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Advice From an Advocate 
By Kristen Wolfram

This virtual conversation was between Charles C. Camp-
bell, BS, PBD, N.P., Legal Advocate, Paralegal, Advocacy and 
Resource Services at YWCA West Central Michigan and Kris-
ten Wolfram of The Maul Law Group, PLLC.

What should attorneys know about the perspective of a 
client who is divorcing an abusive partner in order to best 
represent them?

Domestic violence happens with astonishing frequency. 
People from all walks of life, all education levels, all income 
levels, all races, and all genders experience domestic violence. 
Survivors have been groomed to accept abuse from their 
partner. Abusive partners work very hard to ensure that their 
partners are disempowered and unable to set boundaries that 
would otherwise inhibit their ability to harm and manipulate 
their victims. This has a profound effect on a survivor’s in-
terpretation of the events around them, ability to recognize 
options, confidence in their own decisions, and even how they 
tell their story.

Whether or not an abusive partner explicitly told their 
victim that no one would believe them, survivors become con-
ditioned to assume that they will not be believed. Often fam-
ily, friends, and others around a survivor may inadvertently 
reinforce this with victim-blaming questions like “If it’s that 
bad, why don’t you just leave?” 

These dynamics can lead to clients giving up easily, shutting 
down, becoming unusually surly or aggressive, giving highly de-
tailed explanations, or feeling like they need to be overly open 
in an effort to convince people that they are a good person or a 
good parent. Because abusers don’t respect boundaries, enforc-
ing them can feel unnerving for a survivor. Clients may struggle 
to have a voice in their own case and can easily default into 
deference to someone they perceive as having more expertise 
than they do. This can lead to situations where clients do not 
advocate for themselves with their attorney. 

It is the attorney’s responsibility to slow down and check in 
with the client to ensure that these types of dynamics are not re-
playing themselves in the attorney-client relationship, especially 
if the attorney is the same gender as the abusive partner.

Perhaps most importantly, attorneys must be sure to re-
mind their clients that they need to take care of themselves by 

participating in counseling and other healing, strengthening 
activities. This is all the more true if there are children and the 
survivor has custody. If a survivor isn’t able to heal, they can be 
vulnerable to a range of challenges such as developing depres-
sion or unhealthy coping mechanisms like substance abuse. 
Encouraging a victim to work with a counselor or advocate 
also benefits the attorney in that they are trained to help a 
survivor think through what they need, weigh their options, 
safety plan, and make decisions. Often they can do some of 
the heavy lifting in this regard, which provides the survivor 
with greater clarity and confidence during the legal process.

Lastly, attorneys who aren’t familiar with the dynamics 
of domestic violence should learn. The YWCA West Central 
Michigan has useful resources on its website, some of which 
are particularly helpful in understanding how domestic vio-
lence impacts  parenting, listed as “How to Help Parents” 
(www.ywcawcmi.org/help-for-parents) There are domestic vi-
olence service providers throughout the state willing and able 
to educate other professionals working with survivors.
 

What is a common misconception about custody that 
survivors of domestic violence come in with that you hear 
about in your capacity as a legal liaison? 

That “joint custody” is a default position. Attorneys need 
to be sensitive to the “signals” that a client gives and make a 
proper analysis of whether or not joint custody is really appro-
priate. Domestic violence is not just about physical violence. 
It is about one partner using several different tactics to main-
tain power and control over the other partner. These dynamics 
can play out in a number of different ways when it comes to 
raising children.

Sometimes clients who have experienced domestic vio-
lence will note their partners’ lack of involvement with the 
child’s experiences in school, healthcare, and other impor-
tant areas. Clients may also indicate that as the likelihood of 
a separation seemed to increase, their abusive partner took a 
new or sudden interest in such activities. If there has been 
a history of economic abuse (such as significant control of 
money, consequences for unexpected expenses, ruining a vic-
tim’s credit) an abusive parent may continue that form of 
abuse by interfering with their victim’s ability to seek routine 
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healthcare, mental health treatment, or other educational op-
portunities for the children.

Often, because the legal process can be such a daunting 
endeavor, your clients may “just want to be done” and be will-
ing to accept sharing custody with the abusive parent in order 
to expedite the process or gain other concessions. It’s impor-
tant to help your clients think through the implications of 
joint custody. Joint custody will require the two parents to 
engage with one another. Each engagement is a potential fric-
tion point where an abuser can harass or threaten their victim. 
The key question that attorneys must answer is whether or not 
it is possible for the victim to safely engage in parenting duties 
with their abuser. 

What is a strategy that attorneys, especially those who 
do not do this as a practice area, should employ that would 
make the process more supportive, safe, and successful in 
the long-term on survivors and themselves? 

Clients don’t know what they don’t know. Clients who are 
ending a relationship where there has been domestic violence 
can feel overwhelmed and anxious. They will sometimes pres-
ent as hyper-focused on one aspect of a case (i.e., I just need 
supervised parenting time; I just need my partner out of the 
home; I just need this to be over with.) It can be helpful to try 
to reframe the legal process as a way to accomplish a client’s 
goals. One way to do this is to ask questions about what they 
would like to see their life looking like in three months, six 
months, a year, etc. Then as, a legal professional, you have an 
opportunity to explain what “tools,” through the court pro-
cess, are available to accomplish those goals. It is okay if clients 
are not able to formulate these answers initially. It’s also a use-
ful conversation to continue to revisit. 

This strategy can also help in future decision making. 
Discussing goals at different stages of a case allows you the 
chance to remind clients of their original goals and the ways 
in which their options may or may not move them closer to 
accomplishing those goals. In cases where a client may seem to 
change their mind about a previous goal, it’s important to ex-
plore what is prompting the new direction. The client may be 
making a decision because they don’t fully know the options 
available or perhaps, or the abuser may have threatened them.

What do you wish that attorneys knew that clients have 
to deal with after a Judgment is entered? 

JOD’s are not self-enforcing, and a skeleton form Judg-
ment is not enough to cover the situations that face the survi-
vors post-judgment. Getting a client to the “finish line” may 
seem like a goal accomplished, but if there are still outstanding 
issues that need to be finalized after a judgment is entered, it 
is setting a client up for difficulty and sometimes, even failure. 

If a client is disclosing to you a history of domestic vio-
lence, power imbalances in that relationship have existed. Cli-
ents will often remark that their partners “don’t believe the 
rules apply to them.” The assailant may refuse to stop the abu-
sive behavior until the courts become involved.

 It is critical to have a judgment that provides clear and 
explicit next steps, along with clear consequences for failing to 
comply. Survivors often have to go to court to enforce judg-
ments (although some don’t for fear of having to deal with 
their former abusive partner) and they will most likely have to 
do so without the assistance of counsel. Therefore, the judg-
ment needs to be as clear as possible, so that a survivor simply 
has to provide a statement of facts showing the other party has 
not lived up to their duties in the judgment. 

Additionally, judgments should leave as little room open 
for interpretation as possible. This not only applies to property 
and debt settlements, but to things like parenting time too. 
Something as simple as the location for drop-offs and pick-
ups quickly become friction points and opportunities for an 
abuser to manipulate, harm, and threaten their partner, if not 
spelled out in the judgment. Expect that abusive partners will 
take liberty with any ambiguity in the judgment as a way to 
further their abuse of their partners, even post-judgment. 
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