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On Victim’s Needs

© Andrew McWhinnie

Reprints of this article are permitted providing appropriate credit is cited in the reprint.  I would also like to know if you are intending to use this article or portions of it.  

Often people are afraid or reluctant to speak with victims of violent and/or sexual offences (sexual offences by their nature are violent, yet some sexual offences are far more brutal and invasive than others). None of us wishes to do any more harm, and we often cite this as a reason why we do not want to speak to or about victims and survivors. Often, too, we are afraid of the rage and anger victims and survivors feel and express when they talk about their assaults. We don't know how to help. We don't know what to say.  

We also may feel great empathy -- and sometimes even antipathy -- toward those who have experienced an assault.  We may feel that we somehow contributed to an individual's harm by not speaking out, by keeping a family secret, by not coming forward, or by holding certain attitudes and beliefs that may support certain crimes. For instance, what prevented friends and co-workers from challenging a man who ended up killing his spouse after telling them that he thought "bullets are cheaper than a divorce," (Wife-killer saw bullet as 'cheaper than divorce,' (Victoria Times Colonist, A-1, January 25, 2005, Richard Watts)?  Or what values are some parents supporting when they dress up their pre-teen daughters and enter them in publicly attended "Beauty" competitions, or when pre-teen and teenage boys are encouraged to "fight back," thereby teaching them that violence is a legitimate solution to conflict?

Sometimes the nagging guilt we all feel from time-to-time can prevent us from looking a victim or survivor in the eyes and with honest openness invite them to tell us what happened to them, to tell us their story.

The terms "victim" and "survivor" need some explaining.  Some time ago I had occasion to speak with members of the Victoria, B.C Women's Sexual Assault Centre. I wanted to learn more about "the needs of" victims for a restorative justice project I was working on.  Not long after the beginning of this conversation, the women pointed out that a sexual assault -- or any kind of violent assault -- violates and steals a person's legitimate right to the power within themselves to determine what happens or does not happen to them in their home, their work place, community and in their most sacred of places, their own body. "Victims" are people still caught in the chaos and horror of a sexual assault.  Victims are those who have not yet begun the process of reclaiming their power and standing in defiance of the harm that has been waged upon them. 

A "survivor" is the person who has begun that reclamation process. This person is the one who is determined to overcome -- to the extent possible -- the anger, the fear and the effects of the deep personal harm that has been done to them.  Survivors have reclaimed their personal power from the illegitimate grip of the one who sought to steal it from them. Those who choose to be victims no longer, choose survival and life instead. That very act of choice is the beginning of their road to recovery; it is their first act -- hard won in many cases --  of reclaiming their legitimate power to determine the course of their own life.  In many ways, survivors have shed the skin of victim hood, and have resumed an identity based on their uniqueness as individuals.  The challenge for us, sometimes, is to see them as individuals engaged in the craft of constructing their own personhood once again.

Victims are Distinct Individuals

A common error is to see the needs of individual survivors and victims as the same as those of the community as a whole where the offence took place.  For instance, a family where one of its members has suffered as sexual assault may be dealt with without due consideration of the distinct needs of the victim himself.   The spouse of someone brutally murdered may be lost as an individual in the response of the community reacting to the shock of a killing in its midst.    True, when a crime happens, the fabric of a community is rent.  But when the individuality of a victim is lost in the pond of community, her unique cluster of needs, her individuality, distinct person-hood, and identity can sometimes be further trammelled.  
Take the case of “Jane Doe,” fifth victim of the so-called “Balcony Rapist.” One of the first thing to note about Jane Doe is that she refuses to be narrowly defined by the fact that she is a survivor of a rape. She refuses the stigmatization that permeates “victimology.” He assaulter, a Native Indian, was convicted of a series of rapes in the Toronto area by climbing onto the balconies of women whose apartments he had previously broken into.  He was recently released to the Lower Mainland area of British Columbia after serving the entirety of his twenty year sentence.  Fed a daily diet of sensationalised news stories, communities were tipped into a virtual “moral panic”
 over his release. Jane Doe remarked that she would feel safer if she knew that, after serving his sentence, her perpetrator was able to find the support, stable housing and the proper psychological help he clearly needed in order not to rape again. 
She was also cited in the Toronto Star (February 26, 2007, see http://www.thestar.com/article/185697), regarding the list of restrictions placed on the man who sexually assaulted her: 
"It's a set-up to reoffend," she told the Star yesterday. "The list of restrictions is so strict and so severe that it's almost impossible for him not to reoffend."

This, she argues, is a not-so-subtle tactic for putting Callow – plus all the other Callows – back in prison at the first opportunity, satisfying a law-and-order agenda that doesn't reduce the risk to other women. ...

"What is it that they think a man like this is going to do?" Jane Doe asks. "He's a pariah. Everybody is being encouraged to watch out for him," noting that once again it is women – this time in Surrey – being urged to take precautions.

Yet her words went almost unreported.  The individuals in the community where this man was released could not have cared less about what the “victim” had to say in this case, nor did the news media bother to give her more than passing notice.  Even some victim’s advocacy groups totally ignored her comments, and instead used the opportunity to advance their own cause for funding and attention. The Conservatives, the Liberals and the New Democratic Party – to a one -- used the occasion to highlight or announce their own brand of “get tough on crime” policies.  The Conservatives used the occasion to announce their initiatives on behalf of the victims of crime.  The Liberals opined that we should study civil commitment processes in the United States, and the New Democrats held a press conference to say they wanted to change the law governing dangerous offender designations. But not one politician took up the call of Jane Doe, a victim of one of the most sensational cases of serial rape in the history of Toronto to talk about supporting released offenders, providing them with treatment opportunities, or to examine housing problems for offenders. These may not sound like traditional “victim’s issues,” but to cite a victim, “it is a set up to reoffend” (translation: more victims, usually women and children) for offenders when they have to do without these services.  What the literature on victims says clearly is that victims want to be recognized, to express their point of view, and then to know that their point of view has been taken into consideration when decisions are made (Wemmers and Cyr, 2006; Kilchling, 1995; Shapland, et al., 1985; Wemmers, 1996). Tell that to Jane Doe.  What victims do not need are people seeking to make a case for their particular agenda, be it political or monetary, on the backs of their suffering. 
These are the ways that victims and their needs become lost in the rhetoric around an often indistinct, ill defined and largely faceless community response. Many victims and victims rights groups complain that the individual needs of victims and survivors are too often lumped in with the needs of the community. The social rhetoric will say things like, “we need to be aware of the needs of victims and the community,” thereby muting the voices and obliterating the faces actual victims with the fog of something as indistinct as “community.”    To guard against this happening, we need to "see" those victimized individuals more clearly.

Survivors in Three-D

In a 2001 address to an International Conference on Restorative Justice ("Imagining The Future", Winchester, England, March 31, 2001) Howard Zehr, a world renowned writer and philosopher in the field of restorative justice, suggested that when people are victimized they experience three things, which he referred to as the "Three D's" of Victims' needs.

D1 Disconnection 

D2 Disorder 

D3 Disempowerment

Remarkably, when I work with clients and offenders I encounter these identical conditions. Many feel isolated and feel like they do not belong, they feel their lives are out of control and chaotic. They feel they have no "agency" in this world, and that what they think and do makes no difference at all. 

Among survivors, Zehr identified five things that needed by victims to address the "Three D's":

1. Safety: Survivors of criminal victimization need both emotional and physical safety. 

2. Restitution:  The act of making restitution offers the survivor vindication -- this is what I did to you; I was wrong; it was not your fault, and I will do what it takes to make things right.  A few months back I was the victim of a bankcard scam.  Somewhere someone had installed a "ghost reader" of bankcard transactions.  My account was cleaned out.  I was in shock.  To make things worse, the bank I was dealing with at the time seemed to think I was somehow responsible.  In the midst of it all, I suddenly felt an overpowering need to phone home.  When my partner answered the phone I told her what was happening.  She said, "Honey, that's awful!  You were robbed."  That's what I needed to hear.  Someone believed me.  I was vindicated.  And I was then able to deal with what happened by calmly but firmly telling the bank that I was not at fault, that I had been robbed, and that I wanted to know what they were going to about it. I was able to find out what I needed to do next.   I was able to recoup my losses financially, because the bank immediately offered to cover them.  Yet to this date, I have an abiding (some would say healthy) mistrust of Automatic Teller Machines and bankcard readers.  That trust was stolen along with my money, and it will -- unlike the money -- take some time to be restored, if it ever is. 

The "symbolic nature" of restitution is as important, and in some cases maybe even more important, than actual restitution.  In many instances, "making things right" is not possible. Trust cannot be restored easily and usually takes time and a lot of evidence that trustworthiness is once again due. The damage has been done and is irreparable, at least in the short term. The symbolic nature of restitution acknowledges these things, and at the very least symbolizes the hope that someday full healing will occur. 

3. Truth Telling: Survivors need to tell their stories in their own words, to relate their experience as they know it today. 

4. Re-empowerment: Essential to survivors of criminal victimization is the ability to take back legitimate control over their own lives. For example, they need to find release from overpowering and/or recurring dreams. 

5. Questions: For victims and survivors, obtaining answers to their questions can be an important part of their own recovery and healing and transformation to survivor hood.  Please refer now to the section immediately following this entitled, “Apologizing” for more detail on the questions survivors may have. 
Apologizing

Often a client will express a desire to apologize to his victim. I usually tell him to write a letter of apology to his victim.  I also tell him that he must not under any circumstance send that letter.  Instead, I ask him to bring it into session where we can discuss it.  As they are preparing to write their letter, I ask my clients to consider that their victim likely has a lot of questions around what has happened to them.  Almost all victims do, and too often they never receive any satisfactory answers to them.  A list of typical questions follows. Considering these questions and the issues they are bound to raise is also critical for a client or offender, too.  They need to fully appreciate and come to terms with what they have done.  Without that realization, they cannot make any meaningful amends, and reconciliation -- if that's even a healthy goal -- cannot be achieved.  Without being firmly grounded in the knowledge of what has happened and what it will take to begin to make things right, offenders will sometimes make insincere and even fraudulent apologies like, "If I have caused anyone harm, I am sorry."   If?  What is this, “If”?  Clearly, such a statement either means the individual making it hasn't a clue about the harm their behaviour has caused, or is studiously avoiding litigation. 

When we are speaking with victims, we, too, need to know what sorts of things a person who has been victimized wants.  We need a sense of the harm that has been done. We can help, sometimes, by asking appropriate questions. 

The questions that follow are drawn from what others have observed in working with victims.  Asking my clients to consider them often leads to an in-depth examination of each one individually in successive sessions. Often, too, when we have fully worked through each question, a client's felt need to apologize is less urgent. Consider them on your own.  You may find yourself posing other questions, too. While this list is, I believe, comprehensive, it is by no means exhaustive. Consider it a “starter” for questions victims and survivors may have.  I have already pointed out that victims are not a homogenous group: they are individuals, and their questions will certainly reflect that individuality. 
· Why did you attack me (or my family, my child)? 

· Was there something about me (my family, my child) that made you notice me? 

· How do I know you will never, ever, do this again to anybody else? 

· Have you ever thought about what I went through, what am I still going through? 

· Why should I give you any chances at all? 

· Can you understand how absolutely angry I am? 

· You say you want to live in my community, but what have you to offer that will make me feel that I (my children, my friends) will be safe with you around?

· Are you willing to change? 

· Have you changed? 

· If you changed, how do I know? 

· Why should I believe you? 

Clearly these questions have the potential to take us into a deeper understanding of what people who have been victimized by a criminal event may be experiencing, and what sorts of things they may need in order to restore a shattered life. When I do Community Group or Family Group conferences, I require my clients to examine their responses to these questions very carefully.  Preparation time for a conference therefore takes a while, because a client must be prepared to address these questions in front of the group, and answer the other questions his responses may trigger.  It is easy to see, I think, why these types of conferences are much more meaningful for victims and their families, and much more difficult and challenging for offenders than a mere court date.  Considering these questions leads us toward the heart of justice.  A simple "I'm sorry," becomes inadequate. And a conditional "apology" ("If I have hurt anybody, then I am sorry"), becomes an outrageous insult.
Is it "Saying I am Sorry," or "I Need Something More From You?"

A need to apologize or a need for forgiveness expressed incorrectly can fulfill a need for the wrongdoer, but may be very offensive to the survivor.

A Christian client once said that he wanted his victim to forgive him because if she did not, she could not be forgiven by God for sins she may have committed, and therefore would miss out on her own salvation and resurrection. For her own sake, then, he wanted her to forgive him.  Most of us will see the self-centred and twisted logic in this thought. This person was still being deviously manipulative and abusive of the power of faith in attempting to further control his victim in the service of his own needs.  This client had clearly not internalized the issues of power and control, boundaries and privacy (including the right to privacy in one's relationship with his Creator), and the typical failure in understanding that is a hallmark of sexual offending.

While a desire to apologize and then to be forgiven can be a natural desire and even an expression of a healthy recognition of the harm one has caused and of remorse, some clients fail to realize and understand that their victim will never forgive them, or that their victim does not need to forgive them in order to deal with their victimization in a healthy way.  Some clients struggle with the notion that though they may have a legitimate and healthy desire, that desire -- their needs -- may nevertheless go unmet.  A victim's forgiveness is deeply personal.  Among many other things, a client's emotional and spiritual well being should include a full understanding of the harm they have caused, but it should not depend or be based on a need to be forgiven by the victim.  For them, forgiveness may have to come from somewhere else, and perhaps they will have to live with the knowledge that they will not be forgiven by their victim. They might then come to an understanding of the profundity of the harm they have caused. 

When my clients ask me about apologizing, I will ask them to examine their motives.  Do they really have the needs of their victim firmly in mind?  Or do they still need something from the one they have already taken so much?  Are they seeking justice for themselves and for their victim, or are they looking for dispensation, some assurance that what they have done wasn't really all that bad. Do they simply want to get on with their own lives with an easier conscience? Or are they prepared to enter into the pain, the shame and the humiliation of their victim without any guarantee that in the end there will be forgiveness, that their victim can get whatever he needs, even if that means that the apology will be refused. 

For those who want to be supportive of those who have been victimized, consideration of the questions listed above is important. Sometimes there are no answers -- or any that will satisfy at least. Hearing the victim's story -- told in her own words without editing -- is part of the journey you can take with a survivor who is engaging the process of healing.  Hearing the questions being asked without necessarily having any of the answers is also part of that process. Understanding that the experience of being a victim is as personal and as unique as one's fingerprints, and yet being able to see victim's in "Three D” will help you walk honestly with someone who is in the process of surviving.  As Martin Marty, a theologian at the University of Chicago once said, "we are friends or we make friends so that we don't get killed."  Assuring the injured that they are valuable and capable of making sound choices, these are the things we all need.
Andrew McWhinnie
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