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Introduction

Since the early 1990s, federal law has recognized the increased danger to intimate partner 
violence survivors when their abusers have access to guns. Survivors, advocates, and 
others who serve and support survivors have known this for far longer. Data over the past 
two decades confirms this. A 2003 study found that a woman is five times more likely to be 
killed if her abusive male partner has access to a gun.1  Subsequent research has repeatedly 
demonstrated the heightened risk of lethality when an abuser utilizes a firearm to threaten, 
harm, or exert coercive control over their intimate partner, or merely has ready access 
to firearms as they perpetrate such abusive conduct.2 Federal law, and many state laws, 
attempt to reduce this risk of lethality by prohibiting people subject to domestic violence 
protection orders or those convicted of certain domestic violence o�enses from having 
access to firearms or ammunition.3 This legal intervention, however, is only prompted 
by justice system action and many survivors are unable or unwilling to access the civil or 
criminal justice system.4

Knowing both the social science research and the laws and policies that address the 
intersection of intimate partner violence and firearms, the Battered Women’s Justice 
Project’s (BWJP) National Center on Gun Violence in Relationships set out to assess and 
elevate survivors’ own perceptions of their safety and their nuanced experiences with 
firearms and the systems equipped to address this risk. Through their narratives, this 
report seeks to deepen the understanding of the complex dynamics, harms, needs, and 
survival strategies that shape survivors’ daily realities. This report aims to o�er insight into 
both individual experiences and broader systemic factors. 
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This report highlights several of the key themes that emerged from the participants’ 
collective experiences:

• Intimate partner firearm abuse was most o�en preceded by highly controlling 
behavior and isolation;

• The awareness or use of firearms was a “turning point” for survivors—an 
omnipresent fear that shaped their decision-making and survival strategies;

• For those who experienced pregnancy, that and the postpartum period were o�en 
distinct points in which their partner’s violence escalated or firearm threats began;

• Systems and supports from which survivors sought help (including the justice 
system, healthcare system, and community supports) frequently missed 
opportunities to intervene, exacerbating harm to survivors;

• Supportive services and resources for survivors escaping harm were critical to their 
sustained safety but o�en are not structured to meet survivors’ long-term needs. 
Housing and financial support were survivor’s greatest, and most o�en unmet, need.

These themes emerged because a significant number of the survivor-participants 
described similar experiences. However, observing these common experiences in no way 
suggests that all survivors have uniform experiences or responses to intimate partner 
violence and help-seeking. Indeed, every survivor and their experiences are unique.
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Methodology

From July to November 2025, a team from BWJP’s National Center on Gun Violence in 

Relationships conducted a qualitative study which involved one-on-one structured interviews 

of intimate partner violence survivors whose experience was impacted by the presence or use of 

firearms at any point in their lifetime. To facilitate recruitment of interview participants, BWJP sta� 

sent a flyer with information about the study to advocates and victim service providers in their 

network. These partners circulated the information to potentially interested participants in their 

networks and/or served by their agency. This information was also posted briefly to BWJP’s social 

media channels and included in an email newsletter distribution. 

Interested participants submitted an anonymous, online screening form, providing a safe means 

of email communication. Eligibility criteria were: (1) at least 18 years old; (2) identified as a 

survivor of intimate partner violence; and (3) indicated that firearms were used by an intimate 

partner to harm or threaten them or the presence of firearm(s) impacted their assessment of 

their safety in the relationship. Twenty-five interviews were conducted via Zoom and lasted 

approximately 45-90 minutes each. All were conducted in English, audio-recorded, and 

transcribed internally by the BWJP team. Prior to the interview’s start, participants were provided 

a consent form that included details about the study, confidentiality, and how the information 

obtained is anticipated to be used. Participants voluntarily agreed to participate and each 

received a financial incentive for their time. A short demographic survey was completed by each 

participant.

A structured interview guide focused on the processes, supports, and features that survivors 

of intimate partner gun violence believe enhanced or could have enhanced their safety. 

Specifically, participants were asked about factors within the civil and criminal justice systems 

and community-based responses to understand how interventions, missed opportunities, and 

systemic improvements can promote safety. Taking a deductive thematic analysis approach, 

a preliminary codebook was developed of a priori codes and themes based on existing peer-

reviewed evidence, followed by inductive analysis. Transcriptions of the interviews were provided 

as archival data to an external research team. Two members of the external research team dual-

coded four transcripts individually to establish coding reliability. A sequential coding approach 

was used to analyze the remaining transcripts, and the codebook was amended as needed. 

Transcripts were analyzed in MAXQDA 2020.

Limitations

The interview team had capacity to interview only in English and Spanish. Recruitment 
materials were only available in English. Additionally, the recruitment method was heavily 
reliant on BWJP’s network of advocates and victim service providers and thus likely tended 
to reach only survivors who had sought and received services. 
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Sample

The sample included 25 survivor-participants spanning the Northeast, Midwest, West, and 

Southwest regions of the United States. All of the participants had been subjected to intimate 

partner violence, and all of the participants indicated an intimate partner had used or threatened 

use of a gun against them or the presence of guns a�ected their assessment of their safety in the 

relationship and their decision-making as a result. 

Age Gender Race

Ethnicity Disability

Time Since Last IPV 

Incident Relative to 

Interview

*Totals may not equal 100% because percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number.
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Key Themes
Isolation and Highly Controlling Behavior Prior to Gun Threats

Survivor-participants universally described that their partners’ abuse did not begin 
with overt threats with, or use of, firearms. An overwhelming majority described abuse 
beginning with control and isolation. Survivor-participants described that their partners 
actively isolated them from friends and family, through manipulation or direct prohibition 
under threat of harm. One participant detailed being forced to sever communication 
with her aging parents for numerous years. Some were cut o� from most methods of 
communicating independently outside the relationship, such as their partner removing 
access to a cell phone, computer, or internet connection. One participant described that 
her partner confiscated her cell phone when she moved in and she only had access to a 
phone and internet by using her partner’s cell phone in his presence. Some were prohibited 
from working, with no independent access to money. These abusive behaviors were o�en 
disguised by abusive partners as concern for the survivor’s safety or well-being. 

“I mean, I was so new here that I didn’t leave without him anyways. But 
then when I started wanting to do things, he would always say, ‘Well, I 
don’t want you doing this until I get home because I’m scared that, you 
know, you’re going to get lost or you’re not going to know where you’re 
at or, you know.’ So he tried to always put it o� as he didn’t want, you 
know, he was worried about me. It wasn’t that he was controlling, it was 
[that] he’s worried. Right.”

“[I was] isolated from my friends and I even had to stop working myself 
because there was a time a colleague of mine saw [bruises] and asked 
what happened. And I just like, [said] I had a little misunderstanding 
and stu� like that. She actually confronted him, which led to him 
beating me again and asking me to resign from work. [He said] I should 
just stay at home [because] he’s working and he’s able to provide and 
stu� like that.”

“He didn’t want me to work. He wouldn’t let me out of the house. He 
locked the doors. He had cameras everywhere. Outside, inside…I would 
always have to ask him, I would have to sneak stu�. I eventually told my 
sister what was going on, and she would have to send stu�, and I would 
have to sneak money and stu�. But if he found out, I would get hit. Or 
yelled at.”

“Yeah, he just made, he 
just, like my dad didn’t 
want him at the house 
and it became like a 
power struggle. And 
anytime that I would 
say I was taking the kids 
to my mom and dad’s, I 
wasn’t allowed to take 
them. And it got to the 
point where he was 
like, you need to tell 
your parents you’re not 
coming over anymore.”

““
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Escalation of Abuse With Firearm Threats

Many survivor-participants described that their partner’s abuse escalated with threats or 
use of a firearm. Many described the involvement or presence of firearms as a turning point 
for them, transforming the dynamic and intensifying the fear. The first use of a firearm or 
awareness that their partner had ready access to a firearm was described as a moment 
of stark realization as to the immediate threat to survivors’ lives.  For some, the presence 
or use of a gun was the catalyst to take steps to leave, while for many others, it prompted 
them to abandon steps to leave because they perceived it to be too dangerous. Invariably, 
the knowledge of their abuser’s ability to use a firearm against them created unrelenting 
fear which shaped their decisions and behaviors in the relationship.

Survivor-participants’ words to describe their partner’s escalation with 

firearms, included:

“And it started with my partner becoming more controlling at first, sadly, but like who I talked to, 
where I went. Then came the anger, the yelling, and eventually got physical, I guess. What made it 
really scary was the gun. I guess that’s what really got to me.”

“So the, the firearm turned the abuse into something much more dangerous. Like it was, it wasn’t 
only fists or, you know, or exchanging words anymore. It was the constant threat of death. I was so 
scared, that fear shaped every choice I made while I was with him.”

“But it started out little things like he would just yell, he controlled money...Then it gradually got 
worse, to the point where he was holding guns to my head. He would pull the trigger and I didn’t 
know if there were bullets in the gun at times or the last incident was he took me in the backyard 
and he said he was going to shoot me. He had dug a hole in the backyard so he was going to put 
me there.”

Survivor-participants described that once their partner involved a firearm in 

the abuse the threat became omnipresent:

“And, you know, a lot of people saying, why didn’t you just go? But they don’t realize how much 
scarier it feels when you know there’s a gun in the house. And lemme just say it’s like the constant 
shadow. Even when he wasn’t holding it, I knew it was there.”

“He threatened to kill me quite a number of times. He threatened me if I ever le�, he would make 
sure I never saw my children again. Whether that meant he kidnapped them, whether that meant 
he killed them, I don’t know. He threatened to kill my family. I was scared to death.”

“I didn’t feel safe with him, period. But the gun was just, was always at the back of my mind, you 
know, but I just never thought that he would actually threaten me with a gun until he did it.”
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In their words, survivor-participants described the magnified impact that 

their partners’ access to firearms in assessing whether they could safely 

leave:

“The threat of him killing me was my reasoning for coming back and 
whether that was through strangulation or whether that was through 
the gun, it didn’t really, it was just that fear in general. Especially since 
he’s fired [the gun] so close to my head, and yeah, like, it just…it 
didn’t phase him. It didn’t, it didn’t matter to him…It was just the fear 
of him following through with his threats.”

“I was so scared because he might shoot. Even when he wasn’t 
holding it, I felt like my life was in his hand because, you know, I knew 
he could snap at any moment. Like the part of what kept me from 
leaving sooner. I was so scared that if I tried, like if I tried to leave, he 
would actually use it. It wasn’t just about the physical harm, it was 
psychological too. And I was also, you know, calculating in my head 
what could happen if I say the wrong thing or if I try to fight back.”

“He beats me up and all that day I called the police and when they 
came he said, ‘No, it was just a minor argument between us.’ The 
police didn’t have much they could do at that time. So once they 
checked everything…they le�. It was that moment he told me, ‘I 
can see you are really getting brave. You are having the power now 
to call the police on me.’ That’s when he ripped out the gun. I don’t 
know where that came from or how he had access to that. I have no 
idea now. But at that moment, I, I was really terrified for my life and 
that was when all the courage I’ve been building to really leave, went 
down the drain because I’m like, for him to point a gun at me, if I 
attempt or bring up the word about leaving again, he can definitely 
kill me at that moment. So I just had to apologize to him and reassure 
him that something like that will never happen again.”

“Well, I did actually go 
through the process 
of getting a protection 
order because, 
you know, at first I 
lemme just say I was 
so nervous about it 
because I knew he had 
to, like, he had this 
access to the firearm, 
and I was scared that, 
you know, feeling 
something, the court 
might make him more 
unpredictable”

““
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Abusers’ Use of Firearms During Pregnancy and Postpartum

Data indicates that pregnancy and postpartum are particularly vulnerable periods for 
victims of intimate partner violence. Homicide is the leading cause of death in the United 
States for pregnant and postpartum women, with women abused by a partner during 
pregnancy twice as likely to be murdered than to die from any common obstetric cause5.  
More than three-quarters of intimate partner homicides of a pregnant/postpartum victim 
were committed with a firearm6.  Numerous survivor-participants described the escalating 
violence and firearm use by their partner during pregnancy or shortly a�er giving birth:

“The gun, the gun portion of it started roughly about a year a�er we were married. I had my 
daughter in, I got pregnant, had my daughter in July. And roughly around September of that same 
year was the very first time he pulled a gun out on me…He had beat me up so bad that I couldn’t 
walk and at that point I was like, I gotta go. So I grabbed my kids, I put my baby in the car seat, and 
I got my son ready. And we were walking, we were walking towards the door, and my ex-husband 
came at me and he pointed the gun at me and told me I wasn’t leaving and he took the gun and he 
hit me over the head with it.”

“That’s when I got pregnant with my son…so that’s probably when things got really bad. When I 
was pregnant with my son…is the first time he verbally threatened me with a weapon. He told me 
if I didn’t shut the f--- up, he would stab me in the face and I was about eight months pregnant. 
There had been leading up to that a couple of incidences with firearms in that he knew I didn’t like 
them, like I didn’t like them around the kids. I always wanted them locked up. And he would, he 
would get them out, especially when he was drinking and kind of just to show me, I guess like, oh, 
here, I wanna show you something. And he would have it pointed right at me. So that, that was 
very terrifying.”

“When, and actually probably before I had kids, but it seemed to ramp up a�er we had our boys. 
He would either take and clean guns while we were having an argument or right a�er where he 
would open up the sliding glass door in the living room and he would shoot at a target or the 
neighbor’s cats who would come in the backyard pretty soon a�er an argument.”

“Well I think I should say the firearm definitely impacted my pregnancy. 
Like, let me just say like just knowing that it was in the house, that 
he could use it at any moment like that, that alone created the, the 
sense of fear. And it was stressful. I felt like I was only walking on, on 
eggshells, you know, trying not to trigger his anger because I didn’t 
want anything to escalate it while I was carrying the baby. But that was 
all in vain because he actually hit me to the point that I lost the baby.”

“And so I got pregnant 
with my daughter 
and a week into my 
pregnancy, I got hit for 
the first time. That’s 
when things kind of 
like, I should have le� 
then, but, you know, I 
thought it’s just gonna 
be this one time, you 
know?”

““
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Missed Opportunities for Intervention

Survivor-participants described numerous opportunities in which someone with the power 
to intervene failed or refused to do so. This happened in a variety of settings. Experiences 
ranged from medical or school professionals who failed to identify signs of abuse in front 
of them or o�ered no assistance or support a�er receiving a disclosure of abuse from 
the survivor, to law enforcement or other justice-system professionals who disbelieved, 
blamed, or shamed survivors. Universally, these missed opportunity moments came a�er 
survivor-participants spent a lot of time building up courage to seek an intervention and 
o�en a�er an escalation in violence that changed their perception of how much danger 
they were in. For the survivor-participants who had these experiences of being unseen and 
unheard, it le� them feeling hopeless and alone. For some, it discontinued their willingness 
to engage with the system that failed them, leaving them even more vulnerable.

Healthcare

Several survivor-participants discussed having been hesitant or unable to obtain medical 
treatment for injuries caused by their partner, typically because their partner blocked them 
from obtaining medical treatment or the survivor-participant feared retaliatory abuse if 
the medical professionals identified the injuries as abuse and took action. Some survivor-
participants described instances in which their injuries were so severe they were forced to 
seek treatment. For some, medical professionals to whom they disclosed that their injuries 
were caused by intimate partner violence failed to act on the information or to o�er any 
intervention. These experiences le� survivor-participants feeling helpless and alone. Other 
survivor-participants were cursorily asked by medical professionals whether they were 
safe at home—in front of their abusive partners—and o�ered no opportunity to speak 
safely and privately with medical sta�. One survivor-participant described that her abusive 
partner, a law enforcement o�icer, caused her such severe injuries that she required 
emergency medical care three times in a six-month period at the same hospital. Each time 
her abuser insisted he accompany her, dressed in his law enforcement uniform, and fed her 
the story she must tell medical sta� to explain her injuries. Each time medical sta� failed 
to try and speak with her outside his presence. She expressed frustration that the medical 
sta� treating her didn’t pick up on the pattern or even create an opportunity to speak to 
sta� privately.

Other survivor-participants described similar experiences:

“Yeah, the doctor asked me if I was safe at home and [my partner] did not actually leave my side. 
He was there. Everything the doctor said, he was just looking at me with one, one kind of eye, like 
one scary look like that I had to tell the doctor that I was safe at home…because if I don’t say it, 
then I get back to the house I’m done for.”

“I did [get medical treatment], but I always lied. Because [my partner] is always sitting right there 
and... Unfortunately, [medical sta�] never asked him to leave. They would always ask me if I felt 
safe at home…in front of him. And I couldn’t say I didn’t feel safe, you know?”

“When he gave me the black eyes, I think my youngest was two. And I told him, I’m like, you need, 
you need major help. And so we went to the VA emergency room. The doctor had come in…sent 
him for some bloodwork. I had sunglasses on and she asked me to take them o� and I did. And 
she asked me what happened and I told her [the truth]…I said, that’s why we’re here because he 
needs some major help. And she did nothing.”

“I wish that hospital would have taken him out of the room and asked me that because I felt I feel 
like if they would have done that, I would have been strong enough to say I need help. And I feel 
like it would have ended a lot sooner than it did.” 
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Community-based supports

Survivor-participants described carefully and cautiously assessing support in the 
community from whom they could seek help to escape the abuse. This included faith 
leaders, school authorities, and advocacy services. Some survivor-participants described 
feeling letdown, discouraged, and alone when these perceived supports were unresponsive 
or not equipped to o�er e�ective support to the survivors.

“I had a time set up [to talk with a victim advocate]. And, you know, they called a few minutes late. 
And then I remember I, I had a four month old baby at the time, you know, and and then when 
they called back, like, it was late, you know, like I didn’t answer it or I didn’t see the phone or 
whatever. And I listened to the voicemail later on, and I heard them a�er they thought they hung 
up, they didn’t hang up. She goes, ‘Yeah, well, she seems like she’s pretty flaky’ or something.”

“We had met with the priest once. And I had a short sleeve shirt on. And when I moved my arm, he 
saw a bruise on my arm. My ex-husband was outside smoking a cigarette. When he came back in, 
[the priest] told my ex-husband he saw it. And if he ever so much sees me even walk with a limp, 
he’s going to report it. But we never went back to that church…[my ex-husband wouldn’t allow 
it].”

“[My son] told the school safety o�icer…that we were being abused, that we were being hit, that 
we were being tortured. And that was his response, ‘I don’t see any bruises. There’s nothing I can 
do.’ And then he told my ex-husband. He le� with my son before I had a chance to get there. By the 
time I got home, he…had taken my son up to the woods and had hit him.”

Justice-system

Most of the survivor-participants had interacted with law enforcement and/or the civil or 
criminal justice system at some point while the intimate partner violence was ongoing or 
when initiating separation from their abusive partner. Interactions with law enforcement, 
prosecutors and courts shaped the available options and decision-making processes for 
survivor-participants. Some described negative experiences that exacerbated trauma 
and le� them unsafe, at times in more danger than before. These experiences o�en 
created missed opportunities to e�ectively intervene and assist survivors in reaching and 
maintaining safety. It o�en shaped these survivors’ decision-making processes therea�er. 
One survivor-participant detailed her long-standing hesitancy to interact with law 
enforcement. When the intimate partner violence became so severe and life threatening 
that she decided she needed to seek police intervention, she had an initial interaction with 
law enforcement that was so supportive and professional that it changed her perception. 
She then saw law enforcement was an available option for her. She described that when 
the next incident of abuse was perpetrated she called law enforcement without hesitancy 
based on that previous interaction. When this next interaction, instead, le� her feeling 
disbelieved and vulnerable, it took her years and several more incidents of life-threatening 
abuse to cooperate with the criminal justice system again. 
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Among those who navigated the criminal court process through cases in which their 
intimate partner was charged with acts of abuse, several survivor-participants described 
their experience as frustrating; one survivor-participant described the criminal justice 
process as “devastating.” Two themes were expressed: (1) criminal charges and sentences 
felt disproportionate to the severity of the abusive conduct and harm and (2) that the 
amount of proof they needed in order to be believed enough for criminal charges to be 
filed for domestic violence was unreasonable. Several survivor-participants described 
being abandoned by the criminal justice system when they returned to the relationship 
and expressed disappointment that law enforcement, prosecutors, and other justice 
system actors did not understand the complex dynamics of intimate partner violence. 

Other survivor-participants described:

“I only called police only once…because I’ve never been that 
brave to do it. And the one time I’m actually brave to go ahead 
with the notion, it felt like it backfired 50 times backward.”

“And I just remember I told the o�icer before he was leaving, he 
took like a couple notes and he kept asking me to repeat these 
main parts of it. Like, he didn’t listen to anything it felt like, and, 
and then I, and I said, you know, I’m pretty scared of him and all 
these safe houses are full. And he goes, okay, well good luck. And 
he le�. And that was terrible. I mean, I couldn’t believe it.”

“I had six months le� of that two-year statute of limitations. And the assistant district attorney told 
me that he was not going to file charges against him for [video recorded abuse] because I waited too 
long and any jury would look at me as though I’m a wife seeking vengeance and blood. Wow. And it 
dismissed me. I walked out of there in tears. I’m like, I have, finally, I like have some kind of proof of 
like things I’ve been saying …and they were very painful to watch. And I’m turned away because I 
waited too long. Two years is not long enough for most victims to be able to heal enough to face their 
abuser in court.”

“But I remember I did have the same conversation with…the [district attorney], I remember bringing 
up the conversation with him, I was like, so you’re also telling me like I should have let him beat me 
up more to where I would’ve had serious bodily injury, but hopefully didn’t die, and then you could 
have done something…then he could have got the time he deserves to get. And he is like, well, I don’t 
want to put it like that, but yeah.”

“I’ve been treated 
with more respect as a 
criminal, committing a 
crime in jail, like going 
to jail, than I have as a 
victim every single other 
time.”

““

Survivor-participants also felt that the complexity and the length of the 

justice system process le� them vulnerable. One survivor-participant 

described, 

“And another thing I saw is, is, is the speed of the process. You know, like sometimes this will take it, it’ll 
take too long. And during that waiting period, me, in my situation, we, we are still exposed to the risk 
because if the system couldn’t move quicker with the emergency order, that will help us protect faster or 
protect someone that is in this situation, has a similar situation, very faster. And if they also should have 
you know, a clear communication that will help. And it’ll go a very great way because the legal language 
is so hard to understand when, you know, when you are already overwhelmed. Survivors needs things to 
be explained in simple terms because they’re already stressed and they’re not in their right senses. What 
they’re eager to do, they’re, they need fast help.”
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Trauma-informed and consistent support helped survivors reach 
safety

While many survivor-participants had negative experiences help-seeking, many also had 
positive experiences that le� them feeling heard and supported. Survivor-participants who 
had a positive experience help-seeking described the impact as a significant contributing 
factor to their reaching and maintaining safety, as critical to their willingness to engage 
with the justice system and other systems, and as having played a part in their healing. 

Justice-system

While some survivor-participants detailed negative and harmful experiences with law 
enforcement and prosecutors, some described positive, supportive experiences in 
which they felt believed and that their safety was prioritized. The result was measurable. 
The survivor-participants with positive experiences generally attributed these sort of 
interactions as contributing to their ability to separate from their abusive partner and 
maintain their safety a result of the justice system intervention. Notably, regardless of 
whether survivor-participants reported a positive or negative experience with the justice 
system, the process was reported as intimidating and stressful.

“I would say that that first time that law enforcement was involved, they did a phenomenal job. And I 
felt like they did wanna do something. I felt like the patrol o�icer that came out really listened and he 
stayed and he took his time. So I appreciated him.”

“[The police o�icer] was…his demeanor. He just, he was very kind, very kind and, and respectful and, 
and wanted to do everything he could to make sure I knew all my victim’s rights and to make sure I 
had resources.”

“Just being treated with kindness matters. You know, when I was scared and shaken, so if there’s 
an o�icer or maybe there’s someone that will look at me like, like if they believe you and care about 
your safety, that can make a very huge di�erence. And like I said…it’s follow up. I need a clear 
communication.”

“I felt empowered, honestly, when I finally told my story, because I just, you know, it was okay. It was 
[the advocate] and the detective were all on a conference…and I, I felt like I was relieved a�erwards. 
Like, I remember I was so emotional, but I felt relieved. And like I had never done that before. And it 
felt good because I knew it was the right thing to do, you know?”
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Advocacy services

Survivor-participants who had access to and engaged advocacy services described the 
support of domestic violence advocates and domestic violence programs as significant. 
Many who had reached and sustained safety expressed the belief that their outcome was 
owed to the advocacy services they received. 

“For me, I feel like the advocate really made everything much more easier for me.”

“I decided to reach out to the local women’s shelter. So they had advocates who actually understood 
what I was going through. And that was the first place I felt like I wasn’t alone.”

“Outside of the court and the police, I, I lean a lot on, you know, community support, you know the 
domestic violence shelter was huge for me. And, you know, they gave me a safe bed, food and, you 
know, people I could actually talk to who understand. So they, they, you know, they also helped me 
with counseling, which made me feel less alone and, you know, more in, in control of my healing too.”

A few specific types of services were repeatedly identified by survivor-

participants as those that did, or would have, made the biggest di�erence 

for them:

Counseling/Therapy

Several survivor-participants described that getting access to counseling/therapy services 
through a domestic violence program was significant and that without the ability to obtain 
these services through a domestic violence program they would not have received any such 
counseling/therapy. Some survivor-participants described that counseling/therapy helped 
them identify and understand the nature and dynamics of intimate partner violence, how 
to identify unhealthy and unsafe behaviors by a partner, and to develop self-worth that was 
critical to their healing.

“I actually, like, got therapy here and stu� like that…I learned that ‘boundaries’ word here.”

Housing 

Access to safe housing was consistently raised by survivor-participants as among the 
foremost barriers to their escaping an abusive partner. Many of the survivor-participants 
had spent time in domestic violence shelters. It was overwhelmingly described as having a 
positive impact on survivor-participants’ outcomes. Having access to additional supports 
onsite, including counseling and legal services, was significant. The need for safe housing 
took precedence over other needs, such as filing for a protection order or engaging in 
medical or mental health services. With basic housing needs met, at least temporarily, 
survivors have a reprieve to utilize other services that support their long-term safety, 
especially when those services were available within a trusted shelter. The community built 
by and among survivors in shelter was a notable source of strength and hope for survivor-
participants. In these ways access to emergency housing provided support well beyond 
survivor-participants’ stay in shelter.  
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“I don’t know. I just feel like I don’t think that if shelters had been, I don’t think I could have le� if the 
shelter hadn’t let me take my two animals with me. Because not only was I being abused, but they 
were being abused. And I don’t think I could have le� them in that situation.”

“I felt safe [to go to court to obtain a protection order] only because I don’t think I would have felt 
safe if I hadn’t been in that shelter. But those people had, the attorney was there. My caseworker was 
there. My psychologist was there. So I had people around me to help me through it. To walk in there 
and stand up to him and say, you did this.”

Survivor-participants who accessed shelter services described having no safe alternative 
housing options at that moment. When they were not able to access emergency housing, 
they either found the resources to stay at a hotel until a shelter placement became available 
or delayed their plan to leave, o�en being subjected to further abuse. These situations 
were o�en due to shelters in their community being at capacity. However, some survivor-
participants pointed to policies at shelters that excluded them. One survivor-participant 
explained that she was not able to access some emergency housing and other services 
because of her past felony conviction. Others had to delay leaving until they could obtain 
a placement at a shelter that allowed pets. Some survivor-participants also noted that the 
length of stays permitted were not long enough to put more permanent housing plans in 
place or establish financial security to ensure they can maintain stable housing. 

Financial Support

Closely tied to the primary need for safe housing was the need for financial support to 
obtain financial security. Many survivor-participants described that they individually 
lacked the financial resources to secure long-term housing, which o�en requires significant 
upfront costs for deposits, moving costs, etc. When faced with limited financial resources 
to meet multiple needs, survivor-participants prioritized meeting housing needs and 
forewent things like counseling, healthcare, and legal representation needed to obtain a 
protection order, divorce, or custody proceedings. Some survivor-participants were able 
to receive short-term financial support from domestic violence advocacy organizations. 
Others were able to draw upon their community supports—friends and family members 
and church communities played prominent roles in providing temporary financial support 
to survivor-participants. 

“So I mean, the advocate safe house has helped a lot. Like they paid three months of my rent so I 
could pay $2,000 a month to an attorney, but I can’t keep doing this. Like it’s a�ected everything.

“So I le� that day. I tried to get into a shelter and they were all full. So... I had saved up some 
money just from stashing it places. So I got a hotel for the night thinking the next day I could get in 
somewhere and I couldn’t. So I was like, okay, I’m going to go to a hotel. I called a church that was by 
the hotel that I was at. And they actually put me in the hotel, paid for it until I could get into an actual 
shelter.”

“So [the domestic violence agency] I think they paid for like half of my deposit on my newer home 
that I, my rental that I was moving into…My church has also helped with rent once too. I mean, 
because in a five-year span, yeah, like I’ve been usually able to cover my rent, but even here lately, 
like with all the going back in [to court], I can’t a�ord it because I’m trying to pay an attorney.”
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Healing and Stability are a Lengthy Process

Many survivor-participants identified that their journey to safety and healing was long and 
was not linear. While survivor-participants who had access to domestic violence programs 
largely pointed to the provided services as a significant factor to their reaching safety, some 
identified that the services were not available for as long as needed or did not o�er enough 
flexibility to meet their needs as they changed over time. Additionally, the time constraints 
of the justice system were o�en not compatible with a survivor’s safety and healing journey 
leaving the protections of a civil protection order or the accountability of the criminal 
justice system out of reach. 

“My dad, like, paid for the remainder of the hotel and groceries and 
things. Oh, my church did give us, when I was going to church, they 
gave me grocery cards, gi� cards for groceries. I’m a well-resourced 
and well-educated woman. And organizations were quick to send 
you an e-mail of like, here are the resources. And then it would be 
like, link, link, link, link, link, link, link. And some of them were no 
good anymore. And it’s like they’re doing something. However, 
si�ing through what is time critical and a now contact versus a six 
months from now contact. And are you the right candidate to call that 
organization or not? You know, like what, what are the parameters 
that you will need to show to get help? Is it even worth engaging 
them? Those things were missing. And in a time where my world was 
completely shattered, I didn’t have the capacity to dig through that 
in the way I needed to… So that’s where I see a big disconnect is in 
resource dumping versus guiding through the process.”

“So I also think [a] 
survivor needs more 
long-term support, 
not just the moment 
of crisis, like the, the 
shelter and the court 
help me take those 
first step and, but 
healing and your life 
takes years, takes 
years upon years. Like 
having more program 
that follows survival 
beyond the first stage 
would really matters.”

““
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Recommendations

The survivor-participants who participated in this study shared intimate details of their trauma 

and the lasting impacts on themselves, their children, their families and communities. They 

also shined brightly with resilience and hope. All of them expressed that their willingness to 

open themselves was motivated by the hope that sharing their experiences could change the 

trajectory of someone else’s life. From their experiences and perspectives, we make the following 

recommendations:

• There must be a continued e�ort to develop and expand trauma-informed training for 

law enforcement, prosecutors, courts, and other system professionals who interact with 

survivors of intimate partner violence.

• There must be a continued e�ort to develop and expand community awareness and 

prevention programs that incorporate the risks of firearms in intimate partner violence so 

survivors have more options for community support.

• There must be a more consistent and focused e�ort to expand healthcare providers’ 

understanding of the dynamics of intimate partner violence and lethality risk factors, 

paying particular attention to providers in emergency departments, urgent care facilities 

and obstetrics and gynecological practices. 

• It is necessary to expand resources for local domestic violence service providers, 

particularly emergency and transitional housing, and to reevaluate eligibility guidelines 

to remove barriers for survivors to access critical services during crisis and well into their 

healing.

• Financial assistance programs for survivors of domestic violence must be developed, 

expanded, and consistently funded to support survivors’ building stable financial 

independence. 

• Increasing access to legal services and legal advocacy and providing more transparent 

information about court processes for litigants and potential litigants will make the 

justice system more approachable for survivors desiring the protections or accountability 

only available through the justice system.

• It is critical to increase e�ective and consistent enforcement of federal and state laws by 

removing firearms from individuals prohibited from possessing them. 
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About BWJP

The Battered Women’s Justice Project (BWJP) is a collection of national policy and practice 

centers at the intersection of gender-based violence and legal systems. BWJP’s mission is to 

promote change within the civil and criminal legal systems to enhance their e�ectiveness in 

providing safety, security, and justice for survivors of gender-based violence, their families, and 

communities. BWJP provides educational activities, including training, technical assistance, 

and consultation to advocates, nonprofit service providers, community leaders, and systems 

professionals. 

BWJP’s National Center on Gun Violence in Relationships works to prevent domestic violence-

related harm involving firearms. The National Resource Center on Domestic Violence and 

Firearms, a federally funded initiative, is a critical project within the National Center on Gun 

Violence in Relationships. 

We acknowledge, and extend our deep gratitude to Charvonne Holliday Nworu, Ph.D., M.P.H, for 

Rooted Health Strategies, LLC, for her advisement and data analysis which enabled this report. 

Learn more about National Center on Gun Violence in Relationships

Visit www.bwjp.org 

This report was produced with support from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 

(www.macfound.org).
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