Assessment interview with domestic violence victim

The following are a series of suggestions as to the kinds of questions you may want to ask in the course of the first few sessions with a client when you are wanting to gather a lot of information quickly in order to assess risk and plan your intervention pathway.  This is not a script.  If you simply ran through this many questions its unlikely your client will come a  second time – and at any rate, may of the suggestions below are different ways of asking the same things.  We suggest you read through and adapt some of them into your own natural way of talking to add into to your usual assessment style and schedule. 

Opening on the relationship

I’d like to ask you some very direct and quite personal questions about your relationship and family life – is that okay?  
I realise we hardly know each other but I’m very used to talking about these kinds of things so I may go too far and too fast for you.  Would you let me know if I do push your boundaries because I can just back off a bit or we can even take a quick break?
When did you meet? When did the relationship start getting serious? How soon did you move in together/marry?
What did you see in your partner when you first met? How did he make you feel at first? 
Tell me a bit about each of your children. 

How old are they?

What makes you proud of them? 

What things do they struggle with more than other kids their age? 

How did you hope being a parent would be?

What’s working?

What are the best times for you as a parent?

What are the hardest times for you?

Back to your relationship again

What issues did you argue over at first?  And later? 

When did you first get even slightly worried about the way he dealt with his anger? 

What were the earliest signs he might be a bit of bully?

What is he like when he is angry – at his best and worst?

When did he first lay a hand on you in anger?

How does he get physical with you when arguing? 

· If you could see a film of yourself during an argument, how would it look? Does he pace around, shout, bang things, break things, stand close to you when he is shouting?

How long do arguments last? How do they end?

How often do arguments like this happen?
· I use a wider definition of violence than some people – if you think of pushing you, or holding you by the shoulders, or breaking things in the house as violence, how often did he do this kind of stuff?
What is most frightening about him and his behaviour?

What bothers you most about all this? What do you feel is the worst thing he’s done to you? 

· I know this is difficult to say – this is not about making you feeling bad, this is just about increasing your safety which means being able to assess the risk.. I need to try to form a clear picture for myself so you know what we’re dealing with. 

· When the worst incident took place.....
Where was he? Where were you? Where were the children? What was happening before it started? What violence was used? How much force? To where on your body? Were you hurt? How many times did he hit you? 
How often do arguments like this happen?
Have the police been called in the past? How many times?

Who do you think is to blame for the violence?

How has it effected you?

Back to your own children

What do you think they are aware of?

· Did your children see the violence? (If she says they were not in same room, ask where they were in the house)
What have you noticed about how the children are affected by the violence and abuse between the adults? 
What do you think generally the effect on children can be of growing up seeing Dad hit/insult/shout at Mum?
Do you talk with your child about the violence and conflict in the family? What do you say? What would you want to say, if you could? 

Is there anyone else the child talks to about this? Who else is important to them? 

· What do you find hardest about each child’s behaviour? Tell me about a time when he/she has misbehaved. Why do you think he acts like that?

· How do you try to manage that, at your best and when you’re at your worst? What kinds of discipline do you use? What happens if this doesn’t work? Do the kids sometimes get smacked? Do you and their father agree about how to discipline them? 
· Have any of the children ever hurt or frightened you? 
Your childhood

What were things like between your own parents/carers? 

What was it like when they argued and fought? 

Did you see or hear violence between them when you were a child? 

Did you ever get hurt yourself? 

Some people talk about being neglected or treated roughly as a child. Did anything like this happen to you?
And to your relationship once more

What would have to change in order for you to feel safe? – safe to get angry and to express yourself without fear of reprisals?

What do you think (be as realistic as possible) it would take for you to decide to leave? Would that be too late?

Has he ever said he’ll change or won’t do it again? Did he keep his word? 

Have you ever thought about leaving? How did he/you change your mind?

So you’ve been together X years and he’s gone from (first bullying behaviour) to (worst bullying behaviour). If the violence and abuse continued to escalate in the same manner, where would your relationship be another X years down the line?

You said that when you were first together he made you feel…..……, how has his violence made you feel?

