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In Their Own Words: Domestic Violence Survivors on Seeking Safety & Police
Responses

New Study Exposes Glaring Deficiencies in Law Enforcement Response to New Jersey
Domestic Violence Survivors

“At that time | felt like my life was in danger, and [the police] weren't taking it seriously
whatsoever. When | went back, [the police] just had to call the judge, and she allowed the TRO
over the phone. It was just a phone call that they did not make. If my life had been in immediate
danger at that point, | would not have had a RO...They were victim shaming the entire time, |
almost didn’t want to file a report.”

— Anonymous, Domestic Violence Survivor

Bloomfield, NJ -Sept. 19- Contacting the police for assistance with an abusive intimate partner
is an act of last resort, only taken when a victim’s others support systems have failed. The
response from law enforcement can either assist victims on their path to safety or discourage
and, in the worst cases, further endanger them.

A new study by Partners (https://partnersnj.org), a non-profit that provides free legal assistance
and advocates for low-income survivors of domestic and sexual violence, exposes serious flaws
in police response to domestic violence. “In Their Own Words,” authored by Partners’ Policy
Counsel, Trish Perlmutter, and Policy Analyst, Shana Kleiner, provides gqualitative information
taken from interviews with approximately 50 survivors from marginalized communities, on their
interactions with police departments, in over 23 municipalities, in seeking protection from their
abusers. Input was also gathered from community partners.

“Our findings indicate that although some survivors received crucial and supportive assistance
from police, too many victims reported feeling discouraged, dismissed, unprotected, and/ or
discriminated against following their contact with law enforcement,” states Trish Perimutter,
Partners’ Policy Counsel.

The study provides greater insight into survivors’ perilous path to safety, and how the systems
designed to help and support survivors cause harm and additional trauma. As Lauren Bivona,
Crisis Response Team Coordinator at Safe in Hunterdon and former Flemington Borough police
officer, notes, “| have spent over twenty years working as a municipal police officer, specializing
in domestic violence. My current role reinforces my belief that we can all do better for survivors
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by focusing on listening to what they’re asking for. This study is an exciting step towards
improving services for survivors. It demonstrates the extensive need for clients to have an
advocate present while they begin to navigate the pathways towards safety.”

Most people who commit acts of domestic violence are neither arrested nor convicted for their
offenses, and many survivors prefer to avoid the criminal system in seeking safety. Linking
survivors to domestic violence resources and civil protective orders is crucial to preventing
revictimization. In New Jersey, law enforcement are asked to play a vital role in facilitating
access to restraining orders and domestic violence resources,

“In Their Own Words” consists of four sections. https://partnersnj.org/policy-reports/ Part 1
outlines the process for conducting survivor interviews and summarizes past research to
contextualize our study. Part 2 analyses the duties of the police in responding to domestic
violence. Part 3 describes the concerns of survivors with regard to their law enforcement
experiences and identifies factors in those interactions that build or diminish trust, safety, and
assistance. Finally, Part 4 examines the implications for victims when the law enforcement
response does not meet the needs of survivors and concludes with recommendations to better
protect and serve survivors.

KEY FINDINGS:*

1. Dismissiveness as a barrier to obtaining police assistance: Nearly half of interview
participants identified discouragement or dismissiveness within police interactions.
Notably, the majority of survivors who reported feeling dismissed also reported
bias within the police interaction.

2. Police discouraging victims from seeking restraining orders While law enforcement
are required to offer victims restraining orders, many survivors reported that the police
discouraged them from obtaining restraining orders. Despite their police interaction, over
40% of the interviewed survivors received their restraining order from the Superior Court
without assistance from the police.

3. Victims feeling unprotected following law enforcement interactions. Over half of
the survivors we interviewed identified feeling unprotected by the police, defined as the
police declining to initiate criminal charges, not serving a restraining order, or not
responding to a report of contempt.

4. Lack of access to Domestic Violence Advocates. Police departments are required to
work with a Domestic Violence Response Team, made up of trauma-informed,
confidential subject matter experts, and to offer victims the opportunity to meet with an
advocate. One quarter of survivors reported learning about advocacy services from law
enforcement.

5. Positive Police Responses: Survivors outlined how an individualized, empathetic
police response provided them with crucial assistance at a moment of intense danger
and trauma. Although many participants had complaints regarding their interactions with
the police, they acknowledged the essential role of law enforcement with over 60% of

! Please refer to the Executive Summary for a complete list of findings.
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interviewees indicating that they would call the police again if they encountered another
episode of violence.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Recommendations include community-oriented, legislative, and law enforcement measures,
such as mandating call-outs to domestic violence advocates, expanding language access, and
hiring more female officers of color.

“In Their Own Words” calls for critical reforms within communities, through law enforcement,
and legislation.

“Law enforcement officers are trained to question and interrogate strategies that are not
appropriate when communicating with victims in a state of trauma. Instead, New Jersey needs
to robustly fund and authorize domestic violence advocates and social workers as a first-line
response to domestic violence,” according to Shana Kleiner, LSW.

“In Their Own Words” is available on Partners’ website (https://partnersnj.org), beginning
September 19, along with an Executive Summary and Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ). For
further information, contact InTheirOwnWords@partnersnj.org.

About Partners:

Partners is a non-profit public interest law firm that is dedicated to making a difference in the
lives of domestic violence and sexual assault victims through free legal representation, advice,
and counseling sessions. To extend our impact, we also engage in advocacy, seeking systemic
changes in the legal system to advance equity and safety, especially for marginalized survivors.

Partners provide free legal assistance to low-income victims who seek domestic violence and

sexual assault restraining orders and orders of protection, as well as related relief available in

the family court. Partners serves clients statewide, and provides legal representation in Essex,
Hudson, Passaic, Union, and Middlesex Counties. Approximately 85% of Partners’ clients are
people of color, and 35% are individuals with limited English proficiency.

For further information regarding the Study, contact InTheirOwnWords@ partnersnj.org.

Partners

650 Bloomfield Avenue
Bloomfield, N.J. 07003
T: 973-233-0111

F: 973-233-0106
www.partnersnj.org
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https://www.facebook.com/PartnersforWomenandJustice/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/partnersforwomenandjustice/
https://www.instagram.com/partnersforwomenandjustice/

