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1. A very common mistake is for someone to observe children interact with an alleged
abuser and if they show no fear, some professionals assume this means he can't
be abusive.  What the children understand is that he won't hurt them while someone
is watching, particularly someone he is trying to impress.  So this is an opportunity
to play with a father who they still love and want his attention.

 
2. Similarly some professionals often take an alleged abuser's ability to act

appropriately during supervised visitation as proof the reports of abuse are false. 
In reality most abusers are able to control their behavior and do so with most other
people in their lives.  It is important to remember that if he cannot control his
behavior with others we can be sure he is abusing his partner, but if, as most
abusers he acts appropriately in the rest of his life it tells us nothing about how he
treats his partner in the privacy of their home.  This also means that his partner is
the best source of information about what he is capable of.

 
3. Another common tactic is for abusers to spend enormous money and time to gain

visitation and then refuse it.  Then they file complaints that the mother is denying
visitation.  It makes no sense that someone who worked so hard for visitation would
refuse unless we understand his purpose is not to have a relationship with the
children, but to regain control over his victim.

 
4. It is important to understand that children respond in many different ways to a

father's abuse.  Very often they do not act out in ways that are expected.  Some
even take on parenting roles and act very responsibly.  They seem to be doing well
on the surface and this often leads to denial of true reports of abuse.

 
5. The ACE Study (Adverse Childhood Experiences, Center for Disease Control,

Vincent Felitti, M.D.,  chief of Kaiser Permanente’s Department of Preventive
Medicine in San Diego, CA, (JAMA. 2001;286(24):3089-3096.) demonstrates that
physical abuse is not necessary for a lifetime of health and other problems.  Until
recently researchers believed the US spent $5-8 billion annually on health costs
related to domestic violence.  Based on the ACE Research we know this measured
only the cost of treating her immediate wounds.  The full expense is $750 billion
which means our outdated methods are focusing on only one percent of the
problem.  Most of the harm comes from children living in fear which leads to the
worst kind of stress.  Accordingly it is much more important to focus on the fear of
the partner and the children.
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6. The most important question evaluators should be considering when children have
been exposed to ACEs that include domestic violence and/or child abuse is what
can be done now to protect them from the consequences that include shorter lives
and more health and other problems.  In order to protect them, the children will
need therapy and medical treatment not only to respond to specific problems they
are having but also to reduce the stress.  This means the safe parent must have
sole decision making on health decisions because an abuser will not want them in
therapy where they might reveal his abuse and will discourage treatment in order
to minimize the harm they caused.   The second needed response is the children
must be protected from further abuse or else they cannot heal so that means
supervised visitation until the abuser changes his behavior.

7. This is especially true when there are very young children, age 0-3, whom are
assumed to not know what is going on and/or who were in utero during violent
events. 

 
8. Evaluators need to understand the cases they are likely dealing with.  Most custody

cases are settled more or less amicably.  Most abusers will settle because they still
love their children and won't deliberately hurt them by trying to take their mother out
of their lives.  Contested custody is overwhelmingly domestic violence cases in
which the worst abusers, those who believe she has no right to leave seek custody
to regain control or punish her for leaving.  It is often hard for evaluators to
recognize the danger because few of the worst abusers have committed the most
severe physical abuse which is what they are looking for.

9. Trauma victim in court often looks like a furious maniac and you may be merely
seeing the hyperarousal and terror caused by PTSD and abuse. This, while the
abuser appears neat, clean, calm, and in control of his emotions when under
observation. The abuser knows the triggers and can easily cause a reaction in
court, mediation or at other contact points, sometimes by his mere presence.

10. Abuser often initiates something that causes mother to report (abuses child, violates
RO, stalks mother and/or child, says something negative about mom to child that
is reported to mom by child) just before hearing, during evaluation or at some other
critical point where abuser can claim that she is just making up another lie to better
herself in the matter. He relies on the belief that no man would do anything at that
point because he is under such scrutiny.

11. Mother concedes to release previous RO to appease abuser and make peace.
Then abuser continues at later time doing the same or worse, claiming it was false
in the first instance and that is why she dismissed the RO.
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12. Abuser “gas lights” mother by doing things that she has only the evidence of her
experience or that of the child which, of course, he denies and claims she is
mentally disturbed.

13. Mother allows child to be with abuser despite the claims that the abuser has hurt or
abused the child, again, to appease or simply because she has no other option.

14. Mother fails to report in a timely fashion that she or the children were abused,
despite verifiable evidence such as bruising, visible injuries, raw emotion and/or
witnesses.

15. Mother fails to give all details when actually reports abuse due to fears of
consequences, PTSD or the trauma itself. In the interview reluctance to report
details is misinterpreted as fabrication.

16. Children enjoy time with and desire to be with abuser.

17. Abuser actually abuses (most often sexual abuse) child in front of others in such a
way that no one knows what is going on and the child reports it.
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