
Family Law Toolkits Overview 
The Domestic Violence & Mental Health Collaboration Project 

 
 
Our Family Law Toolkits are dedicated to a survivor I knew when I was an advocate and 
had the privilege of co-facilitating the support group she attended. “Lily” married while 
quite young and found herself in a nightmarish marriage to an extremely abusive man. 
She lovingly cared for their children and did her best to protect herself and them from his 
cruelty. Traumatized, worn down by the abuse, and not able to see any other way out, 
she tried to take her own life. Fortunately, she survived. Unfortunately, her husband 
divorced her and obtained full custody of their children while she was hospitalized. 
 
I met Lily some time later after she had worked hard to heal and to try to gain access to 
her children. I will never forget her intense grief and her crushing regret because she 
could not see her children or protect them from their abusive, violent father. The woman 
I knew was impressive, resilient, smart, compassionate, and dedicated to making a 
better life for herself and her children. The man she married used the family law system 
to perpetuate his violence and coercive control, to devastate his family.  
 
No one should have to endure what Lily and her children went through, but they are not 
unique. It is all too common for perpetrators of domestic violence to emotionally harm 
their partners and then to use the depression, anxiety, trauma, etc. that they caused as a 
justification for taking away survivors’ children. Too often survivors have to navigate a 
complex family law process without legal representation and without support. Too many 
people fail to recognize that survivors’ mental health can improve when they are safer 
and that batterers often continue their tyranny long after separation.  
 
In response, the Domestic Violence and Mental Health Collaboration Project is glad to be 
able to share our Family Law Toolkits, products of the commitment, knowledge, and 
caring of many experts in domestic violence, family law, mental health, and related 
fields. We have created these Toolkits so that survivors of domestic violence, particularly 
those with mental health concerns, can access the information, resources, and support 
they need to navigate the protection order process and the family law system 
successfully, and to protect themselves and their children from further harm.  
 
We hope you will utilize them. Together, we can make a difference. 
 
Alison L. Iser, MA 
Project Manager, Domestic Violence and Mental Health Collaboration Project  
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Contents  
 

The Family Law Toolkits of the Domestic Violence and Mental Health Collaboration 
Project consist of tools for four audiences. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The tools for survivors are also intended for use by service providers. 
 
 
Family Law Toolkit for Survivors 

 
Available at http://endgv.org/toolkits/family-law-toolkit-for-domestic-violence-
survivors/ or by clicking on any of the links below… 
 
Coping Skills 
This tool describes a variety of coping skills survivors can utilize while going through the 
protection order or family law process, since it can be emotionally difficult. Service 
providers may want to practice these skills as well.  
 
Court Orders Comparison Chart  
This tool describes and compares the many types of court orders available in 
Washington State that provide safeguards against abuse and harassment. 

 
Domestic Violence Advocacy Resources 
This tool describes options for accessing free support services in King County for people 
who have experienced domestic violence. It includes hotline and shelter information. 

 
Domestic Violence Definitions Comparison Chart 
This tool explains how advocacy programs, the criminal legal system, and the civil legal 
system define “domestic violence” differently. 

 
Domestic Violence Protection Order Information 
This tool provides you helpful information and resources for those who are considering 
filing for a domestic violence protection order. 
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Family Court Services Q & A 
This tool provides answers to common questions regarding Family Court Services’ 
domestic violence risk assessments and parenting evaluations.  
 
Family Law Evaluations 
This tool compares mental health and parenting evaluations in family law cases, and 
explains how to argue for a parenting evaluation rather than a mental health evaluation 
or for a narrowly defined mental health evaluation, if necessary. 
 
Financial Resources 
The family law process can be expensive. This tool has information about waiving court 
fees, reducing expenses, obtaining financial help, and related legal protections. 
 
Immigration FAQ’s 
This tool answers some common questions people who are immigrants have when they 
are involved in protection order or family law cases. 
 
Language and Disability Access 
This tool explains survivors’ rights to meaningful legal system access, and describes how 
to access interpretation and disability accommodations at King County Superior Courts. 
 
Legal Resources 
This tool provides information about legal resources (e.g., legal clinics) related to a 
variety of civil legal issues including family law, protection orders, and immigration.  

 
Mental Health Treatment Resources 
There are many options for obtaining mental health care in King County. This tool 
describes a variety of resources for getting emotional support. 
 
Parenting Evaluators Comparison Chart 
This tool compares and contrasts four types of parenting evaluators: Family Law Court 
Appointed Special Advocates (CASA’s), Family Court Services staff, Guardians ad Litem 
(GAL’s), and Private Parenting Evaluators. 

 
Parenting Resources 
This tool explains how parenting is judged in custody proceedings and provides 
resources for strengthening parenting at domestic violence and other organizations. 

 
Songs for Surviving the Family Law Process 
This is an inspiring and uplifting playlist to accompany you as you navigate the family 
law process. 
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Template Instructions and Technical Assistance 
These instructions for adapting our downloadable templates to create tools for 
communities outside of King County, WA include a list of national technical assistance 
resources to help you find the information that fits your local resources and state 
statutes.  
 
Words Matter:  The Glossary of the Domestic Violence & Mental Health Collaboration 
Project 
If you are not sure what a word or a term means in one of our tools, check out our 
glossary to find out.  
 
 
Family Law Toolkit for Domestic Violence Advocates 

 
The components of the Family Law Toolkit for Advocates are not available online. In the 
future, they will be available on the Coalition’s “Members Only” website page at 
www.endgv.org.    
 
To Tell or Not to Tell? Deciding Whether to Disclose Mental Health Concerns in 
Protection Order or Family Law Cases:  An Advocate’s Guide to Helping Survivors 
The contents of this guide are divided into 3 sections:  

1. Understanding the issues – includes information on domestic violence, mental 
health, substance use, parenting, bests interests of the child analysis, mental 
health records, mental health privilege, subpoenas, preparing survivors for 
possible outcomes, and consulting with other professionals;  

2. Instructions for utilizing the accompanying card set – includes the role of the 
advocate, possible risks of disclosure, and possible benefits of disclosure; and  

3. Handouts – includes questions to consider, a list of potential benefits and risks, 
and a laminated set of cards that each describe one possible benefit or risk. 

 
When Protective Behaviors are Seen as Harmful 
This tool provides information about “parental alienation,” “gatekeeping,” abusive use 
of conflict, and related concepts, and describes how they are used to control and harm 
survivors and their children. This tool also provides strategies for advocates to use to 
help survivors refute these unjustified claims including how to educate others about 
protective behaviors.  
 
 

http://endgv.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Template-Instructions-Technical-Assistance-05-16.pdf
http://endgv.org/toolkits/family-law-toolkit-for-domestic-violence-survivors/
http://endgv.org/toolkits/family-law-toolkit-for-domestic-violence-survivors/
http://www.endgv.org/
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Family Law Toolkit for Attorneys 
 

Available at http://endgv.org/toolkits/family-law-toolkit-for-attorneys/ or by clicking on 
any of the links below… 
 
Keeping the Focus on Domestic Violence:  A Relative Risks Guide for Attorneys 
Representing Survivors 
This guide educates attorneys about the importance of keeping the focus of parenting 
plan cases on domestic violence since batterers often try to deflect attention onto 
survivors’ mental health or substance use.  
 
Content includes focusing on domestic violence, drafting protective parenting plans, 
counseling clients, arguing for mandatory domestic violence restrictions, challenging 
discretionary mental health and substance use restrictions, restricting the abusive party, 
strengthening your client’s position regarding parenting, coming to an agreement versus 
going to trial, and recommended reading. 
 
King County Supplement  
This is a local supplement to a national handbook created by the National Center on 
Domestic Violence, Trauma & Mental Health. “Representing Domestic Violence Survivors 
Who are Experiencing Trauma and Other Mental Health Challenges:  A Handbook for 
Attorneys” provides attorneys with valuable information and practical tips on how to 
represent domestic violence survivors effectively in civil matters when mental health 
may be a factor.  
 
Our supplement provides easy access to all the local information attorneys need (e.g., 
state and local laws, rules, and practices) to apply the lessons of the national handbook.  
 
Safety Planning with Domestic Violence Survivors 
This innovative tool provides attorney-specific strategies for recognizing and mitigating 
survivors’ safety risks, developing safer court orders and parenting plans, and 
connecting survivors to advocates. 
 
Template Instructions and Technical Assistance 
These instructions for adapting our downloadable templates to create tools for 
communities outside of King County, WA include a list of national technical assistance 
resources to help you find the information that fits your local resources and state 
statutes.  
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Family Law Toolkit for Mental Health Service Providers 
 

Available at http://endgv.org/toolkits/family-law-toolkit-for-mental-health-service-
providers/ or by clicking on any of the links below... 
 
Domestic Violence Documentation Tips 
This tool provides practical tips for documenting domestic violence in mental health 
records in a manner that is mindful of survivor safety and consistent with trauma-
informed care practices. It includes questions to consider when documenting domestic 
violence; explanations of how mental health records may affect protection order, 
criminal, family law, and immigration cases; and a chart that gives specific examples of 
documenting “do’s,” “do not’s,” and explanations for each.  
 
Preparing Domestic Violence Survivors for Custody Evaluations: A Guide for Mental 
Health Service Providers 
This guide educates mental health service providers about how they can support 
survivors who are participating in custody evaluations. Content includes information 
about domestic violence, trauma, mental health, and mental health records, how to 
mitigate the impact of mental health concerns on parenting, explanations of what 
parenting evaluations and mental health evaluations are in the context of family law 
proceedings, tips for preparing a survivor for an evaluation, and consulting with other 
professionals. A practice exercise is also provided for use in staff meetings or trainings. 
 
 
About the Domestic Violence & Mental Health Collaboration Project 

 
The Domestic Violence and Mental Health Collaboration Project (Collaboration Project - 
http://endgv.org/projects/domestic-violence-mental-health-collaboration-project/) 
created the Family Law Toolkits. 
 
The mission of the Collaboration Project is to facilitate sustainable systems change 
within and among the participating organizations. We are collaborating to make services 
more accessible, holistic, and integrated, and to better meet the mental health, safety, 
and self-determination needs of survivors of domestic violence.  
 
Our current focus is on meeting the needs of domestic violence survivors with mental 
health concerns who are involved in protection order or family law cases. We have a 
sub-focus on addressing the needs of survivors who are also immigrants and/or who 
identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer. 
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Venn diagram illustrating our current project focus.  
 
The Coalition Ending Gender-Based Violence 
(formerly the King County Coalition Against 
Domestic Violence) leads the project in 
partnership with LifeWire, the King County Bar 
Foundation, and Sound Mental Health. 

 
 

Project alumni include:  City of Seattle Human 
Services Department, Consejo Counseling and 
Referral Service, King County Protection Order 
Advocacy Program, New Beginnings, and Seattle 
Counseling Service. 
 

Our collaboration began as a partnership of domestic violence advocates and mental 
health service providers who came together to strengthen cross-disciplinary 
collaboration and to improve services for survivors with mental health concerns. We 
focused on relationship building between our partner organizations, capacity building, 
creating more welcoming environments, improving screening and response, knowledge 
sharing, and trauma-informed practices. 
 
In 2013, we expanded our project to include attorneys so we could address the needs of 
domestic violence survivors with mental health concerns who are involved in protection 
order or family law cases. We did this because survivors with mental health concerns 
can be at a major disadvantage in the civil legal system, and can be emotionally 
devastated by their involvement with the legal system. 
 
Due to the stigma attached to mental health disorders and a lack of understanding of 
the impact of trauma and the efficacy of mental health treatment, people who are 
abusive are often successful in using their partners’ actual or perceived mental health 
symptoms against them within the civil legal system. This is true even though the person 
who is abusive likely caused, exacerbated, or fabricated the survivor’s mental health 
concerns. This may result in evaluators and judicial officers viewing survivors as not 
credible or not fit to parent. Even if survivors are emotionally healthy when their legal 
case begins, the intense chronic stress and the high stakes involved (e.g., child custody 
and fears of repercussions) can negatively affect their mental health.  
 
Most survivors do not have legal representation during protection order or family law 
cases. It can be particularly difficult to find attorneys who will provide free 
representation to a survivor who has a mental health disorder. While survivors may 

http://www.kccadv.org/
http://www.lifewire.org/
http://www.kcba.org/
http://www.kcba.org/
http://www.smh.org/
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have access to legal advocacy, limited free legal advice, and assistance with completing 
forms, most still have to represent themselves in court. When they do, they are likely to 
face a situation that is draining, financially and emotionally. Their abusive ex-partners 
are more likely to be represented by attorneys creating a major imbalance in power.  
 
To address the complexity of these issues and the numerous needs related to legal 
system involvement, we created our Family Law Toolkits. The Toolkits are intended to 
educate, alleviate anxiety, mitigate potential harm, and enhance survivor safety and 
self-determination, as well as to improve service provider effectiveness.  
 
 
Gratitude 

 
We are extremely grateful for the investment in our project made by the U.S. 
Department of Justice’s Office on Violence Against Women and for the support of 
Associate Director Amy Loder and Grant Program Specialist Sylvia Pauling.  
 

Many Collaboration Project members contributed to planning, researching, writing, and 
editing the components of the Toolkits. We are grateful for everyone’s time, expertise, 
and dedication and in particular, the dedication and direction of the Collaborative 
Team*, our Collaboration Project steering committee.  
 

Coalition Ending Gender-Based Violence:  Merril Cousin*, Alison Iser*, Alyssa Morrison 
 

Consejo Counseling and Referral Service:  Jessie Beck*, Emily Engel, Cathlyn Fraguela 
Rios*, Margarita Gomez, Maria Gomez, Norma Guzman, Abigail Krzmarzick, Adriana 
Maldonado-Ruiz, and Crucita Olivares 

 

King County Bar Foundation:  Kate Francis, Judy Lin*, Threesa Milligan, Rosanna Sim, 
Kim Todaro, Tanya Wanchena, and Interns Shelly Bates, Emily Childs, Christina Chung, 
Ashwin Kumar, Ben Sweeney, and Devon York 
 

King County Protection Order Advocacy Program:  Amy Bullard, Neda Chini*, and Sandra 
Shanahan 

 

LifeWire:  Deidre Evans*, Kezia Howard, Irma Jimenez, Daphne Kagume, Kelsey 
Mussman*, Danielle Prince*, Maria Sunshine, Maria Williams*, and Natasha Willson  
 

Sound Mental Health:  Alana Honigman, Cassandra Jackson*, Sarah Lapp*, Tracee 
Parker*, Emily Puma, Karin Rogers, Julie Turcott, and Susie Winston* 
 

We are very grateful to the survivors who volunteered their time and contributed their 
expertise: Carolyn, Elizabeth, Gina, Heather, Maria, and Sarah. 

http://www.endgv.org/
http://www.consejocounseling.org/
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We also appreciate the input and feedback we received from:  Liberty Aldrich - Center 
for Court Innovation; Jorge Barón & Jenny Mashek - Northwest Immigrant Rights 
Project; Jennifer Bercot, Martha Cohen, Rachael DelVillar & Linda Ridge - King County 
Superior Court; Juanita Cope - Eastside Legal Assistance Program; Cecilia Friedman Levin 
- Assista; Sandra Harrell & Amy Judy - Vera Institute of Justice; Roxanne Mennes - Family 
Law CASA; Leslye Orloff - National Immigrant Women’s Advocacy Project; Leslie Savina - 
Northwest Justice Project; Betty Schwieterman - Disability Rights Washington; Pam 
Smith Mentz - New Beginnings; and Rachel White-Domain - National Center on 
Domestic Violence, Trauma & Mental Health. 
 
We have been inspired by, have a learned a great deal from, and are grateful for the 
work of the National Center on Domestic Violence, Trauma & Mental Health.  
 
We hope we have not forgotten anyone! If we have, please forgive us and let us know. 
 
 
Using the Family Law Toolkits

 
 

We would appreciate hearing from you about how you are utilizing the Family Law 
Toolkits. We also want to know if a link or any information needs updating. Please 
contact Alison Iser, Collaboration Project Manager, at alison@endgv.org.  
 

 
 

If you need a tool in an alternate format, please send your request to endgv@endgv.org 
or call 206.568.5454. The contents of the Family Law Toolkits may be adapted and/or 
reprinted only if credit is given to the Domestic Violence and Mental Health 
Collaboration Project. The templates that accompany many of the tools may be 
downloaded and adapted as described in our Template Instructions and Technical 
Assistance handout.  
 

This project is supported by Grant No. 2014-FW-AX-K010 awarded by the Office on Violence 
Against Women, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and 
recommendations expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women. 

The Family Law Toolkits are educational; they are not intended to serve as legal 
advice. Inclusion in the Family Law Toolkits is not an endorsement. We encourage 
you to evaluate if the services and providers listed are the right fit for you and to 
verify that the information included is still accurate. The content of the Toolkits is 
current as of the time of publication, but may have since changed. 
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