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EMPOWERMENT ADVOCACY 
 
 

Empowerment advocacy is a wellness-based healing method in which battered 
women become increasingly able to take control of their lives.  The philosophical basis 
of empowerment advocacy assumes that victims/survivors of battering can determine 
what is best for their lives, if they are offered support, advocacy, resources and 
information.  The goal of empowerment advocacy is not only to return control to the 
victim/survivors, but also to involve survivors in assisting other battered women to build 
a collective strength among all women.  Empowerment means women directing their 
own lives, controlling their own bodies, and selecting their own goals and methods of 
achieving those goals.  Empowerment also means taking responsibility for their own 
actions while recognizing that they are not to blame for the violence against them. 
 

A battered woman may be thought to fall along a victim/survivor continuum, 
depending on her own development and self-identification.  All battered women have 
been victimized and in some sense, all are survivors.  But a woman may cease being a 
victim in her own eyes once she acknowledges her initial victimization and moves on to 
change her situation.  She may then become a survivor, ready to help others move from 
the role of victim to the role of survivor. 
 
Advocacy for Battered Women 
 

o Allow her to tell her story.  Let her know that you believe her and that you want 
to hear about her experiences. 

o Help her identify her feelings.  Support her right to be angry.  Don’t deny any of 
her feelings. 

o Be sensitive to women of other ethnicities, cultures, and classes.  You must 
realize that no woman is a stereotype and that each has had different life 
experiences. 

o Respect the cultural values and beliefs that affect her behavior.  Be aware of the 
physical isolation and cultural values of rural women. 

o Know that she does not need rescuing.  Help her assess her own resources and 
support system. 

 
Remember, a battered woman is in a crisis situation that prevents her from using 

her coping skills and problem solving abilities to the optimal level.  Help her get in touch 
with her strengths and emotional resources, and the decision she makes will be her 
own. 
 
As you work with a battered woman, be aware of your own biases: 
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o Be aware of your own attitudes, experiences, and reactions to violence.  Keep in 
mind the role that violence has had in your life. 

o Know your own limits of time and energy.  Be aware of your agency’s policies 
and services so you can be realistic.  Remember, you help define problems, not 
solve them.  You are responsible for your effort, not the outcome. 

o Beware of your own needs to be a powerful expert.  Do not give advice.  A 
battered woman has had advice on what to do.  She needs someone to care, to 
hold the mirror to help her see the situation, and to walk with her through the 
process. 

o Beware conscious of your own cultural biases, beliefs, and prejudices when 
working with women from different ethnic backgrounds.  Realize that there may 
be biases against you and that these must be dealt with honestly. 

o Do not diagnose.  Focus on concrete problem solving and emotional support, not 
subjective interpretations of behavior. 

o Do not convey disappointment if the woman elects to return to the violent 
relationship.  Be honest and explain your concerns.  Let her know that she can 
always come back and that you still care about her. 

 
Remember, you may be one of the first people in her life to show respect and 

support at a time when she needs it most.  What you get in return is the knowledge that 
you have been helpful to someone. 
 
 

DEVELOPING AN ADVOCACY FRAMEWORK 
 

To work with victims of domestic violence, who will primarily be women and 
their children, it is imperative that our framework is based on empowerment and 
advocacy.  If we interact with battered women in any other way, we will be re-
victimizing them. 
 

We are working with our peers-someone’s friend, mother, sister, daughter, aunt, 
niece, grandmother, cousin, girlfriend, wife or lover.  It is not a far stretch to imagine 
ourselves on the other end of the phone line, the other side of the desk, or sitting in a 
group or individual counseling session.  It is also conceivable that we have a friend or 
family member who is experiencing or has experienced domestic violence.  We always 
need to keep this in mind; we are working with capable adults who have experienced 
trauma. 
 

Consider one women’s statement: “I’m a formerly battered woman and a 
survivor of incest, and I’m not a victim and I’m not a client.  I’m a woman in this 
struggle.” 
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How would you like to be treated by the “helping” professions if you were seeking safety 
or other supportive services?  Would treating you as a helpless, incapable, ignorant child 

be useful?  For a reality check, always put yourself in the position of the people you 
serve.  

 
 

GOALS OF EMPOWERMENT ADVOCACY 
 

o Women, as experts about their own lives, learning to know their strengths. 
 
o Women internalizing a sense of individual and collective power. 

 
o Women validating their experiences as politically oppressive rather than as self-

caused or irrational. 
 

o Women learning to stand together as a community. 
 

o Women supportively enabling other women to take certain risks. 
 

o Women controlling their own lives by turning individual defeats into victories. 
 

o Women demonstrating that collective efforts can better women’s lives. 
 

o Battered women participating fully in the decision-making, record keeping, and 
rule making situations that affect their lives. 

 
o Battered women becoming leaders and actors in the Battered Women’s 

Movement. 
 
 

The end result of empowerment advocacy is a battered woman moving from the 
role of victim to the role of survivor. She will believe that she is a strong, capable adult 
with a voice to be heard.  She will believe that she is worthy of everyone’s respect.  It is 
suggested you remind staff and/or others whom you work with that this is a process to 
be done in the women’s own time.  Immediate results may not be noticeable. You are  
planting seeds that the people you advocate for and with will reap later in their pursuit 
for safe, free and happy lives. 
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HOW TO LISTEN SO SHE CAN TALK:  
INTERVENTION STRATEGIES 

 
Advocacy with victims of domestic violence most often consists of crisis oriented, 

short-term interventions that are best characterized as supportive and educational.  
Along with helping battered women achieve safety, the primary goal of the intervention 
is empowerment. 
 

Empowerment advocacy is a non-psychotherapeutic helping method that offers 
support, resources, advocacy, information and education.  It builds on a victim’s 
strengths while assuming they are healthy and competent. 
 

Empowerment advocacy always involves the exploration of options.  
Empowerment advocacy is not psychotherapy.  Most battered women are in crisis; they 
are not mentally ill.  Advocacy, support services, and education are the empowering 
advocacy services that are needed. 
 

The empowerment model developed in the early stages of the battered 
women’s movement made a number of assumptions about the appropriate approaches 
to helping battered women.  These assumptions are discussed below. 
 

Domestic violence is a social rather than a personal problem.  Oppression, 
sexism, and male domination of our society reinforce the battered women’s sense of 
powerlessness and victimization.  It is through women helping women that we all come 
to understand and overcome our common oppression.  One component of this is the 
inclusion of battered and formerly battered women in the support network designed by 
domestic violence programs.  Everyone benefits from the involvement and perspective 
brought by battered women. 
 

The perpetrator is responsible for the violence, not the victim.  Victim blaming is 
never appropriate. 
 

One role of the advocate is to educate the battered woman about domestic 
violence dynamics.  Advocacy, rather than therapy, is the most appropriate intervention.  
The battered woman is assumed to be a healthy person in need of understanding, 
information, support and advocacy.  The advocate is a peer, not an expert.  She provides 
support, skills, education and information, but she never exerts power or authority over 
the victim.  The role of the advocate is to help the victim articulate options that will 
move the victim to attaining her own goals, while at the same time developing the 
problem solving, conflict resolution, and assertion skills that are necessary for success.   

 
Self-help-with an ultimate goal of strength, independence, and self-sufficiency—

is the core of the empowerment model.  When support is needed, the advocate walks 
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with the victim rather than for the victim.  Empowerment means helping the victim 
gains the skills and confidence necessary to exercise control over her own life.  Helping 
her realize that she can take charge of her life, act competently, and become 
independent is a goal of empowerment advocacy.  Any other assumptions made about 
her abilities only serve to re-victimize her. 
 

In empowerment advocacy, the advocate must overcome her own stereotypes 
and biases in order to be an effective helper to women from diverse backgrounds and 
experiences.  The language of empowerment needs to acknowledge women’s growth 
and power when conveying the positive philosophy, attitudes, and images necessary to 
attain those goals.  The advocate always leaves the final decision or choice up to the 
battered woman.  The advocate supports the battered woman and that woman’s 
choices, even when they would not be the choice of the advocate. 


