
IntImate Partner VIolence: 
Journeys to safety 

a synthesis of Qualitative research



This document is to help health and social service providers, and other allies, understand women’s experiences and decision-making processes in the 
context of an abusive relationship. It draws on research with, and lived experience of, women experiencing IPV; we need more evidence regarding 
men’s experiences, and those who identify their gender in other ways.

The key messages to take away from this document are that:

1. Becoming aware that you are in an abusive relationship is a complex and difficult process, and knowing what to do to ensure your own safety, and 
that of any children, takes time and requires weighing many factors, especially various risks, including immediate danger. Each woman and each 
situation is unique and there’s no “one-size-fits-all” approach.

2. Abusive relationships themselves are often complex. Providers need to understand that women are often committed to the relationship and love 
their partner- they want the abuse to end, but might not want the relationship to end.

3. Even once an abusive relationship “ends” (i.e., someone “leaves”), the abuse often continues and can even escalate. “Leaving” should not be 
positioned as the only or primary goal; providers are encouraged to refrain from thinking or asking “why doesn’t she just leave?” or judging women 
who choose not to do so.

The role of formal and informal allies is to develop a rapport with the woman such that the care encounter is seen as a safe place to 
discuss options, if she wishes to do so. 
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Recognizing abuse
• Many women experiencing violence from a partner don’t see 

themselves as “abused,” especially when the abuse isn’t physical.

• It can take a critical, severe incident, or a conversation with a 
professional, a friend or co-worker to “get there”.

• During the early stages of abuse, women may feel confused and 
stressed while at the same time be committed to their relationship  
and view it positively overall. 

• Women may excuse their partner’s behaviours, accept blame for 
the abuse, see the partner’s control and jealousy as signs of ‘love’, 
and view the abuse as temporary.

• “Abused woman” is a heavy label and self-identifying  
in this way is often a process. 
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‘Am I    
abused?’

‘Things aren’t so bad...  
what can I do to fix this?’



Decisions to make
• Making the decision to “do something” is a process, and there may be  

starts and stops.

• Key factors that motivate a woman to change her situation are: 
1. the need to protect others, especially children, from the abuse
2. the violence becoming more severe 
3. she becomes more aware of the options available to her 
4. she is exhausted and recognizes that her partner will not change 
5. partner infidelity

IntImate Partner VIolence: Journeys to safety

• When women think about getting help, they worry about being judged, 
including by health and social care providers. Will people believe them? 

• They also worry about what might happen to their kids (if they have any) 
 – will they be taken away?

• And they worry about what the abuser might do if they tell anyone, or try to 
leave – they know, and statistics support, that the time of disclosing and 
leaving is often when abuse becomes physical for the first time, 
and the risk of severe abuse and even death escalates.

Ready for help
• When women are ready to get help, they often don’t know where to turn.

• They may need various kinds of support, from immediate safety, to help for 
their physical and/or mental health, income support, housing, legal help or a 
new school for their children. 

• Imagine having to navigate that many systems, most of which aren’t designed 
to best serve women experiencing violence. If you were in this situation, would 
you know where to go for help?

‘This can’t go on. He’s going  to kill 
me or hurt the kids...’

‘What do I do now? 
Who is it safe to 

talk to?’
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Seeking safety
• Imagine what it’s like to have to leave your home – maybe in the middle of the 

night, with barely enough time to grab the kids and your wallet. Imagine leaving 
your pet(s) behind. Or, imagine staying in your home, facing ongoing threats 
from your partner, and trying to sleep with that worry.

• If women need to find a safe place, where is that? Most abused women do not 
use shelters, believing that these are “just a bed” and not suitable for them. 
Shelters are often a place of last resort. 

• So, where do women go? Maybe to family or friends, or a hotel, if they can 
afford it. Imagine arriving at your sister’s at 2 am, with three kids in tow, and 
asking if you can stay, maybe for “a while”. 

• Whether the decision is to stay or go, imagine having to get up to go to work, 
worried that if you don’t, you might lose your job.

• Leaving is a process, and sometimes women leave and return multiple times; 
sometimes, they don’t leave at all.

• Even for women who have left their partner, harassment and abuse can continue, 
along with the fear and worry. Leaving can often increase danger for women.

• These are just a few scenarios – for many women, “doing something” may look 
very different. Every woman’s journey will be unique in its details, but they’ll all 
be difficult.

‘I don’t want to leave my home, 
but it’s not safe to stay.’

‘There are options to get 
help, but they all expect me 
to leave, and I’m not sure 

that’s what I want.’
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• Telling people about abuse is very hard. What assumptions will the person 

make? Is the woman seen to be a failure as a partner and mother? Will they 
be thinking: “what did she do to deserve it” and “why doesn’t she just leave”? 
These fears aren’t irrational – many people do judge women in these ways, and 
stigma is a big barrier to help-seeking.

• Disclosing – telling someone this most personal of things – is incredibly brave, 
but also risky. Even beyond the potential for judgement, there are other 
possible harms and costs, such as revenge by the abuser and fear of having 
one’s children taken away.

• Imagine being in that moment when a doctor, nurse or another formal or 
informal helper asks about violence – how would you want to be treated? If 
you chose not to tell (this time), would that be ok? Imagine the trust you would 
need in that person to share this with them.

‘The nurse has just asked 
if I’m safe at home. 

What do I say?’
• Deciding to disclose and seek help always involves weighing potential benefits and 

harms. It’s important to respect that process and wait for women to be ready.  

• While women sometimes underestimate their danger, they rarely, if ever, over-
estimate it: if she’s worried or scared, trust her.

‘I can’t believe I’m going to 
say these words out loud...’
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How to help
• The first priorities in providing support to a woman experiencing IPV are 

establishing a caring relationship with her and addressing issues of safety – 
both physical and emotional. This means establishing rapport by not judging, 
and avoiding assumptions. Remember that a core feature of abuse is coercive 
control – you don’t want to replicate this pattern by telling her what to do, or 
demanding, for example, that to receive help, she must leave the relationship.

• Express empathy and respect by listening to her story, her worries and her 
preferences – this will set the stage for trust. Make sure the interaction is private 
and safe, and, ideally, in a quiet place where you have time for a discussion.

• Educate yourself about local resources and services, even going to them yourself 
so you can tell her about them, and make “warm referrals” to staff at these 
services.  At the very least, a card with local information can be useful, but make 
sure it’s safe for her to take home.

• Expect that she might change her mind – her priority is her safety and that 
of her children, not your frustration for her lack of “compliance” with your 
recommendations. Remember that this is a complex, often dangerous, process.

Safely supporting women experiencing intimate partner violence is something we  
can all do. It starts with listening, understanding, compassion and trust.

reSoUrceS
•	 For	professionals:	http://vaw.dveducation.ca/
•	 For	those	experiencing	violence,	and	their	allies: www.neighboursfriendsandfamilies.ca
•	 Online	safety	planning	tool	for	women: www.myplanapp.org
•	 For	advice	on	integrating	trauma-	and	violence-informed	care	in	the	context	of	IPV:	Trauma- and Violence-

Informed Care: Prioritizing Safety for Survivors of Gender-Based Violence,	https://gtvincubator.uwo.ca/resources/

Planning for a safe future
• Help women to anticipate that in many cases, even if they leave the partner, the 

abuse may not end, especially in the first year. Help her to expect the unexpected 
– the partner may react differently, and more violently, than she thinks.

• Women who have children with the partner are especially tied to that person; 
help her to make plans for safe communication and care for the children.

• Help women plan for worst case scenarios, for example, if the abuser is likely  
to stalk her, or try to control her finances, talk about setting up her own 
banking, getting a new cell number, and keeping all information confidential. 
If this is not possible for you to do so yourself, refer her to local agencies that 
support abused women.

• If she is open to the idea, connect her to more specialized services that can help 
her deal with legal, safety, custody or other issues.

‘It’s not easy but now I  
have a plan in place. I feel more 

prepared and maybe even hopeful...’
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