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About Family
Sunshine Center
The Family Sunshine Center fosters hope and healing for survivors of family violence, sexual assault, and 
human trafficking through the provision of crisis intervention, safe shelter, counseling, and supportive 
services so that they may be empowered to lead safe, violence-free lives. Because violence can affect 
anyone, our services are free and available to all, serving individuals and families across Autauga, Butler, 
Chilton, Crenshaw, Elmore, Lowndes, and Montgomery counties.

This project was supported by Subgrants #2026-VA-SH-33 awarded by the Law Enforcement Traffic 
Safety Division of ADECA and the U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, and conclusions or 
recommendations expressed in this publication/program/exhibition are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. Department of Justice or grant-making component.
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Introduction

No one is ever prepared to realize that someone they care about may be experiencing abuse.

Sometimes the first sign is a comment that doesn’t sit right. A bruise with an explanation that doesn’t 
make sense. A friend who seems quieter than they used to be. A family member who suddenly pulls 
away from the people who care about them.

Whatever you noticed, it led you to a difficult question: Could 
someone I care about be experiencing abuse?

You may also be wondering:
•	 Should I say something?
•	 What if I’m wrong?
•	 What if they get angry with me?
•	 How can I help without making things worse?

If you’ve asked yourself these questions, you’re not alone. Realizing 
someone you care about is being abused can leave you feeling 
worried, angry, frightened, and unsure what to do next. Not 
knowing how to help is normal. The good news is that you do not 
need to have all the answers to make a difference.

This guide is for anyone who wants to support someone they 
care about. It will help you recognize warning signs, start difficult 
conversations, avoid common mistakes, and connect your loved 
one with help when they are ready.

While every situation is different, one caring person who listens, 
stays connected, and knows where to find help can make a 
meaningful difference.
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Every relationship has disagreements. In a healthy relationship, 
both people can share their opinions, make their own choices, 
spend time with others, and set boundaries without being afraid. 

Domestic abuse is different. It is a pattern of behavior used 
by one person to gain and maintain power and control over 
another person in an intimate relationship.

Abuse often begins with subtle forms of control and may 
become more frequent or more severe over time. It can happen 
to anyone, regardless of age, gender, race, religion, sexual 
orientation, income, or background. No one deserves abuse, and 
no one is responsible for another person’s abusive behavior.

Understanding what abuse can look like may help you recognize 
when someone you care about might need support.

Not All Abuse Leaves Bruises
Many people think domestic violence only involves physical harm, 
but abuse can take many forms, including:
•	 Emotional or verbal abuse
•	 Sexual abuse
•	 Financial control
•	 Technology-facilitated abuse
•	 Isolation from friends and family
Many survivors experience several forms of abuse at the same time.

Someone May Need Support If They:
•	 Seem withdrawn or isolated
•	 Appear afraid of upsetting their partner
•	 Frequently cancel plans or miss work or school
•	 Have little control over money, transportation, or daily decisions
•	 Blame themselves for problems in the relationship
•	 Suddenly seem anxious, fearful, or unlike themselves
One sign alone does not always mean someone is experiencing 
abuse. But if you notice several changes, or simply feel something is 
wrong, trust your instincts and reach out with care.

understanding
domestic abuse

Looking at the 
Bigger Picture
Abuse is often made up 
of many behaviors that 
work together to gain and 
maintain power and control. 
The Power and Control 
Wheel helps explain these 
patterns and the many 
forms abuse can take.

Scan the QR code to 
explore the wheel and learn 
more.

Domestic Abuse isn’t 
caused by anger, stress, 
alcohol, drugs, mental 
illness, or relationship 
problems, though these 
things can make a 
situation more dangerous. 
The person who chooses 
to be abusive is always 
responsible for their 
actions.
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how to start 
a conversation

Realizing that someone you care about may be experiencing abuse can leave you feeling uncertain 
about what to do next. You may worry about saying the wrong thing, making the situation worse, or 
damaging your relationship with them.

Those concerns are normal. You don’t need to have all the 
answers to help.

You do not have to wait until you are certain that someone is being 
abused to check in with them. Abuse is often difficult to recognize, 
even for the person experiencing it. If something feels wrong, trust 
your instincts and reach out with care.

Start the Conversation
If they have not shared what they are experiencing, approach this 
conversation gently. Your goal is not to convince them to leave or 
force them to talk. It is to let them know that you care, that you are 
concerned, and that you are there to listen.

If they are not ready to open up, be patient. Do not pressure them 
or become frustrated. Simply knowing that someone believes 
them and is willing to listen can make a meaningful difference.

This conversation is not about having the perfect words. It is about 
helping someone feel less alone and reminding them that support 
is available when they are ready.

You might say:
•	 “I’ve noticed that you don’t seem like yourself lately. How are things 

going?”
•	 “You seem stressed, and I’m worried about you.”
•	 “You don’t have to talk about anything you’re not comfortable 

sharing, but I wanted you to know I’m here.”

Open-ended questions often work better than questions that can 
be answered with a simple yes or no.

Before You  
Reach Out
Every situation is different, 
and safety should always 
come first. Before you start 
a conversation, keep in mind 
that an abusive partner might 
watch phone calls, texts, 
social media, transportation, 
finances, or daily routines 
closely.

If you can, try to:
•	 Have the conversation 

somewhere private where 
you won’t be interrupted.

•	 Don’t bring up your 
concerns when the abusive 
partner is present. 

•	 Remember that phones, 
computers, vehicles, and 
social media might be 
monitored.

•	 Try not to leave messages 
that could put someone in 
danger if found.

•	 Let them decide how much 
they want to share. 

•	 Respect their privacy and 
keep what they tell you 
confidential.

If you think someone is 
in immediate danger, call 
911 or emergency services 
immediately.
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Choose Your Words Carefully
The goal of the conversation is not to solve the problem. It is to 
help someone feel safe enough to talk. Try to avoid questions or 
comments that may sound judgmental or place responsibility for 
the abuse on them.
Instead of: “Why don’t you just leave?”
Try: “I can’t imagine how difficult this is. I’m here to support you.”

Instead of: “Are they abusing you?”
Try: “I’ve noticed some things that make me concerned. How are 
you feeling about your relationship?”

Instead of: “You can’t still love them.”
Try: “I understand that relationships can be complicated. I’m here 
to listen, not judge.”

Instead of: “If you don’t leave, I can’t help you.”
Try: “I know there is a lot to consider. Whatever you decide, I want 
you to know you are not alone.”

These kinds of comments can shift responsibility away from the abuser onto the person being abused.

Listen Without Judgment
Telling someone about abuse takes courage. A supportive response can help them feel safe enough to 
keep reaching out. One of the most helpful things you can do is let them know you believe them. Let 
them know you care about their safety, that they do not deserve this abuse, and that it is not their fault.

You do not need to have the perfect words. Often, the most helpful things you can say are:

•	 “I am so sorry this is happening to you.”
•	 “Thank you for sharing this.”
•	 “I don’t even know what to say right now, but I am so glad you told me.” 
•	 “You don’t deserve this.”
•	 “It’s not your fault.”
•	 “You are not alone.”
•	 “You get to decide what you do next.”

Listen more than you speak. Resist the urge to solve the problem or tell them what they should do. 
They know their own situation best.

Ask how you can help. That may mean watching the children, helping them find resources, or simply 
being there to listen. If you do not know the answer to a question, it is okay to say, “I don’t know, but I can 
help you find out.”

Remember that printed materials, text messages, and online activity may not always be private. Think 
carefully about how you share information and what is safest for them.

Survivor or 
Victim?
Some people prefer the 
term victim, while others 
identify as a survivor. Neither 
term is right or wrong, and 
the language an individual 
chooses should always be 
respected.

Throughout this guide, 
we use the term survivor 
because it reflects Family 
Sunshine Center’s belief in 
hope, healing, and resilience.
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Stay Connected
Supporting someone experiencing abuse is often a journey, 
not a single conversation. Change rarely happens overnight, 
and it can be difficult to watch someone you care about 
struggle. Be patient. This process may take time, and it needs 
to happen at their pace, not yours.

Keep checking in. If someone is being isolated, regular contact 
can be a lifeline. It reminds them that they are not alone and 
that support is available when they are ready. If they are not 
reaching out, it may be because they cannot, not because they 
do not want or need help.

Help them think about their safety. A safety plan can help 
someone prepare for an emergency, whether they are 
staying in the relationship, planning to leave, or have already 
left. Safety planning is personal, and the right plan will look 
different for every survivor.

Protect their privacy. Never confront the abusive partner or 
share what you have been told without permission. Doing so 
could place them, their children, and others at greater risk.

Finally, remember that abuse is about power and control. 
Approaches such as couples counseling, mediation, or anger 
management may not address the underlying abuse and can sometimes make the situation more 
dangerous.

Learning that someone you 
care about is being abused 
can bring up a lot of emotions. 
You may feel angry, frightened, 
heartbroken, or overwhelmed. 
Those feelings are normal.

If you need time to process 
what you have heard, be honest 
without withdrawing your 
support. Let them know that 
you care about them and that 
the conversation is not over.

You might say:
”I’m really glad you told me. I 
care about you, and I want to be 
here for you. I need a little time to 
process everything you’ve shared, 
but I don’t want you to think you 
have to face this alone. Can we 
talk again soon?”

Stay Connected Safely
Technology can help people stay connected, but it can also be used to monitor, control, or intimidate 
someone experiencing abuse.

If you are supporting a loved one, remember that phone calls, text messages, emails, social media, and 
shared devices may not always be private.

•	 Let them decide the safest way to communicate.
•	 Avoid leaving messages that could put them at risk if someone else 

sees or hears them.
•	 Be careful about sharing locations, photos, or plans online.
•	 Remember that every situation is different and the safest choice will 

depend on their circumstances.

Scan the QR code to learn more about technology safety and how to 
create a personalized safety plan.
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When someone tells you they are being abused, you may feel a strong urge to fix the situation or protect 
them from further harm. You do not have to have all the answers.

Keep listening. Keep checking in. Keep reminding them that they are not alone.

Healing and change take time, and you may not always know the right thing to do. You do not have to 
rescue someone to be helpful. Sometimes the most important thing you can do is continue to show up.

What If They Aren’t Ready to Leave
One of the hardest parts of supporting someone who is being abused is accepting that they may make 
decisions you would not make yourself.

They may stay, leave, or return while they work toward a plan that feels safe for them.

People experiencing abuse often weigh many different concerns, including their safety, their children, 
their finances, where they will live, and what the abusive partner might do if they try to leave.

You do not have to understand every decision to continue offering support.

Avoid criticizing, blaming, or giving ultimatums. A simple phone call, text message, invitation to dinner, 
or checking in from time to time can remind someone that they are not alone.

Abusive partners often try to cut people off from friends, family, and community support that could help. 
Sometimes, well-meaning peoplecan accidentally make that isolation worse.

Giving ultimatums like “If you don’t leave, I can’t help you,” criticizing the abusive partner in a way that 
makes someone feel they have to defend them, or asking questions that suggest they are to blame for 
the abuse can make it harder for them to ask for help again.

You don’t have to approve of the relationship to be a safe and supportive person in someone’s life. 
Staying connected might be one of the most important things you can do.

Taking Care of Yourself
Supporting someone who is being abused can be difficult. You may feel frustrated, discouraged, or 
unsure whether your support is making a difference.

Remember to take care of yourself, too. Lean on your own support system, maintain healthy boundaries, 
and recognize that you cannot control another person’s choices.

You may not always see the impact of your support, but your continued presence can help reduce 
isolation and remind someone that they do not have to face abuse alone.

You do not have to know exactly what to say or do.

Listening, believing, and staying connected can help someone feel less alone and remind them that 
support is available when they are ready.

offering 
support
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Talking About 
Abuse Around 
Children
Children often pick up on more 
than adults think, and they 
might repeat what they hear 
without knowing what could 
happen as a result.

Don’t ask children to 
confirm your worries, collect 
information, deliver messages, 
or keep secrets about the 
abuse. Doing this can put them 
in the middle of adult problems 
and may increase risk for both 
the child and the non-abusive 
parent.

If you want to talk to the non-
abusive parent about your 
concerns, pick a time and place 
where you can talk privately 
and safely.

If a child comes to you, listen 
calmly and support them. Let 
them know it’s not their fault, 
and it’s not their job to fix adult 
problems.

when children 
are involved

Domestic violence rarely affects just one person. When children live in a home where abuse is 
occurring, they can be deeply affected, even if they never see or hear the abuse directly.

Children often recognize that something is wrong long before adults realize it. They may notice tension 
in the home, changes in routines, fear, arguments, or the emotional impact abuse has on the people 
they love.

Every child responds differently. Some children become withdrawn or anxious. Others may struggle in 
school, have difficulty sleeping, act out, or experience changes in behavior. Some children may appear 
unaffected while quietly carrying fear and stress.

It is important to remember that children are never responsible 
for the abuse. The responsibility always belongs to the person 
choosing to use abusive behavior.

How You Can Help
If children are part of the situation, there are several ways you 
can provide support:
•	 Listen when they want to talk, but do not pressure them to 

share information. 
•	 Do not ask children to carry messages, gather information, 

confirm your concerns, or take sides in adult conflicts. 
•	 Avoid putting children in the position of keeping secrets or 

solving adult problems.
•	 Be a calm, consistent, and supportive adult in their life.
•	 Avoid criticizing either parent in front of the child.
•	 Respect the decisions of the non-abusive parent whenever 

possible.
•	 Encourage professional support when additional help may be 

needed.
Children benefit from safe, supportive relationships with caring 
adults. Sometimes simply knowing that there is a trusted adult 
who listens, believes them, and cares about their well-being can 
make a meaningful difference.

If you are concerned about a child who may be affected by 
domestic violence, Family Sunshine Center can help connect 
families with resources and support.
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If someone you care about is experiencing abuse, you do not have to support them alone.

At Family Sunshine Center, we provide free and confidential services for people affected by domestic 
violence, sexual assault, and human trafficking. Whether someone needs immediate help or is simply 
exploring their options, our team can provide information, advocacy, and support.

Help begins the moment someone reaches out.

What Happens When They Contact  
Family Sunshine Center?
Reaching out for help can feel overwhelming. Many people 
worry that they will be judged, pressured to leave, or forced to 
make decisions before they are ready.

That is not how we work.

A person does not have to be ready to leave an abusive partner 
to contact us. Some people need immediate help. Others may 
simply want information, resources, or someone to talk to.

Every person’s situation is different, so we begin by listening. We 
want to understand what is happening, answer questions, and 
learn what kind of support would be most beneficial.

If someone is in immediate danger, we will work with them to 
determine what they need to stay safe and help connect them 
with emergency services or shelter if needed.

From there, we will talk about their options. Depending on their 
needs, we may connect them with:
•	 Counseling
•	 Safe Shelter
•	 Legal Information and Assistance
•	 Advocacy Services
•	 Community Resources

The choice of what to do next always belongs to the survivor. 
Our role is to provide information, support, and resources so 
they can make the decisions that feel right for them.

Support can continue for as long as it is helpful. Healing looks 
different for everyone, and we will help them find the next step 
that works best for them.

how we can 
help

Ready to Learn 
More?
www.familysunshine.org

If you or someone you care about 
is thinking about reaching out, visit 
our website to learn more about 
our services and what to expect 
when contacting us.

There you can:
•	 Learn what happens when 

someone reaches out for help.
•	 Explore available services and 

support.
•	 Find information about safety 

planning and other resources.
•	 Access additional Friends and 

Family guides.

To Contact Family 
Sunshine Center

24-Hour Crisis Services Help Line
334-263-0218 
Collect calls accepted.

Walk-In Services
858 South Court Street
Montgomery, Alabama 36104

Office Hours
Monday-Friday
8:30 a.m. - 4:30 p.m.

http://www.familysunshine.org


9

other resources

Where to Find Help
Alabama Coalition Against Domestic 
Violence (ACADV)
800-650-6522 (Alabama DV Hotline)
334-832-4842
www.acadv.org

National Domestic Violence Hotline
800-799-7233
www.thehotline.org

Websites for Survivors and Supporters
If you are supporting someone who may be experiencing abuse, these organizations offer trusted 
information, safety planning tools, and confidential support.

Technology Safety
www.techsafety.org/resources-survivors
Practical tools and safety tips to help survivors 
reduce the risks of technology-facilitated abuse, 
stalking, and digital monitoring.

Love Is Respect
www.loveisrespect.org
Information and support for teens, young adults, 
and the people who care about them on healthy 
relationships and dating abuse.

National Resource Center on Domestic 
Violence
www.nrcdv.org
Educational resources and information to help 
individuals and communities better understand 
domestic violence and how to respond.

National Network to End Domestic Violence
www.nnedv.org
Resources, tools, and advocacy focused on 
supporting survivors and strengthening services 
for those affected by domestic violence.

National Coalition Against Domestic 
Violence
www.ncadv.org
Education and resources that promote awareness, 
prevention, and support for survivors of domestic 
violence.

This guide is part of Family Sunshine Center’s Friends and Family Series, a collection of resources 
designed to help people support loved ones during difficult times.

Other guides in the series include:
•	 Domestic Violence: A Guide for Friends & Family
•	 Supporting a Survivor of Sexual Assault
•	 Child Sexual Assault: A Guide for Parents & Caregivers

Scan the QR code to view these guides and explore additional  
resources available from Family Sunshine Center.

http://www.acadv.org
http://www.thehotline.org
http://www.techsafety.org/resources-survivors
http://www.loveisrespect.org
http://www.nrcdv.org
http://www.nnedv.org
http://www.ncadv.org



