourage them to tell you why they don’t want to go. Understanding their
concerns will help you to guide them. Answer their questions and try to be
positive and encouraging. For example, you might say, “I know it might be
scary at first, but you know Sarah (the staff person) will be there the whole
time. How about giving it a try?”
It’s not easy to bring children to visitation when they don’t want to see their
father or to know what to say that’s positive. It’s even harder if he’s been
abusive. You might need help from a trusted friend, advocate, counselor, or
family member to figure out what is best. You can talk with the staff about
your children’s concerns and work with them to come up with a plan that
supports your children. Find out the program’s policy when children don’t
want to visit and how program staff approach these situations.
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You might be worried about your children, thinking that even
if the staff keeps them physically safe, the visits with their father
will hurt them emotionally. It’s okay to give your children ageappropriate options, such as, “You can talk with the staff about
the visits or ask them for a break if you want one.” Make sure
your kids know they can always count on you for support.
If you’re in a legal fight over custody or visitation, keep in mind
that your children’s father might try to argue that the children
don’t want to go because you are “turning your children against
him.” It may be helpful to have legal advice from an attorney if
you think this might happen in your case. Also, keep in mind
that program staff aren’t the problem or the reason there is
conflict in your family. Just like you, they’re trying to look out
for your children and follow court orders.

What should I do for my children after they visit with
their father?
Be available in whatever way your children may need you. Some children will
want to tell you about their experiences visiting, just like they do when they
come home from school or come in from playing. Even though it may be hard
to hear, it is very important to listen. Let them offer what information they
choose and try to be supportive and positive. Some children may not want to
talk about the visit at all. This can be difficult, especially if you’re concerned
about the visit and want to know what happened. Be patient. When your
children are ready to talk, they’ll let you know.
It can be helpful to have a routine after visits, something that your children can
rely on. If you need help figuring what to say to your children when they raise
tough issues or fears, ask the program staff or another trusted person for advice.

How much information about the visits will the staff share with
parents?
Programs differ, but most do not share information about the visits with
the other parent. Programs try to keep the children out of the middle and
protecting information about what happens during the visit is one way of
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doing this. This policy can also help the children feel free to say and do what
they want with the parent they are visiting and not have to worry that it will
get back to the other parent.
There may be exceptions to this policy and it can help you plan for your
safety and the protection of your children if you know what the rules are. For
example, will staff warn you if, during the visitation, your children’s father
threatens to hurt them or you? Will they tell you if something happened
during the visit that upset your child? Or, if you are visiting your children,
will they report back something that might endanger you or make things
harder for your children? You can talk to the staff about what information
would help you to protect yourself and your children.

Is it really okay for children to visit with their father, even though
he’s been violent?
Every child is different. Whether it is harmful for your child will depend on
his or her father’s behavior and your child’s own temperament, personality,
and support system. You can help make it easier by supporting your child
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and reassuring him or her that you’ll continue that support no matter what
happens with visitation. You can talk with a trusted counselor, therapist,
advocate, or attorney to help you make sure you have as accurate a view as
possible of any risks to your child. They can also help you plan how best to
support your child.
If your child’s father follows the program’s rules and guidelines, then the
visitation should be safe. It will give your child the chance to learn about his
or her father in a protected setting. Sometimes children have unrealistic views
or fantasies about their fathers. Visits can help children form a more accurate
picture. Also, some children really want to see their fathers and enjoy visiting.
If your child’s father can act appropriately, visits may benefit your child. If
your child’s father says something hurtful or does something that is scary to
your child, work with the program staff to help your child understand what
happened and to feel safe again.
If your children are ordered by a judge to visit, then you may have little
choice but to bring them to the program. An attorney can help explain your
responsibilities and options.
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Will the program change my children’s father so that he is no
longer controlling or violent?
Most programs are not designed for that purpose. They provide a protected
environment for visitation, not an intervention to change a person’s behavior.
The staff will try to provide a safe visit for your children and a safe drop off and
pick up for you. Safe visitation doesn’t mean that your children’s father will
stop his violence, threats, intimidation, or attempts to control or scare you—or
your children. However, there are some fathers who see how much they’ve hurt
their children and do use the experience to try to become better parents.
If you are afraid or concerned about what he might do, you can talk with
program staff. They should take your concerns seriously and work with you to
develop a strategy to keep you and your children safe. Trust your own instincts
and judgment about what will work. You can also ask for help from an advocate
or attorney. There are some resources listed at the end of this Guide.
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What should I do if I’m worried he’ll manipulate or “fool” the staff
(like he does everyone else)?
The first step is to understand the program’s rules and guidelines and meet
with the staff. Knowing how the program works will help you decide if he is
truly fooling anyone. For example, when your child meets with the staff for
orientation, they might seem very upbeat about the visitation. You might see
this as the staff taking his side and believing his stories, when really they are
just trying to make the visitation a positive experience for your child.
Trust your own level of comfort with staff. For example, did you feel that
they took the time to understand your situation and the seriousness of your
concerns? If you still have concerns you can talk to a staff supervisor. You can
also contact an advocate or attorney.

What can I do to prepare for the end of supervised visitation?
If you don’t already know, try to find out when visitation at the program will
end and what will happen next. For example, will visitation take place without
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supervision? What will the schedule be? Will you have to have contact with
your children’s father? Or, will the case go back to court for the judge to
decide what happens next? Once you have some idea, you’ll be able to make
plans for your safety and the safety of your children. You’ll also be able to give
your children accurate information about what to expect.

What can I do to prepare myself if I’m visiting my children at the
program?
Try to stay positive. You have the chance for a fresh start with your children,
to spend time with them in a place that is safe for you and full of new toys and
activities for them. You’ll also have the opportunity to get support around the
challenges of parenting.
A consistent routine for every visit is important for children. Think about
what routine your children might like. For example, you could read part of
a book, draw a picture, ask about what happened in school that week, or
talk about what to do at your next visit. Another way to prepare is to think
through what questions your children might ask and plan what
you’ll say. Also, plan ahead to bring things your children might
need or want, such as diapers or age appropriate toys, if you can
afford them. You can always ask the staff for suggestions about
what you can bring or what you might do or say. They can also
guide you about potential difficult conversations or worries you
may have. It is important that you understand the program’s
rules and follow them.
If you are concerned about safety, talk with program staff to find
out what options and resources they have to help. They can work
with you to develop a safety strategy based on your particular
needs. You can also talk with your attorney or advocate.
Plan to do something to take care of yourself after each visit. It
is not easy to see your children for a limited amount of time in
an artificial setting and then leave without them, particularly
if you’re concerned about their safety. The visit might also
raise issues. Sometimes children act in ways that are hurtful to
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a parent. Your children may say things that might hurt your feelings, such
as repeating the same harmful words they have heard their father say to you.
They may also be reluctant to see you. Try to stay calm and steady.
You deserve and need support. Try to find people who understand what
you’ve been through, and who will listen to you and help you through
difficult times.

How can I help prepare my children if I’m coming to visit them?
It is important to keep in mind that you’ll need to follow any court orders,
program rules, or limits placed on your contact with the children. If you are
allowed to write or talk on the phone, you can let your children know ahead
of time how much you’re looking forward to the visit. Otherwise, you might
need to wait for the first visit. Think about things your children might want
to do during the visit and ask them what they’d like to do. For example, you
might talk to them about what games they’d like to play, or what book they’d
like you to read to them, or whether they’d like to draw a picture or kick a
soccer ball around. If the visit can include a meal, you might ask them what
food they’d like you to bring. During your visit, you and your children can
plan together what you’ll do at the next visit. You can also ask the staff how
you can help your children get ready for visits.
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4. Problems and Questions
What if I have concerns or questions about the program?
It is important to keep in mind that each program is unique and will have its
own way of trying to provide a safe environment. Also, each family is unique
and your local program may work with your family in a way that is different
from other families. You have the right to ask questions and to understand
how the staff will supervise the visits with your children.
Think about your questions and concerns beforehand and make a list of the
things that are most important to you. The information in this Guide will
give you some good ideas about what you need to know and what questions
to ask. It may be helpful to start by asking for more information about
the program’s rules and how they do things. Consider bringing a friend or
advocate with you when you talk about your concerns to help you remember
what is said, to support you, and to give you a “second opinion” as you think
about your options.
If you are not satisfied with the responses you get from staff, then you can also
explore whether there are other programs your family might use. Changing
programs might be difficult if your children’s father doesn’t agree or if the
court ordered your family to use a particular program. There may also be a
concern about who will pay for the service. It may be helpful to talk to an
advocate or attorney about the change.

Where can I get more information?
Although there are a variety of sources for more information, it can be
frustrating to try to find knowledgeable, affordable sources of information
that you trust. Your local visitation program, domestic violence program, or
your attorney (if you have one) are good places to start. Trust your judgment.
If you feel that you can’t trust a person or that the person is not being
helpful, then try someone else. You deserve useful, accurate information.
The resources listed in the back of this Guide include websites and other
ways to get more information.
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5. Key Questions to Ask About
Supervised Visitation Programs
1. How does the program provide a safe visitation environment for
parents and for children?

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

What rules and procedures are followed?
Is there a grievance or complaint process?
What level of supervision is provided by staff?
How is the building set up? What physical protections are
available?
Is there an intake or orientation process that allows a parent to
describe her situation and concerns? Is the staff willing to meet with
a parent, understand her specific safety concerns, and work with her
to put safety strategies in place? Will the staff respond if that parent’s
safety needs or concerns change?
How does the program respond to threats, violence against a child or
parent? What is the level of their domestic violence knowledge and
experience?
Will the staff inform a parent if something happened during visitation
that raised safety or other serious concerns?
Does the program provide a space for a non-visiting parent to wait
during the visitation?
Will the program connect parents and children to domestic violence
and other services in the community?

2. How does the program try to make the visitation a positive
experience for children?

•
•
•
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Do they offer an orientation session for children?
What toys, games or activities are available?
How does the staff support the particular culture and circumstances
of each child and family? Do the rules and procedures allow for
celebrations, holidays, traditions, or religious practices of different
cultures?

•
•
•

What, if any, direction will staff provide a visiting parent?
What, if any, follow-up or support do staff provide a child after a
visit?
How will staff respond if a child is upset or wants to end a visit?

3. What role, if any, will the program play in the custody/visitation
court case?

•

If the program does not get involved, will they refer a parent to an
attorney or other legal resources?

4. How does the program collect, record, and handle information
about families?

•
•
•
•
•

What information does the program collect? How is it recorded?
Who has access to the files?
How does a program protect private information?
What information will be shared with a visiting parent, a parent
bringing children to visitation, or the children?
What information might be shared with the court?

5. Other questions you may want to ask:
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6. National Links to Local
Resources
Domestic Violence Services and Advocacy:
The National Domestic Violence Hotline:1-800-799-SAFE or
1-800-787-3224 (TDD).
Help is available to callers 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Hotline
advocates are available for victims and anyone calling on their
behalf to provide crisis intervention, safety planning, information
and referrals to agencies in all 50 states, Puerto Rico and the U.S.
Virgin Islands. Assistance is available in English and Spanish with
access to more than 140 languages through interpreter services.
E-mail: ndvh@ndvh.org or deafhelp@ndvh.org (By its nature, email
sent and received is not secure and might be read or intercepted
by an abuser.) Website: www.ndvh.org

Sexual Assault, Abuse, Incest Services and Advocacy:
Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN):
1-800-656-HOPE
Call toll-free 24 hours a day anywhere in the U.S. Provides
confidential counseling and support for survivors of sexual assault.
The hotline automatically routes calls to the nearest rape crisis
center that is a member of the RAINN network by reading the
area code and the prefix of the caller’s phone number.
E-mail: RAINNmail@aol.com (By its nature, email sent and received
is not secure and might be read or intercepted by an abuser.)
Website: www.rainn.org

Attorneys:
Attorneys who handle custody/visitation issues are often referred
to as “family law” or “matrimonial law” attorneys. Attorneys with
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knowledge about safety, violence, and abuse issues might use the
phrase “domestic violence” or “family violence” or “abuse/neglect” to
describe their practice. You can get contact information for attorneys
from the phone book, Bar Association or other attorney groups, legal
hotlines, and websites. For example, the American Bar Association
has information for the public about finding and hiring an attorney
at www.abanet.org/public.html. As with hiring any professional, it is
always best to have references and to do your own screening to see if
he or she will meet your particular needs.

Other Helpful Websites:
Battered Women’s Justice Project – Criminal Justice Office:
www.bwjp.org
The Battered Women’s Justice Project’s Criminal Justice Office
offers training, technical assistance, and consultation on the most
promising practices of the criminal justice system in addressing
domestic violence. Criminal Justice staff can provide information
and analyses on effective policing, prosecuting, sentencing, and
monitoring of domestic violence offenders.

Family Violence Prevention Fund 		
www.endabuse.org
The Family Violence Prevention Fund works to prevent violence
within the home and in the community, to help those whose lives
are devastated by violence because everyone has the right to live
free of violence.

National Coalition Against Domestic Violence
www.ncadv.org
NCADV’s work includes coalition building; support for the
provision of community-based, non-violent alternatives—such
as safe home and shelter programs—for battered women and
their children; public education and technical assistance; policy
development; and efforts to eradicate social conditions which
contribute to violence against women and children.
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Violence Against Women Network (VAWnet)
www.vawnet.org
VAWnet is an easily accessible and comprehensive collection of
full-text, searchable electronic resources on domestic violence,
sexual violence and related issues.

National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges
– Family Violence Department: www.ncjfcj.org or
1-800-527-3223 or 1-800-52-PEACE
The Family Violence Department (FVD) of the National Council of
Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) advances social change
in courts and communities across the country by providing cuttingedge training, technical assistance, and policy development on
issues of family violence. The FVD partners with Praxis International
to provide technical assistance to the Safe Havens: Supervised
Visitation and Safe Exchange Grant Program. Funded by OVW, the
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technical assistance supports supervised visitation grantees in their
efforts to increase the number of centers available, to enhance the
quality of services, and to increase their ability to assist victims of
domestic violence, child abuse, sexual assault, and stalking.

Praxis International
www.praxisinternational.org
Praxis provides technical assistance (TA) and networking
opportunities for programs funded by the Safe Havens: Supervised
Visitation and Safe Exchange Program, Office on Violence Against
Women, U.S. Department of Justice.

Supervised Visitation Resources:
Supervised Visitation Network
www.svnetwork.net
The Supervised Visitation Network is a multi-national nonprofit membership organization that is a network of agencies
and individuals who are interested in assuring that children can
have safe, conflict-free access to parents with whom they do
not reside.

Supervised Visitation Clearinghouse, Florida State
University College of Social Work
ilearning.ci.fsu.edu/familyvio/
The Clearinghouse provides technical assistance to supervised
visitation programs and disseminates best practices to the field.

The Supervised Visitation and Safe Exchange Grant
Program
www.usdoj.gov/ovw
This discretionary grant program helps create safe places for visitation
with and exchange of children in cases of domestic violence, child
abuse, sexual assault, or stalking. Eligible applicants are States, units
of local government, and Indian tribal governments.
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The Family Violence Prevention Fund
works to prevent violence within the
home, and in the community, to help
those whose lives are devastated by
violence because everyone has the
right to live free of violence.

Family Violence Prevention Fund
383 Rhode Island Street, Suite 304
San Francisco, CA 94103-5133
TEL: 415.252.8900
TTY: 800.595.4889
FAX: 415.252.8991
www.endabuse.org
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