
Creating a Safe Place to Safety Plan: Reframing Our Questions 

Safety planning starts with YOU – your frame of mind helps determine how survivors feel. 

Stay calm.  Stay open.  Keep an open posture.  Ask.  Listen.  Believe. 

 

Let Survivors know Why you are Asking Questions: 

“I want you to know, my questions aren’t meant to pry, but to better understand what you are going through 

so I can better know what resources to offer you.” 

 

Keeping the Conversation Going: 

“Can you tell me a little about what you’ve been noticing?” 

“What happened after that?” (Trauma can make it difficult to keep events chronological, we can help). 

“What has protected you (and your children) in the past?”     or     “What has been most helpful in the past?” 

“So, you mentioned . . ., do you feel comfortable telling me a little more about that?” 

Provide moments of silence to let survivors think, as time allows. If a long pause, “I may not have given you 

exactly what you are looking for, can you fill me in a bit more on the situation so that I might be able to get 

you what you are needing?”    or    “Is there something specific you were hoping to talk through today?” 

How to Engage when a Survivor doesn’t know Where to Start: 

When survivors say, “I just don’t know where to start.”  “I don’t know my plan.”  “I don’t know what to do.” 

“Can you tell me a little about what’s been going on for you recently/lately?”  

“What’s been happening in the last couple of weeks?”  (Last month/past year). 

“Would it help if I talked a little about our services/process so that you know what to expect and can ask 

questions?  Would that feel helpful to start with and then maybe it will give you a direction to start from?” 

(Survivors don’t know what our processes are.  You can help them feel comfortable and confident by 

letting them know what to expect.  This helps decrease anxiety and promotes trust.) 

“What are you most concerned about today?”      or      “What is most important to you right now?”  

“It sounds like you are concerned for your (and your children’s) safety.  Can you tell me a little bit about 

that?” 

 

Survivors may not recognize what they are living through is Domestic Violence.  For this reason, they may 

not understand the term “Safety Plan.”  They are often safety planning every day without realizing that is 

what they are doing.  It’s important not to assume they know your terms or how your agency works.         

We need to use language and terms that will make sense to survivors. 

Ask questions that help you learn what useful coping strategies and resources survivors use themselves.  

They will guide you to the best safety plan because they know themselves and the abuser best, even when 

that information may not be at the forefront of their minds during a moment of crisis. 

 



“Do you have any thoughts on keeping yourself safe in the future?” 

“Can you tell me a little more about that?” 

“How was that for you?” 

“Would you feel comfortable telling me a little about that?” 

“Did you have anyone to reach out to after that happened?” 

“What’s worked for you in the past when you felt this way?” 

“Have you experienced this before with this person?  What worked or didn’t work the last time it happened?” 

“What we’ve seen work for some clients/participants is . . . What do you think about that?” 

“I’m hearing that you are concerned about these things.  I am also concerned about . . .” 

“Have you spoken to an advocate?” 

“What you’re experiencing raises the concern that this could POTENTIALLY happen.  How do you feel about 

that?” 

“So, you mentioned you want to leave, would you like to safety plan around that?”  (Great time to mention 

advocates). 

“Who has been there for you in the past?  What might that look like if you reached out to them again?” 

“Would you like to explore other safety options?” 

 

Questions that may Cause Defensiveness: 

“What brings you here today?” (May make someone feel defensive, especially if they feel you already know 

why they are here or they feel like this means they are not where they should be). 

Instead, something like, “I see you marked DV on the application/have an advocate with you.  Can you tell 

me a little about that?” 

Any “Why” Questions may make someone feel more defensive than Where, What, When, and How questions. 

“So, how are you keeping yourself safe right now?”  (May feel like there are expectations of what they should 

be doing). 

When doing a warm handoff, “Here you go.  She doesn’t have a safety plan.”  (May feel accusatory and like 

the survivor didn’t do what they were supposed to do). 

 

Working Through Resistance: 

Resistance is a normal, human response to trauma.  It is a process that survivors are working through and you can 

help.  Your interaction with a survivor experiencing resistance can make a difference.   

Resistance can stem from lack of effective communication.  Resistance is also an opportunity.  The survivor may be 

expecting you to act a certain way, the way others have in the past or the way their abuser has threatened you will 

act.  You have the opportunity to show them how they can partner with your agency to promote their safety. 

(Information drawn from “Responding to Resistance” from DHS Tool Kit on DHS Intranet) 



Partnering as part of Safety Planning 

- Reach out to an Advocate. 

- Pull in experts!  If you aren’t an expert in a particular field, reach out to someone or an agency 

that has experts. 

- Meeting at a DHS office so abusers don’t suspect anything. 

- Meeting at other community appointments (chemo appt, counseling appt, etc.). 

Safety Plan around Materials going Home 

- Is it safe to take materials home? 

- Can they keep them at work? 

- Can a friend or family member keep them? 

- Other options (One person kept materials at their counselor’s office to look at each week). 

Be Transparent about Expectations from the Beginning 

- Let them know your role, your process, and what they can expect. 

- Let them know about your confidentiality/mandatory reporting status. 

- Time limits of appointments (Safety assessment, Intake, Meetings). 

- Time limits on action plans (TA-DVS, Plan/Conditions to Return, Court Process). 

- Keep them informed of the steps as you go through the entire process. 

- Share with the client what you can keep confidential and what you can’t. 

Build Rapport 

- The abuser has told them how you will be, society has told them how you will be, past 

experiences may have told them how you will be.  This is an opportunity to show the survivor 

how you and your agency can help. 

- Acknowledge moments of strength as they share them. 

Respect the Individual 

- Find ways to empower them to make their own choices. 

- Ask and truly listen to what they have to say about their situation. 

Prioritize 

- What is most important/urgent to the survivor right now. 

- Set small, manageable goals so they do not get overwhelmed. 

Identifying Supports 

- Does anyone in the survivor’s life know about the violence? 

- Who do they go to when things get bad? 

- What do they do for self-care?  

Understand survivors will be in different places at different times.  Safety planning needs to be fluid and 

flow with where the person is at during that time.  Try not to get stuck in seeing one plan as the only way.  It 

has to work with the survivor in order to work. 

Explore options rather than telling survivors the problems they need to fix.  Be willing to consider things 

outside your box of experience because each survivor knows their abuser and their situation best. 



Helpful Phrasing 

Helpful to Say 

➢  It’s understandable 

➢  I’ve heard survivors say 

➢  You might want to think about 

➢  You have the option to 

➢  You get to choose 

➢  If your best friend were here, what would you tell her 

➢  You are not going crazy 

➢  Have you thought about 

➢  You did what you had to do to be safe 

➢  You have every right to feel the way you do (except when self-blaming) – don’t 
validate that 

➢  I believe you 

➢  Is this a good time to talk? 

➢  I don’t know, but I will find out 

➢  I’m glad you called or came in 

➢  Let’s see if we can figure out your most important needs right now 

➢  Do you have concerns about your safety? 
 

Not Helpful to Say 

➢  I understand 

➢  I know how you feel 

➢  I have felt your pain 

➢  It will be better soon 

➢  It will be all over soon 

➢  This will give you closure 

➢  If I were you, I would . . . 

➢  You should . . .  

➢  You need to . . .  

➢  My advice would be . . .  

➢  I’ve had a similar experience 

➢  This will give you some closure 

➢  Why? Why were you . . ? Didn’t you . . ? 

➢  Your case reminds me of another victim I dealt with 

➢  I promise you that will happen 

➢  You’re so lucky 

➢  Time heals all wounds 

➢  It could be worse 

➢  You’re not the only victim I’m trying to help 
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