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Introduction 
Centering domestic violence (DV) survivor voice in child support policies and practices can help agencies 
better understand families’ needs and improve how the program works, helping to build a safer system.1 
Through the Safe Access for Victims’ Economic Security (SAVES) Center and demonstration project, child 
support agencies have centered the voice of DV survivors in child support program design, policymaking, 
and research. This brief describes the SAVES Center Framework for Survivor Engagement, how each of 
the 12 SAVES demonstration sites2 funded under the project incorporate DV survivors’ voices into their 

 
1Berastain, P., Taggart, S., & Clinton, C. (2025). Meaningful engagement and partnership with domestic violence survivors to improve safe 
access to child support services. SAVES Center. https://savescenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/SAVES_Meaningful-
Engagement-with-Survivors-.pdf 
2Office of Child Support Enforcement (2022). Safe Access for Victims' Economic Security (SAVES). Administration for Children and 
Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. https://acf.gov/css/grants/current-grants/safe-access-victims-economic-
security-saves 
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KEY LESSONS 

1. Centering domestic violence (DV) survivor voice reveals gaps between policy intent and survivors’ 
experiences, which creates opportunities to make child support programs safer and more responsive. 

2. Engagement approaches vary across agencies, and even small, intentional efforts can prove valuable in 
strengthening agency materials, policies, and processes. 

3. Engagement between state and tribal child support agencies and DV survivors requires strong agency 
commitment and trust-building; leadership must signal that survivor voice is essential to decision-
making, and partnering with trusted DV coalitions and community organizations helps establish 
credibility and reduce barriers to participation.  

4. Compensating DV survivors at fair market rates for their expertise demonstrates respect for survivors' 
expertise and promotes sustained participation. 

5. Closing the feedback loop sustains engagement; DV survivors remain involved when they see how 
their input shapes materials, policies, and practices. 

6. There is no one-size-fits-all approach to engaging with DV survivors; tailor engagement approaches 
based on agency capacity and readiness. 

7. Deeper engagement requires time and organizational culture shifts, including longer timelines, iterative 
processes, and shared decision-making. 

 

https://savescenter.org/
https://savescenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/SAVES_Meaningful-Engagement-with-Survivors-.pdf
https://savescenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/SAVES_Meaningful-Engagement-with-Survivors-.pdf
https://acf.gov/css/grants/current-grants/safe-access-victims-economic-security-saves
https://acf.gov/css/grants/current-grants/safe-access-victims-economic-security-saves
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work, and summarizes sites’ strategies to improve safety in the child support program through survivor 
engagement.  

Applying the SAVES Center Framework for Survivor 
Engagement to the Child Support Program 
Engagement approaches vary across sites, and even small, intentional efforts can prove valuable in 
strengthening agency materials, policies, and processes. To assess the depth of survivor engagement 
across demonstration sites, the SAVES Center adapted the Spectrum of Community Engagement to 
Ownership— a tool designed to assess and strengthen community participation in decision-making3— into 
the SAVES Center Framework for Survivor Engagement (Figure 1). The SAVES Center contextualized the 
framework for DV survivors navigating the child support program and reframed the most participatory 
stage—from 'Defer To' to 'Co-design,' reflecting a form of engagement in which DV survivors and child 
support staff share in decision-making to guide program and policy changes alongside child support agency 
staff. The SAVES Center Framework for Survivor Engagement comprises five stages, where higher stages 
represent more participatory DV survivor involvement. 

Figure 1. SAVES Center Framework for Survivor Engagement 

Sites’ Approaches to Engaging DV Survivors in SAVES Work  
DV survivors are the experts on how the child support program affects their families and their safety. This 
expertise uniquely positions them to help child support agencies identify: 

• Areas where program requirements conflict with safety planning; 
• How language, processes, timelines, and other system elements can feel coercive or unsafe; and  
• Gaps between agency safeguards and DV survivors’ experiences, revealing where the policies and 

programs designed to support them fall short.  

The SAVES demonstration sites engaged DV survivors in a variety of ways, with approaches varying in 
both form and depth across the framework's five stages. Although the Inform stage (i.e., sharing 
information with DV survivors about the child support program) is a necessary foundation, the SAVES 
Center Framework for Survivor Engagement encourages sites to move beyond this stage to more deeply 
engage DV survivors. The more participatory approaches, reflected in the Consult through Co-design 
stages, are those in which DV survivors have active voices in shaping the policies, practices, and tools that 

 
3 González, R. (2019). The spectrum of community engagement to ownership. Facilitating Power. 
https://www.facilitatingpower.com/spectrum_of_community_engagement_to_ownership  
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https://movementstrategy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-Spectrum-of-Community-Engagement-to-Ownership.pdf
https://movementstrategy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-Spectrum-of-Community-Engagement-to-Ownership.pdf
https://www.facilitatingpower.com/spectrum_of_community_engagement_to_ownership
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affect them. Many sites worked across multiple stages simultaneously and may appear in more than one 
stage. Table 1 illustrates site-reported engagement activities by framework stage. 

Table 1. DV Survivor Engagement Activities Across SAVES Demonstration Sites  
Framework Stage Engagement Activity Demonstration Sites 

Engaging in this Practice 
Inform: Child support 
agency shares 
information about 
program or policy with 
DV survivors 

Public awareness and outreach: Publish bench cards, brochures, 
and other materials to inform DV survivors of safety-related 
processes and protections available through the child support 
program 

Colorado, Georgia, Lac Courte 
Oreilles (LCO), Michigan, 
Minnesota, Missouri, New 
York, Ohio, Oklahoma, 
Virginia, Washington, 
Wisconsin 

Consult: Child support 
agency gathers DV 
survivor feedback on 
existing policies, 
materials, or practices 

Recruit into engagement activities (e.g., advisory groups, 
listening sessions): Conduct targeted outreach to DV survivors 
to participate in child support program improvement activities, 
such as advisory groups or listening sessions 

Colorado, Georgia, LCO, 
Michigan, Minnesota, 
Missouri, New York, Ohio, 
Virginia, Washington, 
Wisconsin 

Convene advisory groups: Convene groups of DV survivors to 
provide input on child support program policies, practices, and 
safety protocols 

Colorado, Georgia, LCO, 
Minnesota, Missouri, New 
York, Ohio, Virginia, 
Wisconsin 

Hold focus groups / listening sessions: Hold structured sessions 
to gather DV survivors' perspectives on their experiences 
navigating the child support program and their safety-related 
needs 

Michigan, New York, 
Washington 

Involve: Child support 
agency invites DV 
survivors to participate in 
ongoing program and/or 
policy conversations 

Gather feedback on safety tools (e.g., screening tools): Engage 
DV survivors to review and provide feedback on safety 
screening tools used to identify risk and inform case handling in 
the child support process 

Colorado, Georgia, LCO, 
Minnesota, New York, 
Wisconsin, Virginia 

Gather feedback on program materials and content: Engage DV 
survivors to review brochures, process guides, staff training 
materials, and other child support program content for 
accuracy, accessibility, and trauma-informed framing 

Michigan, Minnesota, New 
York, Ohio, Virginia, 
Washington 

Collaborate: Child 
support agency staff and 
DV survivors jointly 
develop and implement 
solutions  

Jointly revise content and/or update practice or policy: DV 
survivors work alongside child support staff to revise materials, 
co-develop training, and shape program policies to better reflect 
survivor safety needs 

Colorado, Georgia, LCO, 
Michigan, Minnesota, New 
York, Ohio, Virginia, 
Wisconsin 

Incorporate survivor voice at external meetings or conferences: 
DV survivors present alongside child support staff at local, 
regional, or national convenings to elevate survivor perspectives 
in policy and practice conversations 

Colorado, Minnesota, New 
York, Ohio, Virginia 

Co-design: DV survivors 
share in decision-making 
and help guide program 
and policy changes 
alongside child support 
agency staff 

Survivor advisory and leadership participation: DV survivors 
participate in leadership roles, share in decision-making, and/or 
have opportunities to guide the direction of program and policy 
work 

Minnesota, Ohio, Virginia 
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State Spotlights: The SAVES Center Framework for Survivor 
Engagement at the Sites 
The examples highlighted below detail how two SAVES demonstration sites developed and sustained 
approaches to engaging DV survivors across all stages of the framework, from Inform to Co-design. 
Minnesota's consensus-based model and Virginia's Impact Expert Advisor approach each illustrate what it 
looks like when child support agencies move beyond consultation to bring DV survivors into the work as 
partners and decision-makers. 

Minnesota 
The Minnesota SAVES Team (“Minnesota”)—a collaboration between the Minnesota Department of 
Children, Youth, and Families (DCYF) Child Support Division, Violence Free Minnesota, and Standpoint—
made DV survivor voice a central component of its work. With strong support from DCYF leadership, 
Minnesota adopted a deliberate approach to moving beyond informing and consulting DV survivors 
toward collaboration and co-design. As child support leadership noted, “It is possible and beneficial to 
incorporate survivors into policy conversations.” This commitment helped establish a pathway from Inform 
to Co-Design on the SAVES Center Framework for Survivor Engagement.  

Minnesota began by recruiting DV survivors to participate in their work through trusted DV partners, 
community networks, and peer referrals. Recognizing that deeper engagement requires more than 
recruitment, DCYF developed a comprehensive onboarding process that addressed confidentiality, 
informed consent, technology and accessibility needs, expected levels of participation, and available 
supports. A designated staff member maintained regular communication with DV survivors, conducted 
individual check-ins, developed safety and care plans, provided meeting reminders, and created a clear 
process for DV survivors to step back from participation, if desired. Minnesota also benefited from a state 
law4 that excludes compensation for lived-experience engagement in public benefit eligibility calculations, 
reducing barriers to DV survivor participation.  

To foster authentic partnership, Minnesota intentionally framed survivor engagement as a collaborative 
process, rather than a one-time consultation. DV survivors received Child Support 101 training and 
opportunities to build relationships with one another outside formal project meetings, helping them feel 
like partners in the work rather than external reviewers. Together, DV survivors and other project partners 
on the SAVES advisory council developed a charter that established shared values, group agreements, 
common terminology, and a consensus-based approach to decision-making. In addition to the advisory 
council, DV survivors participate in subcommittees and pilot programs, whose work regularly informs 
program improvements, public education efforts, and outreach activities. 

Building on this foundation, Minnesota has created an extensive SAVES grant community, which includes 
DV survivors, community partners, and institutional stakeholders. This community has grown to 
approximately 150 participants and continues to expand, providing ongoing input into policies, practices, 
and strategies designed to improve safety and accessibility within the child support program.  

Virginia 

Virginia integrated survivor engagement across all phases of its SAVES work, making survivor voice a 
central component of program improvement efforts. Working in partnership with the Virginia Sexual and 
Domestic Violence Action Alliance, the state recruited “Impact Expert Advisors” through trusted 

 
4 Minnesota Statutes § 256P.06, subd. 4 (2025); § 256P.01, subd. 5a. 

https://www.vfmn.org/
https://www.standpointmn.org/what-we-do
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relationships and intentionally designed its approach around transparency, accessibility, trust, and survivor 
autonomy.  

Virginia explicitly made trust-building a priority of their survivor engagement model. To begin their work, 
Virginia offered opportunities for transparent, frank discussions, where the agency staff listened to DV 
survivors’ concerns and needs. Virginia staff described this experience as “humbling,” noting that trust was 
built when DV survivors saw that criticism was genuinely heard and acted upon. Virginia also prioritized 
closing the feedback loop by regularly showing DV survivors how their input informed revisions to 
materials, policies, and trainings.  

Virginia recognized that engagement requires both organizational commitment and investment. To reduce 
administrative barriers and ensure the Impact Expert Advisors received compensation in a timely and 
accessible manner, Virginia partnered with the state DV coalition to administer payments; Impact Expert 
Advisors tracked their hours and submitted invoices to the coalition, which distributed payments using 
SAVES funds reimbursed by the child support agency. Routing payments through the DV coalition, rather 
than contracting with DV survivors directly, helped avoid the time and resource demands of individual 
consultant contracting while ensuring that compensation remained accessible. 

Virginia’s Impact Expert Advisors were offered low-barrier, flexible opportunities to engage with SAVES 
work and were treated as collaborators rather than one-time reviewers. This approach required staff to 
embrace flexibility—the longer timelines, repeated revisions, and a genuine willingness to reconsider 
existing practices based on survivor feedback. The Impact Expert Advisors contributed to the drafting and 
revision of forms, procedures, print resources, website content, and trauma-informed training. One 
example is the agency’s redesign of the Getting Child Support Safely brochure, where the Impact Expert 
Advisors helped simplify language, improve readability, and reorganize information to make the resource 
more accessible for individuals experiencing trauma. Both the original and revised versions of this 
brochure are presented in Appendix A.  

Virginia noted that this level of engagement required longer and more frequent meetings to allow time for 
discussion, reflection, and collaborative decision-making, but that it was worth it. Virginia’s Impact Expert 
Advisors were regularly shown how their feedback influenced revisions to forms, brochures, policies, and 
training. They valued this joint decision-making and described seeing their feedback turn into tangible 
changes as validating and, in some cases, “healing.”  

Strategies to Strengthen Survivor Engagement in 
the Child Support Program 
Through ongoing conversations with the demonstration sites, the SAVES Center has gained clear insights 
into how child support agencies have begun—and can continue to—build active, meaningful, and 
sustainable survivor engagement into state and tribal child support agencies. Below are the key lessons 
learned about how to strengthen survivor engagement in the child support program. 

Ensure strong agency commitment. DV survivors have more opportunities for engagement when agency 
leadership signals that DV survivor voice is not just symbolic, but integral to decision-making. Several sites 
found it helpful to secure leadership and staff buy-in before recruiting DV survivors to engage in any 
activities. For example, Wisconsin emphasized preparing staff and leadership for DV survivor engagement 
before launching advisory activities, while Virginia noted that deeper engagement required staff to be 
open to revising materials, policies, and practices based on survivor feedback. Although policy, regulatory, 
and other requirements may limit opportunities for co-design, leadership commitment signals a desire for—
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and enables—engagement in ways that are practical and feasible. Strong support from the agency also 
signals that the resources needed to engage DV survivors (e.g., staff time and flexibility, program or policy 
revisions) are prioritized.  

Intentionally build and maintain survivor trust. Recognize that DV survivors may be hesitant to engage 
with the child support program due to prior experiences with systems, ongoing safety concerns, or 
uncertainty about how their input will be used. Many SAVES sites partnered with trusted DV coalitions, 
shelters, courts, and community organizations to recruit DV survivors, which helped to establish credibility, 
reduce participation barriers, and engage a diverse range of DV survivors. Effective strategies to maintain 
trust beyond recruitment include providing clear information about the DV survivor role and expectations, 
offering flexible and low-barrier ways to participate, maintaining regular communication, and creating 
opportunities for relationship-building among DV survivors. To ensure agency staff have the capacity to 
build and maintain trusting working relationships with DV survivors, agencies should ensure staff are 
trained in trauma-informed practices and prepared to connect DV survivors to appropriate resources if 
engagement opportunities create a trauma response. 

Compensate DV survivors at rates that demonstrate respect and reduce barriers. Compensating DV 
survivors at consultant-level rates acknowledges the value of their expertise and promotes participation. In 
alignment with federal Office of Child Support Enforcement guidance5, the SAVES sites compensated DV 
survivors for their time and expertise, typically between $50 and $150 per hour. Sites also recognized the 
challenges that can come with compensation, such as potential impacts on public benefit eligibility or 
delays associated with government contracting processes. Sites worked closely with DV survivors to 
discuss potential impacts, concerns, and options. Many sites also partnered with DV organizations to 
administer payments, helping agencies navigate administrative barriers while ensuring DV survivors 
received compensation in a timely and accessible manner. 

Create a strong feedback loop to boost survivor engagement and retention. DV survivors remain engaged 
when they see how their input shapes materials, policies, and/or training. Reporting back on updated 
materials and/or program or policy changes reinforces agency credibility and partnership. Incorporating 
DV survivor feedback directly into revisions reinforces the value of their contributions and encourages 
continued participation. Agencies that demonstrate impact build long-term relationships and sustain 
survivor participation over time. 

Build in time and staff capacity for an organizational culture shift. The deeper the engagement, the 
greater the investment required—sustained collaboration means longer timelines, more frequent 
touchpoints, iterative input and review, and genuine shared decision-making. This often represents a 
significant shift for agencies, requiring staff buy-in and a willingness to balance DV survivor experiences 
with the statutory and operational requirements of a complex system. There is no one-size-fits-all 
approach; agencies should tailor their engagement strategies based on their capacity and readiness, and 
plan to grow that capacity over time. Several sites are now extending survivor engagement beyond SAVES 
activities. For example, Colorado, Minnesota, and New York have supported survivors in presenting at 
state and national conferences, while Ohio and Oklahoma have incorporated survivor perspectives into 
training and outreach efforts with partner agencies. These efforts demonstrate how survivor engagement 
can be sustained and expanded beyond a single initiative. 

 
5Office of Child Support Enforcement. (2022). A starter kit on engaging people with lived experience in child support programs (p. 3). U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services. https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ocse/engaging_starter_kit.pdf 

https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ocse/engaging_starter_kit.pdf
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Conclusion 
The SAVES Center Framework for Survivor Engagement provides a structure for agencies to develop their 
own approaches to incorporating DV survivor voice into program and policy decision-making. SAVES 
demonstration sites illustrate how engagement with DV survivors is both feasible and impactful. By 
engaging survivors, sites can strengthen program safety and improve families’ experiences. While 
engagement approaches vary across sites—from consultation to deeper collaboration—even small, 
intentional efforts can prove valuable in strengthening agency materials, policies, and processes. These 
experiences show that survivor voice can be integrated into program and policy decisions in structured, 
adaptable ways.  

Successful engagement requires preparation and sustained commitment. Before recruiting DV survivors, 
agencies should assess their leadership support, staff capacity, compensation infrastructure, and plan to 
grow and maintain that foundation over time. Strong agency commitment, intentional trust-building, 
meaningful compensation, closed feedback loops, and dedicated time for organizational culture shift are 
the building blocks of DV survivor engagement that are not only effective but long-lasting.   
 
Suggested citation: Davis, L., Starcher, D., Tegegne, B., & Whearty, J. (2026). Incorporating Survivor 
Voice to Improve the Safety of the Child Support Program. Center for Policy Research, Denver, 
Colorado. 

Funding for this project was provided by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Administration for 
Children and Families (ACF), Office of Child Support Enforcement, Grant Number 90FD0253, awarded to the Colorado 
Division of Child Support Services. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are 
those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the ACF. 
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Appendix A 
Appendix A presents an example of how Virginia's Impact Expert Advisors contributed to the redesign of 
the Getting Child Support Safely brochure, illustrating how survivor input can directly shape program 
materials. 

 

Appendix A1: Virginia's Getting Child Support Safely Brochure, Original 
Original brochure prior to Impact Expert Advisor review 
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Appendix A2: Virginia's Getting Child Support Safely Brochure, Revised 
Revised brochure reflecting Impact Expert Advisor feedback  
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