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Safety Plan for Victims of Domestic Abuse 

Understanding Abuse 

Abuse is a pattern of behavior in a relationship that is used to gain and/or maintain power and 
control over another person.   

Domestic Abuse is About Control, Not Anger: Many people think that domestic abuse is about 
one person in a relationship getting angry and hitting, punching, and beating his or her partner. 
That’s the face of abuse often seen. But domestic abuse is much more than that. Everyone gets 
angry, but not everyone is abusive. 

The real issue underlying domestic abuse is the perpetrator’s need to feel powerful and in control 
of another person’s behaviors and actions. Perpetrators believe that they are entitled to be in 
charge of the relationship, and that it is okay for them to use any means – even physical and 
psychological intimidation – to remain in control. 

In short, domestic abuse isn’t an anger management issue; it’s an intentional choice to use 
violence to feel powerful and to control another person to get what they want. Those who abuse 
insist on making all the decisions within the relationship without consulting their partners, or in 
opposition to their partner’s wishes or opinions. 

Domestic abuse isn’t always physical. In fact, some victims don’t recognize the abuse because 
they don’t have bruises. However, threats, social and economic isolation, name calling, insults, 
put-downs, and other techniques can be as effective as fists. Abused women often remark that 
bruises heal, but words erode the heart and the soul. 

According to experts in the field, domestic abuse is seriously under-reported and undiagnosed. 

Coping Mechanisms in abusive situations. Many times, we use coping mechanisms to manage 
our pain and distress. Some examples of coping mechanisms include: 

● You live incongruently – smiling on the outside, crying on the inside. 

● Denial becomes a safe place. Pretending something didn’t happen gets easier and easier 
over time. 

● You excuse the behavior of others and make excuses for their inappropriate behavior. This 
can feel easier than setting healthy boundaries or acknowledging your pain. 

● You rationalize the behavior of others. “They didn’t really mean it.” “If only I wouldn’t 
have made them angry.” 

● You isolate, so no one can get close enough to see what’s really going on. 

● You blame yourself. You work harder to make things perfect. You become hyper-vigilant, 
good at controlling your environment to keep yourself and everyone else safe. 

If you find that you identify with some or most of these examples, don’t ignore your situation, 
seek help and advice from people who understand the dynamics of abuse.  
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Options to consider 

There are two difficult options to consider for a victim of domestic abuse and violence: 

1. Stay in the home and risk additional abuse. 

2. Leave the home and risk additional abuse. 

Unfortunately, leaving the home does not guarantee safety. In fact, violence may escalate as an 
abuser tries to coerce the victim into reconciliation or retaliate because she left. Abusive men 
who believe they “own” their partners justify retaliation because of the sense of ultimate 
betrayal or humiliation they anticipate as a result of her leaving. 

Even though leaving may be dangerous it does not mean the abused woman should stay.  
The only way an abused woman can achieve ultimate safety and freedom is being apart from the 
one abusing her. However, leaving requires careful planning and partnership with friends, 
support groups, law enforcement officials and legal experts to safeguard against additional 
violence during the time of separation. 

The following statistics are sobering and indicate a need to have a good safety plan in place 
before leaving. 

● 75% of abused women seeking emergency treatment sustained injuries after leaving an 
abusive relationship. 

● 75% of domestic violence related homicides occur upon separation and there is a 75% 
increase of violence upon separation for at least two years. (Barriers to Leaving an Abusive 

Relationship. The Center for Relationship Abuse Awareness. http://stoprelationshipabuse.org/educated/barriers-to-
leaving-an-abusive-relationship/) 

● Of those murdered by their intimate partner, 74% are women. (Callie Marie Rennison (1101). 

Intimate Partner Violence and Age of Victim, 1993-1999. Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report. Washington DC: U.S. 

Department of Justice. NCJ #187635.) 

● For women who have been strangled by their partner, the odds of becoming an 

attempted homicide victim increased seven-fold and the odds of becoming a homicide 

victim increased eight-fold. (Non-fatal Strangulation is an Important Risk Factor for Homicide of Women. Nancy 

Glass, PHD, MPH, RN; Kathryn Laughon, PHD, RN, et al. June 2004. https://www.jem-journal.com/article/S0736-

4679(07)00414-3/abstract) 
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Choosing to Stay 

If the risk of physical harm is minimal, and the husband/partner is loving, kind, and caring most of 
the time, many women prefer to stay in the relationship. Some believe their husband/partner will 
eventually seek God’s forgiveness and change his behavior because of her loyalty and 
unconditional love. 

Other women prefer to risk occasional violence because they have never worked outside the 
home and fear the loss of financial security. Some stay because of the children, and many refuse 
to leave because they feel it would be dishonoring to God. 

Each woman who chooses to stay needs to keep a few things in mind: 

Don’t Ignore the Problem, Find Support and Educate Yourself 

● Talk to someone you trust—a friend, your pastor, a professional counselor, a neighbor, a 
family member. Join a support group and/or seek counseling from people who understand 
the dynamics of abuse. Part of the abuser’s power comes from secrecy.  

● Educate yourself about domestic violence and learn how to assess how severe the problem is. 
Every abuser, no matter how mild the abuse has been initially, has the potential to seriously 
harm you the next time he loses control. 

● Do not endure abuse as your “cross” to bear. Abuse is wrong, and it is a crime. If you accept 
your abuser’s violent behavior, you are enabling him to continue. 

● Develop a safety plan and be prepared to implement it. Plan ahead to determine what you 
will do if you are attacked or in danger.  

● Set some goals for your own personal growth, and do not be intimidated or hindered in your 
pursuit of those goals. 

● If it feels safe to do so, urge your spouse to seek help from a professional counselor. 
Recognize and encourage his efforts to change. 

● Recognize that children suffer trauma whether you choose to stay in an abusive home or take 
steps to leave. With the help and support of people who understand your situation, evaluate 
your options and take appropriate action for their protection.  

● If you have children, look for ways to help your children find the resources they need to work 
through the pain of experiencing or witnessing abuse, separation and/or divorce. Having the 
right resources and support will help them process their pain and minimize the effects of the 
trauma. 
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Choosing to Leave 

Leaving is a difficult decision. In some relationships, you will have a mix of good experiences and 
bad ones. You might have hope that he will change and that things will get better. You might 
blame yourself or feel like you are deserting your partner. However, it is helpful to look at the big 
picture. God’s plan for you and your children is to live a life free from abuse. As you look for the 
support you need from safe people and find a healthy environment to heal, you will be able to 
sort through the feelings and emotions and find peace.  

Ideally the abuser will acknowledge their need to change and find the help they need. 
Sometimes, however, they may have a season of temporary regret, but not have true repentance 
for their behavior. Abuse is about power and control. He might try to convince you that things are 
different and use manipulation to get you to come back without a true change of heart. Before 
you return home, the abuser should demonstrate that he has made significant changes first. It is 
better to wait to see evidence of change and go slow in making the decision to return. 

When should you leave? 

You are the only one who can determine when tension is building, and violence is imminent. 
Watch for signs in your partner’s behavior that indicate his rage is increasing and he is losing 
control. He may begin throwing and breaking things around the house and threatening you 
verbally. If he uses drugs or alcohol, watch for signs of increased usage. By being very observant 
of the build-up of these types of behaviors, you may have a chance to leave before another 
attack occurs. 

If you develop a safety plan ahead of time, you may minimize some of the confusion and terror 
that accompanies this kind of emergency. By developing a safety plan, you will know where to go, 
how to leave, and what to take with you. 

Although you do not have control over your partner’s abusive behavior, you do have a choice 
about how to respond to that behavior, and how to get to a safe place. 

If he has never physically attacked you, your leaving may show him that you do not accept his 
abusive behavior, and that you have taken action to prevent yourself and your children from 
being harmed. 

Because abusive behavior is often unpredictable, you may be caught off guard and attacked 
unexpectedly. If this happens, get out as soon as you can. If possible, call 9-1-1 from your home. If 
that is not possible, wait until he is asleep or distracted, and then leave your home immediately 
and call 9-1-1 as soon as you are safe. It may be necessary to leave your home in the middle of 
the night in your pajamas, with sleepy kids in tow, to get out safely. 
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Personal Safety Plan 

Being Prepared 

The tips listed below cover a wide variety of things to do to prepare for an emergency situation 
where you might need to leave quickly. Some of the suggestions are for general safety and some 
are for planning purposes. Please take each of these into consideration depending on your 
specific circumstances.   

1. Educate yourself. Learn about organizations and services that can help you, both in your 
area and nationally. 

a. Make a list of places you can call in an emergency (police, shelters, friends, family, 
church, YWCA, Salvation Army, support groups, domestic violence coalitions, etc.) 

b. Find out what services are available in your community, and what their limitations 
are. Will they pick you up in the middle of the night? Will they allow you to bring 
your pets? How long can you stay?  

c. Do they provide or refer you to counseling services, legal assistance, or help you 
get a job and permanent housing? 

2. Pack a bag with emergency supplies and leave the bag at the home of a trusted friend 
or relative. If necessary, you could rent a locker at a bus station or airport. Include: 

a. Change of clothing, toothbrush and other necessities 
b. Special blanket or toys for the children, and non-perishable food 
c. Cash, checkbook, ATM card, and credit cards if you have them. 
d. Phone numbers of friends or agencies who can help. Write this information in a 

notebook. Don’t rely on using your phone for contacts; just in case you don’t have 
it with you. 

e. Copies of important documents (these are listed near the end of this document), 
f. Extra keys to the car and home etc.  

3. Make extra copies of your house key and car keys and keep them in your wallet and 
emergency bag. You might not have your normal set of keys to take with you. 

4. Think about how you would get out of the house safely and practice to see how long it 
takes and whether you will have difficulty getting out that way. Consider using doors, 
windows, elevators, stairwells, or fire escapes, but make sure you can exit safely without 
being injured. 

5. If you have to travel to another town to reach a shelter or safe housing, find out how to 
get there ahead of time. Know which motel you could go to and how to get there. 
Choose some alternatives in case that motel is full. Determine ahead of time where you 
can park your car so that it will be out of sight from the road. 

6. Tell trusted neighbors, friends, and/or family members what is going on. Request they 
call the police if they hear suspicious noises coming from your house. Work out a signal 

http://www.doorofhopeministries.org/
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(window shade down on a certain window, or blinking light) so the neighbor will know 
they should call the police. 

7. Consider writing a letter to someone you trust explaining how you have been abused, 
the name of the abuser, when incidents have occurred, and any other important details. 
Sign it and mail it. It may be used as evidence later. 

8. It is also a good idea to document violent actions and threats. Write down the date and 
some specific details. This information might be helpful if you decide to file an order for 
protection in the future. 

9. Develop a code word to say to your children or friends when you need them to call or 
run for help. 

10. Teach your children how to dial 9-1-1 and instruct them to call whenever they hear or 
see violence in the home. Make arrangements with trusted neighbors for the children to 
leave home at the first sign of violence and seek shelter with them. The neighbors can 
then call the police. 

11. Keep a list of telephone numbers in your wallet of people who will help you. Keep a 
second copy of this in your packed bag, or with a friend. Again, it is best to have these 
written down, just in case you don’t have your phone with you. 

12. If a friend or family member has offered you emergency shelter, ask if you can have a 
key to their home to keep in your wallet, or if they can let you know the location of a 
key hidden on their property. 

13. If possible, gather up sentimental possessions such as photographs, children’s drawings, 
jewelry, etc. If photographs or videos can be easily copied, copy everything of value to 
you and get it out of the house. A vengeful abuser delights in destroying his partner’s 
property or withholding sentimental items to hurt her. 

14. Familiarize yourself with your monthly household expenses. List what you spend for 
groceries, rent, insurance, utilities, childcare, transportation, and medical care. This will 
help you determine how much you will need to earn when you are on your own. You 
will also need this information for filling out forms for restraining orders, public 
assistance programs, etc. 

15. Begin saving money a little at a time out of the grocery budget, from garage sales, or 
from any other source you can find. Keep enough money on you at all times to pay for 
taxi or bus fare, and one or more nights at a hotel.  

16. Get a credit card and open a savings account in your own name. Deposit as much as you 
can each week. For any special accounts that are in your name only, try to use an 
address that is different from your place of residence. 

17. If possible, join a support group for women who have experienced abuse. If your abuser 
doesn’t ask where you are going, don’t volunteer the information. However, if he asks, 
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be cautious in offering specific information about the group and don’t share the 
meeting location. 

18. Make a list of advantages and disadvantages of leaving. Be realistic about both 
situations and evaluate your options frequently. What may be a good option today may 
not work well in the future. Don’t act impulsively on such an important decision. Take 
time to carefully strategize and evaluate your next move. 

19. Make a habit of backing your car into the driveway so you can leave quickly. If there is a 
chance your car can be blocked in, park on the street. Always make sure the passenger 
and back seat doors are locked when you get into the car. Keep at least a half tank of 
gas in the car. 

20. Remove all knives or other sharp objects from view. If you have a knife holder or rack, 
either put it in a hard-to-reach place or remove the knives and put them in a safe place. 

21. If there are guns in the house, learn how to unload them. If you anticipate violence, 
either lock up the ammunition or get the guns and ammunition completely out of the 
house. 

22. If you are sleeping in separate bedrooms, lock and barricade the door so you won’t be 
attacked while you are sleeping. Do not stay in a room where you cannot escape from a 
window or another entrance in case of an emergency. 

23. Plan ahead where you will go during an argument or at the first sign of violence. Try to 
move to a room where you will not be trapped. Avoid the bathroom, garage, basement, 
or rooms without access to a window or outside door. 

24. Research information about apartments. Know where you can rent an apartment in a 
safe neighborhood for the lowest price, how much is required for a security deposit, 
whether or not they allow children or pets, whether they have a security system so it 
would be difficult for your spouse to get into the building, etc. Save enough money for 
the security deposit and two to three months of rent (if possible). 

25. Consider taking a self-defense course which will increase yourself-confidence and 
emotional strength. Do not count on this training to make you safe. Many women can 
be easily overpowered by an angry man, and they can be more seriously hurt or killed 
by trying to fight back. 
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During and following an attack 

1. Try to diffuse the abuser’s anger by staying as calm as possible. Be careful about hitting 
back or picking up objects to use as weapons. The abuser can grab them and use them on 
you. 

2. Promise the abuser whatever he wants to get him to calm down. Do not argue or defend 
yourself verbally. 

3. Try to position yourself as far away from the children as possible to protect them from the 
abuser. If possible, say the code word so the children will know to get out of the house 
and/or call 9-1-1. 

4. If you have devised a signal system with a neighbor, work your way to the part of the 
house where the signal can be activated. 

5. If the abuser is distracted, grab your children, purse, and keys and get out of the house. 
Get into the car and drive away as quickly as possible. If you don’t have a car, walk or run 
to the nearest place of safety or public place such as a restaurant, business, or home of a 
neighbor and call the police. 

6. If you have to leave the house without the children, or if he locks you out, arrange to go 
back for them as soon as possible. Do not go alone! Ask a police officer to accompany you 
or pick them up at school. 

7. If you are injured and need medical attention, wait until the abuser is asleep or distracted 
and call 9-1-1. If the bathroom has a window large enough to escape through, suggest 
that you are going to get some bandages. Lock the door, climb out the window, and drive 
or run to safety. 

8. If you are unable to escape immediately, wait until the abuser is asleep or make an excuse 
to check on the children. Grab the children and go out the window or a back door before 
the abuser realizes what is happening. 

9. If you see the abuser with a weapon in his hand, do not take time to call 9-1-1 or confront 
him. Leave immediately! 

10. If you have a cell phone, make your way to a room with a door that can be locked. If you 
are unable to escape out the window, barricade the door, quietly call 9-1-1 and wait for 
the police to arrive. 
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After you leave (or he leaves) 

1. Obtain an order of protection and keep it with you at all times. 

2. If he leaves the home, change the locks on all outer doors immediately. Some additional 
safety suggestions include:  

a. Replace wooden doors with steel doors that cannot be easily kicked in. 
b. Install window locks, bars in sliding glass doors, security system (if possible). 
c. Purchase rope ladders to escape from second floor windows. 
d. Install motion sensitive outside lighting that lights up when someone comes close 

to the house. 

3. If you leave, find an apartment that has security entrances and deadbolt locks on the 
inner doors. Alert your new neighbors to not let the abuser into the building for any 
reason. Ask them to call the police if they see him in the building. 

4. Do not, for any reason, allow the abuser to visit the children in your apartment. If he has 
visitation arrangements, meet him at a public place. 

5. Fill out a change of address card for yourself and your children. If you have custody of 
the children, check with the post office occasionally to make sure the abuser has not 
changed the children’s address back to his address. Get to know your mail carriers, and 
alert them to potential problems. 

6. If there are no children involved, get an unlisted phone number. Make sure everyone 
who knows your number also knows not to give it to him. If possible, install Caller ID on 
your phone system. 

7. Don’t open the door unless you can identify the one who knocks. Require all service 
people to show their identification before you unlock the door. 

8. If a suspicious box or package shows up that you did not order, do not move it. Call the 
police. 

9. Use an automatic timer for your lights and use it regularly. Leave a radio or TV on when 
you leave. 

10. Teach your children how to call you in case they are picked up by a noncustodial parent. 

11. If phone calls from your husband/partner become abusive, hang up. If he calls back and 
continues the abuse, hang up again. 
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Safety in the car 

1. Park in well-lit areas. Do not get out of the car if you sense someone approaching. Be 
observant and do not exit the car until you have door keys in hand and surroundings look 
safe. 

2. Install a locking gas cap which can be unlocked from inside the car. 

3. Keep all doors locked while you are driving. 

4. If you sense that you are being followed, drive to the nearest police or fire station. Honk 
the horn to attract attention. If you are not near a police or fire station, go to a heavily 
populated area such as a restaurant or gas station. Ask someone to call the police. 

5. Get a cell phone to carry when you are not in the car. Purchase a car charger which will 
allow you to charge your phone in case your phone battery runs low. 

6. If you feel unsafe walking to your car alone, ask someone to escort you. This is especially 
important if you have parked in a parking garage or other place where you may be 
walking to the car alone. 

7. Ask someone to escort you to and from joint counseling sessions and legal proceedings. 
Having a friend or family member with you for these meetings will help prevent or 
minimize intimidation and harassment.  

8. If you are approached by the abuser in public and you feel threatened, scream “help,” and 
go quickly to wherever people are congregated. 

9. If your abuser gets into the vehicle with you, take the keys out of the ignition and try to 
get out of the car. If he tries to prevent you from taking the keys out of the ignition and 
makes it impossible for you to get out of the car, hold onto the keys as tightly as possible 
with one hand while sounding the horn with the other. If you can get the window down, 
scream “help,” and continue to honk the horn. If the abuser tries to drag you out of the 
car, wrap your arms tightly around the steering wheel and hold on. Your chances of being 
injured or killed are greater if he can get you out of the car. 

10. If your abuser stands in front of your vehicle and blocks you from leaving, remain in the 
vehicle with the doors locked and windows up. If you have a cell phone, call 9-1-1. If not, 
honk the horn to attract attention. Be careful about trying to maneuver the car backwards 
or around the abuser. You may hit him and be arrested yourself. 

11. Never get into your car without looking inside first. If you see suspicious wire inside or 
outside your car, or signs that your car has been tampered with, call the police 
immediately. Do not get inside or try to start the engine. 
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Developing a Safety Plan 

Safety at work 

1. Alert your boss, co-workers, and receptionist about your situation. Make sure they know 
not to give out your phone number or any personal information to any caller. Your 
husband/partner may have someone else call on his behalf. 

2. If there is a security guard on duty, make sure he is aware of your situation. 

3. Make copies of your abuser’s photograph available to the receptionist and security guard 
and ask them not to send any unauthorized person to your work area.  

4. Make a plan of escape should your abuser enter your workplace undetected. 

5. Ask a co-worker or your supervisor to call you or a family member if you do not show up 
at work by a certain time without prior notice. 

6. Do not accept or open packages which you did not order or recognize. 

7. Ask to park in a secured area, if possible. Leave the building with others or ask for 
someone to escort you to your car. 

Personal Safety 

1. If you do not have children (which may obligate you to give the abuser your address), rent 
a post office box and remove your home address from personal checks, business cards, 
and mailing lists. File a change of address card with the post office to have all mail sent to 
your post office box. Ask all friends, business associates, creditors, and publications to 
remove your old address from their files. 

2. Ask credit agencies to remove your old address from your credit history. Get a driver’s 
license with your new address, and do the same with other identification, credit, and 
membership cards. 

3. Register to vote with a private mailing address or file for confidential voter status. 

4. Get an unlisted telephone number with Caller ID. 

5. Notify your local police department about your situation and ask for periodic drive-bys. 

6. Carefully document all harassing phone calls and encounters. Keep copies of notes and 
mail. If the abuser shows up at your residence uninvited, call the police immediately. 
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Checklist of Things to Take 

• Identification for you and the children 

• Birth certificates 

• Marriage certificate 

• Social Security cards (you and your children’s—write down his number) 

• School and health records 

• Money (In community property states you can legally take ½ of the funds in a joint checking and 
savings account. If you do not take money from these accounts, he can close the accounts, take all 
the money, and you may never get your share.) 

• Checkbook and ATM card 

• Credit cards (those held jointly and separately) 

• Copies of unpaid bills, receipts, credit card statements, etc. 

• Keys to car, house, lock box, storage building, etc. 

• Registration and title to car(s), his license plate number and car info 

• Medications 

• Passport, Will, recent photographs of abuser 

• Medical records 

• Deed to house and other real estate 

• Mortgage papers 

• Loan agreements 

• Bank books (joint and personal accounts, children’s accounts) 

• Insurance policies 

• Address book 

• Pictures, video tapes, CDs, music, sentimental mementos 

• Children’s favorite toys and blankets 

• Tax returns for the past three years, cancelled checks and bank statements for the past 
five years 

• Pay stubs (yours and his) 

• Journals or diary 

• Documentation of criminal activity, copies of police reports 

• Copies of financial documents and portfolios, credit union accounts, 401K plan, profit 
sharing, and pension information 

 

Emergency Services:  

Day One Services - Dayoneservices.org       
866-223-1111 or 651-646-9622 
 

National Hotline:  1-800-799-SAFE (7233) 
 

Alexander House - 24-hour Helpline  
763-780-2330 (Minnesota)  
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Personal Safety Plan 

If you choose to fill out this form, please be careful to keep it in a safe place.  

1. If I decide to leave, I will get out of the house by: ______________________________. 

2. I will keep my purse and car keys ________________________ so I can get to them 
quickly when I leave. 

3. I will tell __________________________________ about the violence and ask them to 
call the police if they hear anything suspicious coming from my home. 

4. I will use __________________________ as a code word for my children or friends to call 
9-1-1 immediately. 

5. If I have to leave my home, I will go to________________________________________. 

6. If I cannot go there, I will go to _______________________________________________. 

7. When an argument begins, I will go to _______________________________, a room 
where I can safely exit. 

8. I will leave money, an extra set of car and house keys, a change of clothing, and 
important papers with _____________________________________________________. 

9. I will open a savings account by ______________________________ and begin saving 
something each month. 

10. ________________________________ will let me stay with them in an emergency basis. 

11. I can leave extra clothes with ________________________________________________. 

12. I will tell ________________________at school, ________________________ at church, 
______________________________ at the daycare center which people have 
permission to pick up my children, and that my spouse/partner, or ex-spouse is not 
permitted to do so (if I have sole custody). 

13. I will inform ______________________________ (friend), ________________________, 
(neighbors), and ___________________________(pastor)  that my husband/partner no 
longer lives with me. 

14. I will inform _______________________ (at work) not to accept calls or answer personal 
questions from my husband/partner, and to not allow him to visit my workplace. 

15. The phone number for the closest shelter is ____________________________________. 

16. Other phone numbers are _______________________________, (pastor) 
___________________________, (supervisor)___________________________(friend), 
(other)____________________________________. Have these written down 
somewhere, not just in your phone (in case you don’t have access to your phone). 
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