
 

XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 
 

 

Fachhochschule 
Braunschweig/Wolfenbüttel 
 
FB S   Fachbereich Sozialwesen 

 
Professur für Kriminologie & Viktimologie 

Prof. Dr. jur. Ute Ingrid Hartmann  
 

 

  
   

The role of volunteers in victim assistance and the work of the  
”Lower Saxony’s foundation for victim assistance” in Germany 

 
Paper submitted for the XIth International Symposium on Victimology 

13-18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 
 
 

Contents 
 
 
1      The resolution of the council of the European Union about the position of victims    
            in the criminal procedure 
 
1.1      The realization of the resolution in Germany 

 
1.2      The realization of the resolution in Lower Saxony through “Lower Saxony’s     
            foundation for victim assistance” 
 
1.2.1 Professional victim assistance and its field of activity 
 
1.2.2 The role of volunteers in victim assistance 

 
2          Psycho-social support of victims through volunteers 
 
2.1       The concept 
 
2.2       The first approach 
 
2.3       The setting 
 
2.4       The time frame 
 
2.5       The training 
 
3         Volunteers in the field of activity of “domestic violence” – a cooperation with the      
            police and the information centre for women 
 
3.1       The new Law of Protection against Domestic Violence 
 
3.2       The pro-active approach 
 
 



 

XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 
 

 

Fachhochschule 
Braunschweig/Wolfenbüttel 
 
FB S   Fachbereich Sozialwesen 

 
Professur für Kriminologie & Viktimologie 

Prof. Dr. jur. Ute Ingrid Hartmann  
 

 

 Tel: 0531/2852-201 
   

 
 

The role of volunteers in victim assistance and the work of the  
”Lower Saxony’s foundation for victim assistance” in Germany 

 
 
 
1      The resolution of the council of the European Union about the position of victims in the  
        criminal procedure 
In Europe we have a resolution of the council of the European Union about the position of 
victims in the penal proceedings from March 15th  2001. One of the focuses is to take into 
account the needs of victims and treat them in an integrated and structured way and thereby to 
avoid partial or incoherent solutions which could cause secondary victimization. So the 
regulations of the resolution are not restricted to protect the interests of the victim only in the 
actual course of the criminal procedure. They also contain a number of supporting measures 
for victims before and after the criminal procedure which could ease the consequences of the 
crime. The calling in of specialized offices and institutions for victim assistance prior to the 
proceedings is seen to be equally important as during and after the criminal procedure. At the 
same time it is important that people who have to be in contact with victims get an appropriate 
and adequate training. This is not only for the victims but also for the realization of the aims 
of the procedure fundamentally relevant. Therefore the EU member states support the efforts 
of specialized victim assistance offices which serve as first addresses for victims and which 
ensure them further help and support. Moreover the member states of the European Union 
commit themselves to encourage projects for victim assistance through financing such 
institutions or over their public departments in order to give people who work in the field of 
victim assistance a good training. 
 
1.1 The realization of the resolution in Germany 
Germany as a whole supports this resolution naturally but hasn’t realized it entirely in all the 
respects mentioned before. Germany leaves the initiative for the organization of practical and 
application-oriented victim assistance according to the regulations of the resolution of the EU 
council to its 16 federal states. So you can find a chequered variety in the field of victim 
assistance and support in Germany. Every federal state goes its own way with the advantage 
that different models and types of victim assistance and support can be explored. But there’s 
also the disadvantage that strength is still to much focused in the forming of single projects 
and is obstructed by bureaucratical regulations. So eventually the care and support of victims 
before, during and after the criminal procedure still hasn’t reached the standard that we wish.  
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1.2    The realization of the resolution in Lower Saxony through “Lower Saxony’s     
            foundation for victim assistance” 
As consequence of this still deficient situation the state of Lower Saxony, where I come from, 
as first and only state so far set foot on a new way in the practical work with victims since 
October 2001. 
 
In October 2001 the minister of justice at that time achieved, over all party boundaries, the 
founding of the “Lower Saxony’s foundation for victim assistance”. He also achieved to 
install 11 workplaces for professional victim assistants and to spread them all over the state. 
This initiative of the minister was considerable in so far as the foundation and the 11 
professionals can be effective on a broad basis of approval and are therefore not in danger of 
becoming “victims” themselves due to party-political arguments. 
 
The first test was this year in March when the election produced a new administration from 
another political camp. The new minister of justice of Lower Saxony expressly supports the 
work of “Lower Saxony’s foundation for victim assistance”. 
 
“Lower Saxony’s foundation for victim assistance” is a foundation of civil law in which the 
ministry of justice forms the board of directors. So a legal form has been chosen that enables 
people to participate. The foundation capital totals 1 million Euro. With it the foundation 
should be completely independent by the year 2006 and financially pay its way.  
 
1.2.1 Professional victim assistance and its field of activity 
Not so independently develops the work situation and the field of work of the 11 professional 
victim assistants. Since October 2001 they are employees of the justice and responsible for the 
field of victim assistance and therefore they are employees of a state institution –not a non-
state organization. Today this form of employment has the advantage that their workplaces 
are comparatively secure. The professionals don’t have to care about the preservation of their 
workplaces. They can dedicate their entire strength to the help and support of victims. So a 
move has been made that wouldn’t be possible these days due to budgetary deterioration. The 
disadvantage is – and this is no criticism but a fact – that the 11 victim assistants are not 
appropriately prepared and trained for their tasks. Mostly they are social workers but they 
have little knowledge of victimology because victimology is no basic subject in the studies of 
social work. At the moment their training and victimological education takes place in an 
external program at our faculty for social work. Besides mostly they have experience in the 
work with offenders and not everybody is aware of the dimension of this change of 
perspective. They are, as mentioned before, employees of the justice and therefore are 
subjected to other rules and terms than if victim assistance and support is practised by a non-
state organization. 
 
Their field of activity can be described as follows: They are suposssed to obtain publicity for 
victim assistance as a general social task and to initiate further education and training. While 
building a network they are supposed to promote victim assistance in their regions and enable 
the victims to get access to the support system of victim assistance. This work doesn’t exclude 
the practical work with victims but this is only possible on a small scale due to their extensive 
and various tasks. Additionally the 11 victim assistants can distribute financial aid to the 
victims from the background of “Lower Saxony’s foundation for victim assistance”. At the  
 



 

XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 
 

moment while this new institution is still in the progress of establishing itself it involves the 
danger of  measuring the “work success” of the victim assistants on the distribution of money 
and that the sorrow of victims and their need for psycho-social support is reduced to financial 
compensation. Focusing on monetary reimbursement would be contradictory to all 
victimological discoveries concerning the basic needs of victims of crimes and other shocking 
incidents for stabilization and qualified psycho-social support.  
 
1.2.2 The role of volunteers in victim assistance 
Due to this discovery and the fact that the field of work of the victim assistants is very 
extensive Lower Saxony goes another new way: Lower Saxony encourages volunteering for 
practical work with victims and promotes victim support through volunteers. To confer more 
weight on victim assistance as a general social task a new model project started at the faculty 
of social work in Braunschweig to develop training standards for voluntary engaged people. 
 
This model project can fall back on a forerunner phase of two years in which we started to 
work with students of social work as volunteers in victim assistance at the faculty of social 
work. 
 
From the beginning there was no doubt that we need the commitment of volunteers for the 
work with victims. For Germany in the future voluntary work as expression of a general 
social task and a general social responsibility towards victims will be indispensable as a “third 
pillar” besides the professional work and the support which exists through relatives anyway. 
 
The field of psycho-social support of victims is indeed time-consuming and labour-intensive 
but also distinctly structured and transparent and therefore a suitable field of activity for 
qualified volunteers. The training of volunteers to achieve a certain professionalism is the 
prerequisite to avoid secondary victimization of the victim.  
 
2 Psycho-social support of victims through volunteers 
The vocabulary psycho-social has been chosen to point out the wide range of victim 
assistance that’s settled between legal advice on the on hand and the various therapeutical 
specialists on the other. The psycho-social care doesn’t include legal advice or trauma therapy 
(while trauma therapy usually includes a depth exploration of the circumstances psycho-social 
care does not). The precise objective is acute support and crisis intervention which doesn’t 
mean that assistance and support of victims for a prolonged period is impossible. The centre 
of psycho-social support are conversations and practical help in everyday situations for 
problems which result from the victimization. The victim can admit his/her anxiety and is able 
to talk about the incident without having emotions of joint guilt caused in him/her. Altogether 
the coping strategies of the victim will be supported. If further specialized help is needed the 
volunteers help with the arrangements. In all it is the aim to stabilize the victim and let 
him/her know that his/her reactions to the experienced incident are a totally normal behaviour 
towards a highly unnormal incident.  
 
2.1 The concept 
The concept of our psycho-social care model in Braunschweig designates a setting of  7 
sessions. It’s been developed after the international theories of victimology that are already 
successfully integrated for years in other European countries like England and the 
Netherlands.  
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While introducing this concept it is necessary to emphazise that it must be adjusted to the 
individual needs and interests of the victim. THE victim doesn’t exist. The coping with 
victimization happens individually and just very differently. What is perceived as a 
victimization and which gravity is given to it does not depend on criminal categorizing but 
several psychological and social factors on the part of the victim and his/her living situation 
(Strobl 1998, 229). Yet we need a concept which can be varied accordingly. 
 
2.2 The first approach 
The first contact should be immediately after the offence. But usually it is fiction that a victim 
assistant is directly together with the police on-site with the victim. When taking the 
resolution of the European Union seriously the cooperation with the police is one of the most 
important. In the Braunschweiger model the process is that the police informs about 
institutions for victim assistance and asks the victim if his/her telephone number is allowed to 
be given to the victim assistance office Braunschweig. The background is that our victim 
assistance should follow an elementary principle of crisis intervention which is that we should 
go up to the victim. So requirements of data protection have been also taken into account. The 
first intervention is immediately and directly after the crisis trigger. In this phase after the 
offence the need of the victim for reliable support is strongestly marked. 
 
 
2.3 The setting 
If the victim is willing to accept the offer the setting designates usually about seven units of 
support. 
 
The goal of the first 4 sessions is to offer victims a place where they can show and face their 
anxieties, talk about their experiences and fears – basically about whatever they feel like 
mentioning. The victim depends on professional victim assistance staff with empathy – 
meaning someone who can sympathetically understand the victims and their experiences 
without giving up their own position or losing their own point of view. Empathy is developed 
through listening closely, understanding and taking the conversation seriously – not through 
knowing things better than the affected persons themselves! Listening and sympathetic 
understanding are the most important things in this case while advises and accusations of joint 
guilt are harmful. As we know by now accusations and feelings of joint guilt can inhibit or 
block a positive coping process of the experienced crime (Killias 1993, 70ff).  
 
The centre of attention in the following sessions is the stabilization of the victims. 
Stabilization can be reached by supplying the victim with information. It’s important for the 
victims to find out that their feelings and anxieties after the offence are very normal reactions 
towards an unnormal incident. It might be helpful for the victim to find out that victimization 
can take place accidentally. 
 
In the following sessions the victim might want to face the victimization with a newly gained 
distance to the experience. It’s important for the victim to get the chance to talk about the 
shocking experience in order to make it become part of the past instead of the presence. In 
this context the coping process is the centre of attention. Further the assistance is challenged 
with guiding the victim empathetically and to support it during the period of reorientation. 
Resources have to be discovered and activated meaning competent behaviour of the victim 
has to be pointed out. The concept of the victim’s personality that has been diminished by the 
offence needs to be refreshed. 
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We need to consider that the primary victimization has been an act of powerlessness where 
the victim was unable to act. After the offence victims are anxious to regain autonomy. They 
know best what’s good for their future life. In this context victim assistance has to act as a 
professional catalyst. 
 
2.4 The time frame 
The first 4 sessions should be scheduled within the 6-weeks’ period after the offence. The 
following 3 sessions should be scheduled for the following 6 to 8 weeks. Besides that the staff 
also needs to focus on the court appointment. This is an incalculable magnitude of the care. It 
might be scheduled soon after the crime but that’s rarely the case. Usually victims have to 
wait a pretty long time for their court appointment especially if investigations take a long 
time, if the offender is unknown or if the offender appeals to the charge(s). At 
Braunschweig’s victim assistance office the professional volunteers are still available for 
support beyond the 7 sessions which enables them to accompany the clients to their court 
appointments even if those take place a long time after the offence. 
 
 
2.5 The training 
To provide professional victim assistance in the context of psycho-social support the staff 
needs specific training modules plus supporting supervision on a regular basis – which is a 
necessity. 
 
The different training modules are subdivided into a so-called basic module about victim 
assistance in general and further specific modules. The basic module includes 30 sessions 
about offences of ownership and property. After the basis module training the staff has to 
complete a 6-months period of practical work before they can attend the further training in 
interpersonal offences. Not only the staff but also the instructors need to be trained regularly 
and to be offered supervision. 
 
The concept of  Braunschweig’s victim assistance model includes the following training 
elements: 
 

• Classes in victimology, meaning a theoretical training in victimology. This includes 
the basic principles of victimology, knowledge on primary and secondary 
victimization, knowledge on victims’ medical and physical processes as reactions 
towards the victimization (traumatizing experiences, coping strategies, the acute and 
the posttraumatic stress disorder). 

 
• Classes in communication and crisis intervention including practical exercises – the 

staff needs to learn how to listen attentively and how to help the victim arrange things. 
 
• Regular supervision as a balance for the burden and stress empathetic listening can 

cause. Especially for volunteers it is crucial to exchange experiences for it helps them 
to feel integrated in the work. 

 
• Participation in conventions and continuation classes. 
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• Internships at police departments to get familiar with the structures and working 
methods of the police. This is important because the police officers usually are the first 
to get in touch with the victim what makes a cooperation with them necessary and it 
helps to know how the cooperation partner deals with the clients. 

• Knowledge on legal aspects in the field of victim support and protection including 
aspects like crime investigations, the commission of police and the department of 
public prosecution, penal proceedings including the victims’ rights and duties, 
possibilities for the victims to participate in the penal proceeding, knowledge on 
financial compensation regulated by the laws on compensation and entitlements for 
victims. 

 
Knowledge on legal aspects aren’t in the foreground of psycho-social victim assistance; this 
field is already covered by other competent institutions. 
 
In order to qualify for the work in victim assistance the applicants have to make their point of 
interest clear in an “entrance examination”. This procedure should avoid the following: 
showing inappropriate solidarization with the victims, pushing the victims to take steps they 
aren’t ready for yet, doing chores for the victims that they’re able to do themselves, an 
excessive identification with victims. 
If a professional isn’t sure about his/her motivation it might have negative effects on their 
work (Fischer& Riedesser 1998, 342). 
 
3      Volunteers in the field of activity of “domestic violence” – a cooperation with the      
         police and the information centre for women 
In October 2002 in the course of our work with victims started a new model: In cooperation 
with the police and the women information centre Braunschweig we offer a bridging function 
for the work with women who are affected by domestic violence. Our aim is to better reach 
the women and their children who became victims of domestic violence and to offer 
assistance through our concept of psycho-social support. If the women want to they get 
accompanied during further professional assistance. 
 
3.1 The new Law of Protection Against Domestic Violence 
On January 1st 2002 the Law of Protection against Domestic Violence became effective and 
an important signal against violence in the domestic area was set. Now opportunities for 
orders of protection under civil law as well as the assigning of the jointly used residence are 
offered to the victims. If there’s a case of domestic violence usually the conflict gets defused 
by spatial distance. So the security of the residence and protection against other attacks of the 
offender is granted to the women and their children. This new law unmistakably expresses 
that domestic violence usually against women and children is no longer a private affair. Now 
the prevention of domestic violence is of high public interest. 
 
3.2 The ”pro-active” approach 
The public interest in prevention of domestic violence is underlined by the pro-active 
approach when volunteers go up to the women and offer help and support in this difficult 
situation. This pro-active approach also follows the rules of crisis intervention that the first 
intervention happens immediately and support and assistance is offered to the women.  
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The intervention starts with the police being called to the scene, usually by the woman herself. 
One of the police’s tasks is to inform the woman about her legal opportunities and which 
institutions for support are existing and to hand out information material. The particulars and 
information about the offence are written down on a special form for domestic violence. If the 
woman doesn’t mind this form is forwarded to the volunteers.  
 
The volunteers immediately contact the woman – therefore the first phone call is very 
important! Usually the first contact is via phone. During this conversation the woman gets 
informed about legal opportunities and she also gets the time and chance to talk about her 
situation. The female volunteers help the women with filling out applications, accompanying 
them to court and other public authorities. By request they arrange meetings with other 
specialists – primary with the colleagues of the women information centre. 
 
Special emphasis is given to psycho-social support while working with affected women. Most 
of the women show a huge need for talking. Because of the oppression through the offender 
and the feelings of guilt and shame the social contacts of the women are strongly restricted. 
The systematic destruction of self-esteem of the victim through humiliation, assault and 
battery extremely impairs her possibilities to act and defend. The longer the maltreatments 
lasted the harder it gets for the woman to ask for help from the outside. Also for this reason 
the pro-active approach, to go up to the women, is so immensely important.  
 
Often it is tried to present an intact family to the outside world and in the heads of the women 
the assumption that domestic violence is a private matter still exists. So usually the women 
are very surprised by the pro-active approach of the volunteers and very glad about. 
 
In Braunschweig, a city with a quarter million inhabitants, we get approximately 4 
notifications about domestic violence per week. That makes 200 cases per year and this is 
only the top of the iceberg. 
 
Altogether good experiences with volunteers in this special field of victim assistance have 
been made and it shows that a good qualification should be a minimum standard. We owe this 
as a general social task to the many victims to restore their dignity. 
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