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Developing a survivor’s story is a critical component of preparing for any case in which a client has a 

history of domestic violence, sexual assault, dating violence, and/or stalking. When working with immigrant 
survivors applying for immigration relief as a result of the abuse, it is necessary to collect a detailed story to 
submit as part of the immigration application.  While this focused story collection is not required for family 
court cases, there are significant advantages to obtaining a full history for clients who have experienced trauma, 
particularly in family court cases when the opposing party is the abuser.  

Helping a trauma survivor work through telling you her whole story can benefit her in divorce, custody, 
protection orders, and support hearings. Having the knowledge and understanding of the full contour of the 
abuse helps attain useful information, not only about criminal acts of abuse, but also provides a broader picture 
of the coercive control and the power dynamics in the relationship that will be very useful in crafting remedies 
in family court cases. Providing courts a more complete picture of the abuse tactics may affect outcomes in 
protection order hearings, support proceedings, and cases regarding care, custody, and visitation of children, 
especially if requesting supervised visitation, prohibiting overnight visits or other types of limited visitation.  

Eliciting the details of abuse from survivors of trauma can be very difficult.  Individuals may not identify 
every instance of abuse as abuse, or may have a difficult time discussing the events.  Additionally, the process 
may bring those experiences back into the present moment, which may cause the survivor to relive the trauma. 
The National Immigrant Women’s Advocacy Project, together with national experts on trauma informed care, 
developed a Structured Interview Questionnaire to assist attorneys and advocates working with survivors of 
trauma to facilitate meaningful information gathering with your client to get better results in the legal system 
while helping to heal at the same time.  

This Questionnaire is designed to encourage trauma survivors to disclose in-depth information. Some of the 
questions prompt responses that will obviously help build a stronger family court case, while others may be 
helpful details you can include as evidence. These questions are designed to produce detailed information that is 
persuasive to courts and useful in demonstrating patterns of abuse and coercive control that your client may 
not initially disclose because it is not overtly obvious as necessary for her case. 

When discussing the complexities of trauma, the reactions and realities of living with trauma vary 
drastically based on the unique experiences of each survivor.  To help you effectively use this Questionnaire, 
Dr. Mary Ann Dutton collaborated with NIWAP to produce a training for advocates and attorneys on trauma 
informed work that illustrates different scenarios that could arise when working with trauma survivors that 
cause obstacles in attaining information, such as anxiety, lack of confidence, fear, avoidance, unexpected 
triggers, minimization, inability to discuss, and suicidal thoughts,1 and illustrates ways to overcome those 
barriers.  

                                                 
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05Z95q1bkG4  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05Z95q1bkG4
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The following chart breaks down the Questionnaire with suggestions for sections most helpful for family lawyers, the 
type of information the questions are intended to produce, and how responses may be helpful. 

How to Use the Trauma Informed Structured Interview Questionnaire 
Section I  • These questions may appear obvious to some, as they ask details about the history of the relationship 

between your client and the abuser; however, they are especially helpful in identifying details of abuse that 
are not overt abuse, but rather part of the power and control.  

• Includes sections directed toward abusive parents and step-parents that may be especially relevant in 
custody cases; includes question on child support and visitation rights.  

Section II • Relevant to help you learn more detail about the contours of the domestic violence and totality of abuse; 
especially helpful for protection order and custody cases.  

• Elicits details of the different types of physical abuse, verbal abuse, and threats.  
Section III • “Good moral character” is a necessary component for some immigration relief.  While it is not traditionally 

considered in family cases, it can be very useful to gather information on the identity of the  primary 
caretaker, family dynamics, personal attributes, and community relationships. 

Section VI • Similar to Section I but distinct in that it asks about a range of other possible abusers, providing your client 
with an opportunity to discuss other instances of abuse. 

Section VII • This section discusses victimization by a spouse, partner or parent and may be useful to discuss details and 
instances she may not have considered abusive or may have been too intimated to previously disclose. 

Section VIII • Direct questions about the types of physical, emotional, and physiological harm endured by the survivor; 
opens the door to provide examples of abuse she may not have considered abusive. 

• May be relevant in alimony/disproportionate share of property; custody; and protection order remedies.  
• Information gathered from here may be especially helpful in showing the effect of the abuse on the client; 

this is useful to show the court how the abusers actions have injured your client. 
Section IX • Questions about interactions with law enforcement can provide very important information about witnesses 

and may capture additional sources of evidence (police report, social worker assessment, etc.). 
Section X • This section is typically immigration specific, but questions 1 through 5 and question 9 seek information 

about possibly damaging aspects of your client’s personal history. These responses will help you be aware 
of and prepare responses to adverse facts the opposing party can bring up.  

Section XI • The danger assessment is incredibly useful in safety planning with your client. 
• Identifies key areas of evidence to support your case.  
• Helps you recognize risk factors in the opposing party’s behavior.  

Section XII • Quantifies the abuse to help you build a stronger narrative in court and collect evidence. 
Section XIII • Sections XIII and XIV are combined here, as they both assess the level of emotional abuse.  

• Information is crucial in designing protection order remedies to best serve individual clients.   
• Helpful in designing any kind of a visitation schedule or plan with the abusive partner for navigating 

interactions while sharing custody and visitation of children. 
• Many of the coercive control factors may also be criminal activities committed by the abuser.  

Section XIV 

Section XV • Assessing the client’s expectations of future abuse can be very helpful in protection order and custody cases; 
these questions ask her to reflect on the future of her relationship with the abuser.   

Section XVI • Allows the client to quantify levels of distress from the abuse. This helps document and assess how to 
describe to the court the impact that the abuse has had on your client in any kind of family law case.  

Section XVII • Responses provide an overall picture of the client’s psychological mood. This will help assess the impact the 
abuse has had on your client for safety planning, mental health care assistance, referrals, etc.  

• Recognizing signs early and getting your client assistance will help her heal and make her a better witness. It 
may also affect your strategy and how you pace the legal proceedings.  

Section 
XVIII 

• Uncovers multiple types of trauma in a client’s past. The history of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse 
will help you understand how those experiences influence how she reacts or copes with situations.  

• Having this knowledge is important in family court cases in particular, when the opposing party had an 
intimate relationship with your client and may possess this knowledge. It is important for you to be aware of 
it because it helps you prepare yourself and your client for it to come up in court.  

• Understanding her past experience with trauma will also help you articulate to the court why seemingly 
innocuous behavior by the abuser is distressful and abusive to your client. 


