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Duality: The Advocate’s Role

You are a twenty six year-old woman. You live with your husband in a small house in Round Rock. You have two children. Lisa, your daughter, is four, and Matthew, your son, has just turned two. You have felt nauseous the last two days, and you think that you might be pregnant again– but, you don’t know for sure.

Before Lisa was born, the two of you had been very happy. Craig, your husband of four years, had been very romantic. He bought you flowers and told you that you were beautiful. He always used to say, “Baby, you’re the best thing that ever happened to me.” You believed him with all of your heart. Before Craig, you felt unloved and neglected; he made you feel special. Four years ago, you had been so excited to tell him that you were pregnant. He seemed happy at first; it was his idea that the two of you get married, but after the ceremony, something changed.

For almost four years now, you have lived everyday in fear. When Craig rages at you, there is nothing you can do. He yells at you, screaming, “You bitch! You’re so goddamn lazy.” He hit you for the first time when you were seven months pregnant, and you wanted to leave, but you didn’t know where to go. Last night he raged at you again. 

“You mother fucking whore,” he yelled. Matthew and Lisa were terrified and crying. They watched him throw the telephone at you and beat you with his fists. He punched you in the face and knocked you on the ground. The chaos and noise in the room was deafening– you cried out, “No, no! Stop!” But he did not stop. 

This morning, after he left for work, you managed to stumble to the bathroom. Gingerly patting away the blood, you tried to clean yourself up. There are bruises all over your body and your eye is swollen and black. You hear Matthew playing in the next room, and Lisa is watching TV. You think, “I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t put my children through this.” You turn off the water and take a suitcase out of the closet. Picking up the phone you think, “No more. Today is the last day.”

...  

When the violence becomes unbearable, the advocate is there. When women or men call, seeking shelter, advice, and support, the advocate is there. It is her or his job to empower, to encourage decision making, to teach coping skills, and most importantly, to give the victim agency and control over their own life. 

Unless you have experienced domestic violence first hand or you are close to someone who has lived in an abusive relationship, it is almost impossible to imagine yourself as the victim. When I began training for my internship at the Williamson County Crisis Center, two months ago, I had no idea how pervasive domestic violence is in the United States, in Texas, and in Williamson County. It is hard to understand abuse because our world-view is informed by our experience. Despite research which shows that half of all women in this country will experience intimate partner violence, the dynamics of domestic violence and abusive relationships are misunderstood by most Relationships based on control, fear, and violence are everywhere. Victims come from every gender, ethnicity, race, age group, and socioeconomic level, and there are few who will speak for them, few who provide reassurance. But, the advocate is there.

...

Dorie Budde is the legal advocate at the Williamson County Crisis Center. She works with both residential and non-residential clients. Each day, whether she is in the main office at 211 Commerce Street in Round Rock, Texas or working at the shelter, she encounters women who need help navigating the legal system. Although the work is challenging, Dorie knows that she is helping. 

The Advocate Training Manual, created by the Texas Council on Family Violence, states that “the burden placed on the advocate can be a heavy one,” because “they are asked to absorb the pain and suffering of their clients, to validate the survivor’s experience, and to be empathetic and supportive without losing their objectivity.”

When Dorie moved to Texas from Nebraska a few years ago, she had not even considered a career in legal advocacy. At the University of Nebraska, she pursued a degree in criminal justice, and later, she interned at a Domestic Violence (DV) Crisis Center.

“I learned a lot in my internship,” she says.

Her interest in victims of domestic violence began ast a young age. She says, “My mom’s first marriage had CV. He almost killed her several times. She always told me about her experiences, so I am sure that that had something to do with my choice.” 

Before coming to the Williamson County Crisis Center, Dorie worked for two years with CPS. Working with kids was hard for her because she was always worried. Because young children cannot advocate for themselves, Dorie always felt responsible for the choices she made in placements and removals. She couldn’t sleep at night because she worried that she had made the wrong decision. Her mind would race with possibilities. 

“I was always so afraid that I would wake up the next morning, and the face of a kid that I was supposed to see would be all over the news. I was afraid for each of the kids on my client list that I hadn’t had time to see,” she says.

...

Many volunteers with the crisis center are shocked to learn how prevalent violent relationships are. For me, even after two months and countless intakes, the stories of abuse and violence shared by each woman I speak with are still difficult to fathom. Sometimes their accounts seem more like something out of a movie than actual events in their lives, but the bruises and the tears make their stories real. For all of the clients who come to the center, the best thing any advocate can do is simply believe their story. By giving the victim power over her story, by allowing her to tell it in their words, the advocate can help her to find her voice, to build self-esteem, and to have control over her own life. Even with my limited experience, my idea of the world has begun to change; I am still pained to think about how terrible people can be to people they claim to love.

For Dorie, “that kind of eye-opening experience” happened while she was with CPS. “There are so many sexually abused children,” she says. The number is astounding. Of the women’s stories at the WCCC, she admits that their difficult histories don’t bother her as much. “I know I’m helping and making a difference. Yes, it is hard to hear the stories, but you also get used to it,” she says. Even though each woman’s experience is unique to her, the cycle of violence is the same.

...

In When Violence Begins at Home, Dr. K.J. Wilson describes the cycle of abuse in three stages. Research reveals that violent relationships are not always violent but, rather, follow a three-phase cycle: tension-building, acute-battering, and what she calls the ‘remorseful’ phase. Abuse is almost always verbal and emotional before it is physical. Because batterers desire control and power, they must first subjugate their partner to forms of abuse that minimize and degrade the woman, causing the woman to devalue herself. Often, women will blame themselves for their partner’s behavior, and they will deny the potential for the abuse to escalate saying, “He would never hit me.”

When violence escalates, women can experience extreme verbal, psychological, sexual, and physical abuse. The batterer’s controlling behavior and rage escalate dramatically, and often, the woman’s life is in danger. In the periods of non-violence and non-abuse, also referred to as the “Honeymoon” phase, batterers manipulate their partners and work to elicit feelings of guilt and sympathy from the victim. They are apologetic and charming. The third phase can be very insidious; it is confusing to the victimized woman who wants desperately for her batterer’s behavior to change.

...

At the shelter, which offers emergency support to women fleeing domestic violence (DV) situations, Dorie must serve as an advocate for her clients. “Leaving is the most dangerous time for a woman in a DV relationship, she says. “The number one thing they need is someone there helping and supporting them. The less support, the more likely they will go back,” she says. Even though she cannot force her clients to make the decision to leave permanently, she can encourage them. For many client’s, it is empowering to hear someone verbalize their situation. Dorie has learned that reassurance and recognition can be incredibly encouraging to clients who think that no one will believe them. “They need to know that they’re not the only one out there who has a husband that beats the shit out of them,” she says.

...

As an advocate, Dorie is supposed to remain neutral. It is always hard to watch clients go back to their abusers, but in Dorie’s mind, she must support whatever the client decides. “You should never push a client to leave; the choice is hers, and you need to support her in her choice even when she chooses to go back,” she says. The hope is that when the abuser hits her again, which he is apt to do, that “she still trusts you enough to come back.” 

Dorie admits that sometimes so close to a client that it is really painful to watch them make bad choices. The most difficult experience she has had since coming to the shelter a year ago, began in the first few months she worked at WCCC. The client came from a very bad DV situation. 

“He was very violent and would force her to perform sexual acts on a web cam and sell the videos on the internet,” she says. He told her that she needed to support the family. “The woman was a recovering alcoholic, and he knew it. He would use it against her when we went to court.” The woman, afraid for her life, performed the acts her husband demanded, but she couldn’t do them without first being intoxicated. “He would buy her the booze... He was a dirty old man,” Dorie says. Eventually, “she entered a recovery program, and I helped to work it out so that she could come directly to the shelter from the program, so he wouldn’t know where she was.” 

While the woman stayed at the shelter, Dorie was her case manager and legal advocate. Despite the husband’s manipulative tactics, the woman obtained a protective order and filed for divorce with a lawyer from the Women’s Advocacy Project. The woman had dark past, and she had made many bad decisions, but at the shelter Dorie remembers her as, “A star client, in every way! She got a job, an apartment, daycare for her daughter... But, in the temporary orders hearing, her husband was granted visitation. That was his foot in the door.” 

Dorie explained that the woman had fled one night after he hit her. “She had been drinking when he beat her. She threw her daughter in the car and drove off. Well, he called the police on her, and she got a DWI.” Because her license was suspended, her job and her daughter’s daycare had to be within walking distance of her apartment. “That’s how he found her again,” Dorie says. “He would call her and guilt her into talking to him. The divorce is still pending, but I know that she is probably going back to him. She has stopped calling me and will not return my phone calls.” 

Dorie worries that she let herself get too close to the woman’s case. Statistically battered women return to their abuser eight times before they finally leave for good. And, despite their best efforts, advocates can sometimes feel responsible for client’s bad decisions. “They are grown women,” Dorie says, “and we have to support what they decide” even if she is torn inside. 

For advocates who must constantly deal with the frustration and disappointment that comes from clients who are ultimately unsuccessful, burn-out is a real possibility. Dorie has done advocacy work for about a year now. She says, “the amazing thing to me is how much more there is to learn. I really do learn something new every day. Shelter days are always something new. You never know when things are going to take a turn.” Laughing, she says, “My husband is a lawyer, but I know more about the family code than him.” Her knowledge of the family code serves her well when she assists clients in filing for protective orders and divorces. Even though she knows that the work she does helps to empower and educate women, she is frustrated by the lack of punishment for offenders and the lack of education on DV in general. 

“I really don’t have much faith in the legal system,” she admits. To Dorie, it does not seem fair that a woman must be beaten or threatened to be able to pursue a protective order. “I’m a realist,” she says. “I know that people would take advantage of it if you could file against someone for verbal abuse, but I feel like there should be something for those women.”

...

The Texas Family Code defines family violence as “an act by a member of a family or household against another member of the family of household that is intended to result in physical harm, bodily injury, assault or sexual assault or that is a threat that reasonably places the member in fear of imminent physical harm, bodily injury, assault or sexual assault, but does not include defensive measures to protect oneself.” 

Unfortunately, the language of the code does not protect women who are victims of verbal and psychological abuse. As a legal advocate, Dorie must help clients manage the intricacies of the law. “There are some women, like Jane, for example, who you almost wish he had hit her because then she would have a case. But, of course, you’re glad that she was smart enough to get out before the abuse escalated.”

...

The advocate must constantly deal with dual obligations. He or she must always make decisions from a place that equally considers the needs of the client and policies of the entity that her or she represents. In staff meetings, Dorie’s realist attitude is clear. Even while she admits that, “It sucks!” to have to make a choice that goes against her personal feelings in the name of policy, she believes that, “you just have to suck it up and get over it. And, remember that it’s nothing personal.” 

The dynamic of staff meetings at the shelter is very unique. Kat George, one of Dorie’s colleagues, is the Women’s Team Leader at the shelter. She is the primary case manager, and spends most of her day in the shelter’s front office or in case management meetings with clients. 

Kat refers many of her client’s to Dorie; suggesting that they speak with Dorie about their legal situation and take control of their lives is an effective and encouraging part of case management. Both women agree that the shelter environment can be both invigorating and draining. For this reason, it is necessary for the staff to frequently touch base. At staff meeting, the chaotic vibe of shelter life calms as the staff come together to discuss pressing issues. The staff, including both Dorie and Kat, are continually conscious of ethical and confidentiality guidelines. They must work daily to effectively advocate for clients, balancing the client’s need for boundaries with the necessity of smooth operation in the shelter. 

“It makes you learn very quickly how to establish healthy boundaries– to let them in enough to genuinely care and to keep enough boundaries that I don’t mentally take them home every day,” says Kat. Her words reveal the duality of the advocate’s role. Having compassion for clients and caring about their individual needs is, ultimately, just as important as being realistic about a client’s situation. Dorie is an advocate with a passion for DV victims; her job can be heartbreaking at times. But in helping women to work through the pain of their experience, in listening to their stories, and in assisting the women as they encounter the legal system, Dorie is able to empower victims, to give them back the power and control over their own lives that was stolen by their abuser.  

Author’s Afterward:

As an intern, it has been incredibly rewarding to observe Dorie in action. Both she and Kat work very hard to do everything possible for their clients. The duality of the role is still very intriguing to me. I hope that I have been able to convey to “both/and” “this/but not this” that they must deal with in their position.

Writing about Dorie has made me really conscious of the difficulty of the advocate’s position. In legal advocacy meetings, I have observed a very professional and knowledgeable advocate provide resources and information. But, I have also seen an incredibly compassionate social worker who recognizes women in “crisis mode” and helps them to begin coping with their situation. 

I have learned so much in the last two months. Exploring the dynamics of domestic violence made up a huge part of my internship training, but exploring the dynamics of advocacy has made up the biggest part of my experience working with clients.

For me, this paper is just as much about Dorie’s work and the duality of the advocate’s role as it is about my own experience. Gaining a deeper understanding of the idiosyncrasies of this line of work has normalized my experience during the first few weeks as an intern.
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