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Domestic abuse is a systematic pattern of power and control used by an individual for the sole purpose of manipulating 
that individual’s partner in an intimate relationship. It is often a learned behavior and will escalate, especially when a 
survivor of domestic abuse tries to end the relationship.  Survivors going through the divorce or child custody process 
often face a legal system that can also be manipulated by their abusers in order that the abusing partner can continue 
the pattern of power and control.  
 
There are many predictable opportunities for abusers to use the family court system to further the abuse. Courts are not 
designed to recognize an abuser’s deceptions and cognitive distortions, which often play out in arguments about 
visitation and custody.  Understanding and identifying patterns of the abusers’ unchanging, harmful behavior and false 
statements are crucial for an attorney representing survivors of domestic abuse.   
 
When an attorney is representing a survivor of domestic abuse, it is important for that attorney to help the court see the 
abusive patterns of the perpetrator’s behavior.  Abusers often present well in public and appear reasonable. That public 
persona often makes it difficult for the attorney to negotiate or mediate with the abuser who will not compromise. The 
thought of having to share a child will lead many an abuser to tears, which can make the abuser seem more sympathetic 
to a judge determining custody. In order to maintain power and control, abusers will also file excessive motions and 
repeatedly meet with the guardians ad litem, parenting coordinators and child evaluators.     
 
SHALVA, a Chicago area domestic abuse counseling agency, has established the Legal Liaison Program to empower 
clients to become informed participants in the legal process.  The program provides education, information and referrals 
for SHALVA clients so they can work more effectively with their attorneys.   The program also provides outreach and 
education to the legal community about domestic abuse.  The Legal Liaison does not represent SHALVA clients or handle 
cases, but will assist SHALVA’s clients in navigating the legal process by acting in concert with the attorney representing 
them which will, in turn, result in the court being better informed about the behaviors of the abuser.    
 
SHALVA is a partner with Jewish United Fund in serving our community and this program is supported by the Jewish 
Women’s Foundation of Metropolitan Chicago and the Adrienne Reiner Hochstadt Memorial Fund. 
 
If you are a family law attorney interested in representing SHALVA clients or would like to learn more about this 
program, please call Viki Rivkin, SHALVA Outreach and Education Legal Liaison at (773) 583-4673. 
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