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Establishing and expanding
victim-withess assisiance programs

by Peter Finn and Beverly N.W. Lee

Experience has shown that the only
way of ensuring that the needs of
victims and witnesses are met is to
have a separate unit solely dedicared
to their assistance. The cfforts of
those [existing] units . . shine
brightlv in the otherwise dim fimd-

A recent National Institute of Justice
sponsored study—-Serving Crime Vie-
tims and Witnesses’ —examined the
organization and operation of 23 pro-
grams nationwide. giving particufar at-
tention to programs in 6 jurisdictions
ibigure 2). The study found that pro-

Most programs give highest priority to
crisis mtervention.” followup counsel-
ing. helping victims secure their rights.
and court-related services. Beyond this
core of essential services, planners and
administrators must decide for theni-
selves which additional services are most
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-' system, ing diftficulty getting back property kept
' . e -
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victim-witness assistance programs

Table 1

Percentage of

25 programs
previding specific
victim-witness services

Services

Emergency services
Medical care

Shelter or food
Security repair
Financial assistance
On-scene comfort

Counseling
24-hour hotline
Crisis intervention
Followup counseling
Mediation

Advocacy and
support services
Personal advocacy
Employer intervention
Landlord intervention
Property return
Intimidation protection
Legal/paralegal counsel
Referral

Claims assistance
Insurance claims aid
Restitution assistance
Compensation assistance
Witness fee assistance

Court-related services
Witness reception
Court orientation
Notification

Witness alert
Transportation

Child care

Escort to court

Victim impact reports

Systemwide services
Public education
Legislative advocacy
Training

Programs
contacted
in 1986
(N = 25)

8%
32%
40%
44%
52%

28%
76%
80%
44%

92%
96%
88%
96%
76%
44%
100%

48%
88%
96%
80%

76%
92%
84%
68%
84%
68%
100%
72%

92%
84%
92%

Fortunately, criminal justice profession-
als across the country are recognizing
more and more that their obligation to
meet the needs of victims and witnesses
extends beyond working with or spon-
soring programs. It includes being re-
sponsive to these needs in their own
daily contacts with victims and witnesses
and incorporating services as part of
their normal operating procedures.

Limited resources may require program
planners and administrators to establish
priorities for assisting different types of
clients and then periodically reassess
these priorities. For example, most pro-
grams consider rape victims a top prior-
ity, while others make sure that spouses
and children of homicide victims receive
careful attention. The Victim Service
Council in St. Louis County gives prior-
ity to indigent clients.

Staff can also choose to serve only vic-
tims who report the crime, only victims
whose case is prosecuted, or all victims
regardless of case status. However, the
choice of clients to serve may dictate—
or be limited by—a program’s physical
location. For example, Crime Victim
Centers in Minneapolis—St. Paul can
assist victims regardless of whether they
have reported the crime, because the
program has four storefront offices
where victims can walk in off the street.

The type of clients served may be influ-
enced by program sponsors. For exam-
ple, programs sponsored by prosecutor
offices generally restrict services to vic-
tims whose cases are brought to trial;
these programs also offer limited on-
scene crisis intervention and early con-
tact with victims. On the other hand,
prosecutor-sponsored programs find it
easier to provide extensive court-related
services to victims than do programs run
by police, community-based organiza-
tions, and other groups.

Sponsorship can also influence how
effectively staff can advocate for victims
vis-a-vis the criminal justice system. In
identifying services to provide and types
of victims to assist, it is best to start with
a fairly narrow mission and, if appro-
priate, expand later.

Starting with a highly targeted effort
avoids the risk of doing many things
poorly instead of doing a few things
well. It also prevents raising unrealistic
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expectations—Ileading to disappoint-
ment—among funding sources, the
criminal justice system, and program
staff.

Selecting staff

Figure 1 summarizes the principal con-
siderations in identifying and recruiting
staff, Of course, the staff skills that are
needed depend to some extent on the
services to be performed—for example.
if counseling will be provided im-
mediately after the crime, individuals
with experience in crisis intervention
will be necessary. However, strict staff
requirements concerning education or
previous work experience are not usually
necessary. Program planners instead
need to identify potential staff who:

© have positive feelings toward the
criminal justice system;

© can relate to victims in situations of
stress without making judgments;

© have the resilience and flexibility to
work overtime and to deal with a variety
of problems on short notice.

A first-rate director is especially vital to
program success. In addition to manage-
ment and supervisory ability, a program
director must also have skills in direct
service delivery, public relations, and
entrepreneurship.

Volunteers can save programs money
and expand service delivery. By training
volunteers to respond to victims of sex-
ual assault, Portland’s Victim Assistance
Program can provide 24-hour crisis inter-
vention to rape victims. Volunteers han-
dle clerical assignments, court escort,
witness notification, and witness ori-
entation. With appropriate personal
qualities, and adequate training and
supervision, volunteers can also provide
crisis intervention (as in Portland) and
followup counseling.

Finding appropriate volunteers can be
time consuming, and volunteers need
considerable training to be effective in
anything beyond simple clerical tasks.
Some volunteers can be undependable
or can lose interest quickly. Planners can
minimize these drawbacks with careful
screening, thorough training, and close
supervision.



Timing is also important. It may be
advisable not to involve volunteers until
the program is well underway and paid
staff have enough free time to recruit,
screen, train, and supervise them prop-
erly. Staff may be recruited through
newspaper advertisements and posting
notices in college placement offices.
Many programs hire former volunteers
who have proven their worth.

The Alameda County program usually
hires well-known staff from the agencies
with which it has been working. As in
many occupations, the single most com-
mon recruitment method is word of
mouth.

Only on-the-job training can provide
new paid staff and volunteers with first-
hand experience in dealing with victims
and witnesses. However, preservice
training is just as important. Depending
on staff assignments, the training should
impart counseling and interviewing
techniques, crisis intervention skills,
knowledge of how to tap community
resources to secure additional assistance
for victims, and—for all staff-—a
thorough understanding of how the crim-
inal justice system operates.

The most effective training includes role
play that simulates actual cases. Observ-
ing staff during working hours (“shad-
owing™) and assigning newcomers to
one staff member as a “buddy” are also
valuable. Figure 2 summarizes the prin-
cipal features of the preservice and
inservice training programs of six
victim-witness assistance programs.

Networks

Planners need to develop close ties with
criminal justice personnel and other
human service providers to obtain help
in serving victims ar* witnesses and to
avoid duplication of se. ives,

Developing networks also enables pro-
gram staff to contact victims and witnes-
ses in a systematic manner. The Alameda
County program identifies more than 80
percent of its clients from charging
sheets that the District Attorney’s Office
agreed to deliver routinely to the staff.
In Greenville, South Carolina, the Law
Enforcement Center forwards a daily
offense bulletin to the Victim Witness

Choosing services and client groups

The Alameda County District Attor-
ney Victim/Witness Assistance Pro-
gram in Oakland, California, serves
a population of slightly over 1 mil-
lion, 18 police departments, and 8
courts. With an annual budget of
nearly $331,000, offices in 2 loca-
tions, and 10 full-time staff members,
the program focuses exclusively on
victims, even though it is adminis-
tered by the district attorney.

Program staff identify more than 80
percent of their clients from pros-
ecutor charging sheets that are
routinely delivered to the program.
Police reports on all incideats involv-
ing sexual assault, child molestation,
homicide, and domestic violence are
automatically forwarded to the
program.

Police and prosecutors also call the
program directly with requests for
assistance. Staff is available during
working hours for telephone or walk-
in consultation whenever victims
require emetional support. Staff
members also visit the homes of
elderly victims and children.

Victim notification and orientation
consists of explaining, by letter and
telephone, each stage of the litigation
process. Staff members may also
meet with victims before a court ses-
sion, show them the physical layout
of the courtroom, axplain the upcom-
ing proceedings, and escort the victim
during hearings and trials.

The Police Crisis Intervention Unitin
Scottsdale, Arizona, is a police-
based program operating in a city of
112,000. The city funds the program
as part of the Scottsdale police
budget. Funding in 1985 was
$188,000, which supports a full-time
staff of four. The program serves no
witnesses, but in addition to helping
victims, the staff also assists many
people who are not victims of crime,
including accident victims, families
of runaways, and disoriented
individuals.

Police referrals account for 80 percent
of the unit’s caseload. Officers drop
off police reports with a request for
assistance, and they bring victims to
see the program specialists at the
station. After working hours, police
can still refer victims by telephoning
the specialists at home or paging them
on beepers. Most of the remaining
caseload is the result of direct calls
from victims and walk-ins.

The program’s principal services are
24-hour crisis intervention, referrals,
orientation to court procedures, and
transportation. The staff also provides
emotional support to many victims
during municipal court proceedings,
and city judges often call the unit
when victims become upset in court.

The Greenville County, South
Carolina, Victim/Witness Assistance
Unit is a small program run by the
District Attorney. The program has
two full-time and five part-time paid
staff, and a budget of $101,000. The
program serves a 2-county area of
almost 300,000 people.

The program identifies 90 percent of
the unit’s caseload from a daily of-
fense bulletin forwarded by the city
and county police departments. Police
also call the program two or three
times a day for help in calming a
disturbed victim, interviewing a
child, locating a missing witness, or
answering questions from victims
and families of homicide victirms.

The program’s major services are
witness notification, short-term coun-
seling, victim advocacy, and orienta-
tion to the criminal justice system.
The unit often helps prosecutors in
witness management, such as secur-
ing the addresses and phone numbers
of key witnesses, handling arrange-
ments for out-of-State witnesses, and
coordinating witness and victim ar-
rival, transportation, and escort.

Finally, the unit acts as a buffer be-
tween prosecutors and victims who
have questions or complaints about a
case.
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Figure 1

Summary of considerations in identifying and recruiting staff

Step 1

Determine number
needed

« examine staff sizes of
other programs

+ identify time-consuming
activities

« apply procedure for
estimating staff needs

Step 2

Y

Identify desired
skills and qualifications

* larget services to be
furnished

+ include key personnel
qualities

» consider previous exper-
ience and education as
useful but incomplete
criteria for eligibility

» address special talents
required for program
director

Step 3

Consider use of
volunteers

« identify advantages
and drawbacks

* determine services they
could perform

+ address issue of
timing—when to start
using them

Step 4

Recruit staff

+ consider variety of re-
cruitment methods, e.g.,
—newspaper ads
—word of mouth

—college placement offices
—social service agencies

+ identify ways of recruiting

volunteers, e.g.,
~—volunteer associations
—college campuses

« involve program staff in
screening process

» involve sponsor staff in

screening process (prose-
cutors, police, etc.)

Assistance Unit, listing all the previous
day’s criminal incidents by victim, loca-
tion, and police officer involved. The
Woman's Crisis Line in Portland,; Ore-
gon, refers rape victims to the Victim
Assistance Program whenever court
orientation will be helpful for the
women.

Planners should expect to devote signif-
icant time and effort to establishing ef-
fective cooperation with other groups.
Demonstrating ways in which the pro-
gram can benefit police is effective in
gaining police cooperation. For exam-
ple, by calming people and addressing
their emotional and financial needs,
program staff enable victims to concen-
trate on giving accurate information to
police officers and deputy sheriffs. Pro-
gram staff can offer to save police time
ky taking responsibility for distraught
victims at the scene after the officers
have completed their investigation, by
locating hard-to-reach witnesses, and by
establishing a standby system for notify-
ing police when they need to testify in
court.

An important strategy for developing a
relationship with police is to identify one
or two key individuals in the department

who are respected by their colleagues.

Gaining their support can mean they will
recommend the program to other person-
nel in the department. When possible,

planners should involve these individu-
als in setting up the program.

Many programs also start out by honor-
ing police requests for assistance with
nonvictims to build a working relation-
ship. Only later do they restrict their
services to bona fide crime victims.

itis often easier to gain the cooperation
of prosecutors because they benefit more
obviously and immediately by working
with a program. For example, pros-
ecutors can devote increased time to
strictly prosecutorial functions if pro-
gram staff agree to take on responsibility
for explaining court procedures tc vic-
tims and witnesses, allaying their fears
about testifying, and persuading them to
see the case through.

Planners can also offer to contact witnes-
ses to ensure that they appear in court—
and on time-—in order to reduce the
burden on prosecutors for conducting
this essentially clerical task.

e tmp s o s N



Figure 2
Summary of training programs in six programs visited for onsite study
Program Preservice Inservice
Volunteers Paid staff Volunteers Paid staff

Alameda County,

(already have the » overview of criminal

» on-the-job on the  workshopg and con-

California requisite counseling justice system program's procedures  ferences (at least 3
- ) skills) » introduction to key per year per staff
Vicim/Witness actors, including member)
Assistance those in other agen-
Program cies of the program's
referral network
» observation and
work with "buddy"
Greenville, South « orientation as part of screening » workshops - on-the-job
Carolina * on-the-job supervision
supervision « annual conference

Victim/Witness
Assistance Unit

« annual regional
victim assistance

conference
Portland, Oregon + job definition None * seminars
Victi . « orientation from (may consult with more = continuing legal education (for update
ictim Assistance police, prosecutors, experienced staff or on laws)

Program

hospital staff

» instruction on
making referrals

+ assignment to
"buddy” to observe,
work side by side with

director as needed)

Minneapolis—
St. Paul, Minnesota

Crime Victim Centers

given over six weeks given over two weeks

» reading assignments, including procedure manual
- films

« briefings on cases likely to be encountered

» observation of staff in action

» visit to shelters and hospitals

» participation in police ride-alongs

« role play

» monthly lectures by representatives of
other agencies updating staff on changes
in case processing, client eligibility, or
lztest developments in the field to
maintain and expand referral network

St. Louis County,
Missouri

Victim Service
Council

« reading materials N/A

« seminar on job
definition (exercises,
role play)

» communications skills

« criminal justice
system orientation

« office procedures forms

» community resources

« referrals

* one-to-one training

» sessions on special topics (e.g., domestic
violence or physical assault) or discussion
of cases three times a year

Scottsdale, Arizona

Police Crisis
Intervention Unit

N/A « orientation to
{no volunteers) criminal justice
system and to agen-
cies in the program's
referral network
« participation in
ride-alongs
« work with more ex-
perienced staff; ac-
company them on call

N/A = seminars and
workshops

Source: Interviews with directors and staff of the above programs conducted by Abt Associates, Spring 1982 and 1986.
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Program staff need to arrange for judicial
involvement in order to get permission
to sit with troubled victims during court
proceedings. Judges can also permit
program staff to be present during
sentencing to provide victim impact
statements and recommendations for
restitution.

The most valuable human service pro-
viders to work with are counseling
groups, government social service agen-
cies, legal aid services, and shelters.

Usually a quid pro quo can be arranged.
A shelter in St.. Paul is always ready to
provide bed space for referrals from
Crime Victim Centers. This is because
women whom the shelter sends to the
Centers for assistance always receive
court followup, transportation, and as-
sistance in moving their possessions into
the shelter at any hour of the day or
night.

Building a network of community agen-
cies may also furnish opportunities to
train other local human service providers
to treat victims with sensitivity, generat-
ing referrals for the victim witness
program.

Funding

Several guidelines are available for es-
timating program costs—or the costs of
program expansion. First, planners can
expect that the most costly services will
be 24-hour availability, crisis interven-
tion at the crime scene, multiple contacts
with a client (rather than one-time only
intervention), empk:asis on direct service
delivery rather than referral, and the
allocation: of significant resources to
nonclient services such as research,
training, public relations, and lobbying
for statutory change.

Budget figures from existing programs
provide another guideline for anticipat-
ing program costs. Most programs are
willing to share this information. Table
2 provides the 1985 budget, staffing
pattern, and services offered by the six
programs visited for the National Insti-
tute of Justice study. As the table shows,
programs have operated with vastly dif-
ferent budgets.

Budget figures are high for the Alameda
County and Portland programs in part
because of their extensive systems of
victim notification conducted for the
district attorney. Although it uses many
volunteers, the Minneapolis—St. Paul
program has a relatively large budget
because staff serves two major cities
with a combined population of more
than 2 million. The program has the
added expense of renting four storefront
offices.

St. Louis has a smaller budget because
its volunteers work long hours and
perform many of the tasks paid profes-
sionals would otherwise have to do.
Per-resident cos¢s are relatively high for
Scottsdale because the program provides
services almost exclusively to victims,
and victim services tend to cost more per
client than do services to witnesses.

Programs can secure funds from a wide
range of sources. In fact, over half the
25 programs contacted for this study
combine funding from two or more
sources. The most frequently used
sources are State and local government.

Twenty-one States provide direct fund-
ing for victim services. The best source
of information on public money is
elected officials, who can provide con-
tacts with appropriate public agencies.
An effective selling point with some
potential funding sources is a plan to use
or to expand the use of volunteers.

St. Louis’ Victim Service Council per-
suaded the city council to provide funds
partly by demonstrating that the public
would get one free dollar of volunteer
time for every tax dollar provided.

Federal support

Through the 1984 Federal Victims of
Crime Act(VOCA), the Federal govern-
ment is another significant source of
public funding. The act established a
Crime Victims Fund of up to $100 mil-
lion annually, with the money coming
from fines and new penalty assessment
fees on Federal offenders.

‘While up to half the money in the fund
may be used to supplement State victim
compensation programs, most of the
remaining money is earmarked for vic-
tim programs. As of early 1987, 1,364
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programs had already received some
VQCA funds.

VOCA funds are distributed by the States
based on Federal guidelines and addi-
tional criteria each State chooses to
establish. For example, the Federal
Government requires new programs to
demonstrate that at least half their budget
will come from other sources besides the
VOCA grant. Existing programs must
have one-quarter of their funding from
other sources.

Supplemental funding

Even with government funding, most
programs will have to supplement their
budgets. Two potential funding sources
worth exploring are the private sector
and the courts.

@ The Greenville Victim/Witness As-
sistance Unit sends letters to local
businesses and to foundations and volun-
teer organizations requesting contribu-
tions. Grants have been secured from
J.P. Stevens, the U,S. Jaycees, General
Electric, and the Women’s Legal
Auxiliary.

© Las Vegas’ Victim Witness Assist-
ance Center arranged-to receive $25,000
in fines assessed on a popular singer for
violating customs regulations. Other
creative funding ideas are provided in
Fundraising and Victim Services, pub-
lished by the National Organization for
Victim Assistance, Washington, D.C.

Planners can also explore innovative
ways to reduce the costs of services and
equipment, or obtain their use without
charge. The Greenville staff persuaded
alock repair service to provide locks at
cost for indigent victims of break-ins.
By assisting prosecutors with their
paperwork in the complaint room and at
arraignments, New York City’s Victim
Services Agency obtained access to a
telephone, reproduction equipment, and
work space at no cost.

As noted, using volunteers can lead to
substantial savings in service delivery.
Finally, by transferring some services to
crinrinal justice agencies, programs can
devote their resources to those activities
that they alone can effectively provide.




Table 2
Staff size in relation to selected program characteristics in six site programs?

Stafi size
2
o 2 S .
E S of g
5§ &2 gc
= o T as Cost
22 35 1985 28 Major Annual  Population  per
Program 8. o >% Budget O o Services caseload® served resident
Alameda County 10 - 1 $331,000 $33K » counseling 2,600° 1,100,000 $ .30
Victim/Witness - victim notification
Assistance Program « court orientation
« victim compensation
assistance
» referrals
Greenville 2 5 25 $101,000 $28K - counseling 2,000 300,000 $ .34
Victim/Witness » victim orientation
Assistance Unit ~ victim advocacy
» victim orientation
» public education
Minneapolis—St. Paul 4 1 30 $261,000 $60K * gnscene crisis 3,000¢ 2,086,000 $ .13
Crime Victim intervention
Centers » victim advocacy
« victim orientation
- public education
Portland 9 3 38 $325,000 $33K » ongcene crisis 13,616° 570,000 $ .57
Victim Assistance intervention (rape
Program victims only)
« court orientation
« victim notification
» counseling
» restitution assistance
- referrals
» public education
St. Louis 4 1 21 $105,000 $24K « crisis intervention 2,037 1,918,000 $ .05
Victim Service - victim advocacy
Council « witness orientation
» system advocacy
* public awareness
« court orientation
Scottsdale 4 - - $188,000 $47K * onscene crisis 2,000 112,000 $1.67
Police Crisis intervention
Intervention Unit * referrals

» victim advocacy

' In examining this table, the reader should consider that no attempt has been made to judge the quality of services the programs provide. In addition, the
programs are not strictly comparable, since programs do not keep similar data or assign their staff identical responsibilities. The data are intended to suggest the
range of costs, caseloads, and services associated with various staffing patterns.

2 Assumes each paid part-time staff person works one-third time, Does not include volunteers.

» Numver of victims and witnessas to whom program pravided some sort of assistance in 1985 beyond telephoning or writing to see if they needed assistance,
¢ Also provided verbal or written information to victims and witnesses on over 11,000 occasions.

¢ Involved spending at least 15 minutes of assistance.

¢ Involved spending at least 10 minutes of assistance.
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Other sources of information

In starting or improving a program, pro-
gram planners and administrators should
turn first to other programs. To obtain
ideas for setting up its own operation,
the initiator of the Greenville program
examined 70 requests for Federal fund-
ing of victim witness programs.

Other planners have telephcied the di-
rectors of successful existing programs
for advice. The needs of victims them-
selves play an indispensable role in
guiding program operations; victims’
concerns can be identified through initial
needs assessment and periodic followup
surveys.

Advisory committees can provide expert
information on starting or improving a
program, and they can help identify
resources in the local community and
gain community support. Advisory
bodies can often secure leads to funding
sources, as well.
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searches. The National Organization for
Victim Assistance (NOVA) in Washing-
ton, D.C. (1-202-393-NOVA), is a
membership organization that has pub-
lished a uumber of valuable program
planning and administration guides.

Notes

1. Peter Finn and Beverly N.W. Lee,
Serving Crime Victims and Witnesses,

National Institute of Justice,
Washington, D.C., June 1987,

2. Arecentstudy by the New York City
Victim Services Agency fails to dem-
onstrate that victims who receive crisis
intervention or material assistance show
any more psychological improvement or
prictical adjustment than do victims
who do not receive such services. How-
ever, the study notes that the assistance
may have benefited victims in ways that
the evaluation did not measure. Further-
more, most victims who received an
hour’s counseling or material aid be-
lieved the assistance was helpful. See
Robert C. Davis, “Studying the Effects
of Preliminary Services for Victims in
Crisis,” Crime and Delinquency 33, 4
(1987): 520-531. Preliminary findings
from another study suggest that many
victims do not want counseling but do
request material assistance.

NCJ 110684

Points of view or opinions expressed in this
publication are those of the authors and do
not necessarily represent the official position
orpolicies of the U.S. Department of Justice.

The Assistant Attorney General, Office of
Justice Programs. coordinates the activities
of the following program Offices and
Bureaus: National Institute of Justice,
Bureau of Justice Statistics, Bureau of Justice
Assistance, Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention, and Office for Vic-
tims of Crime.

U. S. Department of Justice
National Institute of Justice

Washington, D.C. 20531

Official Business
Penalty for Private Use $300

U.S. GPO:

BULK RATE
POSTAGE & FEES PAID
DOJ/NI
Permit No. G-91

1988-202-048/80009

e





