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The research on which this paper is based aimed to establish that we discriminate against 

male victims in the delivery of services to victims of crime in South Africa. It examined this 

bias against the intentions of the policy that guides such service delivery and explored the 

impact of such bias on the objectives of that policy.  

 

It isn’t hard to show gender bias in service delivery to victims of crime in South Africa.  

 

As the depth and breadth of victimisation as a result of crime – and in particular violent crime 

has impacted more and more South Africans over the past decade, the provision of services 

to victims of crime has progressed from a total non-issue in the early 90’s to a significant 

issue in the new millennium.  The South African CJS has traditionally been offender-driven; 

the demand has grown for a victim-centred approach in which the role and rights of victims 

are recognised and entrenched.  

 

There are limited resources to serve victims of crime, with conflicting demands to prioritise 

the needs of competing categories of victims. Competition extends to the funding of service 

providers outside of government – service delivery is largely dependent on non-governmental 

volunteer and community-based initiatives.  

 

The CJS is overloaded and under capacitated and often contributes to victimisation, treating 

victims of crime in an insensitive and often harmful way.  

“When a victim has to engage with the police or the courts, and encounters harsh 

treatment it often brings back the experience of victimisation in a very damaging way. 

A victim may for instance end up feeling guilty for having been a victim, and may find 

it very difficult to cope with the effects of victimisation”. (Friedman, personal 

communication, 23rd December, 1999).   

 

Action to rectify the situation can be seen in terms of policy regarding Victim Support (VS) 

and Victim Empowerment (VE). 
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VE is the process whereby the victim is restored to a state as close as possible to that 

existing prior to the offence. This is done by a variety of means intended to empower the 

victim to deal with the consequences of the event to leave it behind and suffer no further 

loss or damage. (Stavrou, 1998, p.25-27)  

 

VS is an important part of this process. It offers emotional and practical support, a shoulder 

to cry on, identification of symptoms of post-traumatic stress, trauma management and 

referral to professional services where necessary. (Stavrou, 1998, p.27-28) . 

 

Post-traumatic stress is described by trauma specialist Dr Merle Friedman as “a normal 

response to an abnormal event” (Friedman, personal communication, 23rd December, 1999). 

Stavrou (1998, p.27) concurs: 

 “The victim’s psycho-social and physical response to what occurred is a normal  

 response to an abnormal situation.” 

  

Friedman (Friedman, personal communication, 23rd December,1999) says that up to 50% of 

victims will recover from one episode of post-traumatic stress without any assistance at all, 

and most will recover fully within a few months. Trained volunteer VS workers need to be 

able to recognise cases that require referral for specialist care, whilst managing the normal 

post-traumatic response in others.  Friedman (Friedman, personal communication, 23rd 

December, 1999) explains that post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) occurs where the 

symptoms become entrenched and the victim cannot pick up the pieces and resume life as it 

was before the incident. It is in these cases that VS is inadequate and referral to professional 

counselling services becomes vital.  

 

VS also eases access to and flow of information.4 In addition, VS facilitates liaison with 

officers of the CJS to ensure that secondary victimisation does not occur as a result of 

insensitive or disrespectful treatment by police or court officials. (Camerer, 1996, p37-39) It 

ensures that the rights of the victim are respected and that the victim has access to justice. 

Victims of crime rarely recognise that they have rights and even more rarely know what they 

are. It is commonly held among victims that offenders have more rights than victims and 

there is widespread resentment that the Constitution affords offenders greater protection 

                                           
4 See Holtmann, 1998, p.31; Stavrou, 1998, p.28; Tshabalala-Msimang, 1998, p.15-16. 
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than it does victims of crime5. This perception feeds the anger and distress of victims of 

crime.  

 

 These definitions of VE and VS are not always apparent in the services delivered under their 

guise in South Africa. Mncadi (Mncadi, personal communication, 15th October, 1999) believes 

that there is a tendency to conflate VE and VS as pertaining to what is loosely termed trauma 

counselling but in reality is counselling by lay volunteers and/or individual service providers 

within the CJS.  

 

This conflation, says Mncadi, (Mncadi, personal communication, 15th October, 1999) is 

concerning for a number of reasons. It negatively impacts an understanding of the relevance 

and value of services to victims of crime. It also threatens the validity of services that are 

offered. It also causes practitioners in the system to be wary of the demand that they should 

provide the service.  

  

Perhaps the most harmful of the effects of a skewed understanding of VE and VS is that it 

allows for the notion that only victims of crime who are visibly traumatised qualify for 

services. This creates a whole new set of issues around the definition of trauma and the 

subjective nature of diagnosis of trauma. Pretorius  (Pretorius, personal communication, 12th 

September, 1999) says that the police in particular tend to judge the impact of the crime 

according to the nature of the crime rather than the response of the individual victim.  For 

instance a victim of rape or an injured hijack victim may be deemed to be traumatised while 

a victim of a mugging or even a hijack where there was no injury, is not. 

 

Service providers will also almost inevitably judge a female victim to be more traumatised 

than a male victim and will often assume that a male victim is not in need of help, nor does 

he want it. Beuthin (Beuthin, personal communication, 6th June, 1999) admits that this 

perception is common amongst VS volunteers as well. Even where police or VS volunteers 

have been trained to deal with victims, they are unlikely to be able to tell if a victim is 

traumatised or how extensive the traumatic response may be (Camerer, 1996, p. 96). 

Friedman points out that there is no guarantee that a traumatised victim will show any visible 

symptoms at all. Equally, a victim although obviously upset, may suffer a less severe 

traumatic response (Friedman, personal communication, 23rd December, 1999).  

 

                                           
5 See Camerer, 1998, p.36; Stavrou, 1998, p.25 
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VS and VE are thus significant for three reasons: 

1. As a Human Rights issue. 

2. Victims need to be empowered to engage effectively with the CJS. 

3. Victims need to be released from an existing or potential cycle of violence. 

 

 1. Human Rights 

When a crime is committed, the basic Human Rights of the victim, as set out in the 

Constitution, are violated. (Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, p3,7,8) Further 

"rights" specific to victims of crime, are enunciated in the White Paper on Safety and 

Security, (1988, p.18) with a commitment to delivering a service that entrenches five 

internationally recognised rights  - the right to  

• be treated with respect and dignity 

• offer information 

• receive information 

• legal advice 

• protection. 

(The right to compensation is recognised under certain circumstances). 

 

2. Victims and the CJS 

The shortcomings of the CJS are acknowledged in the National Crime Prevention Strategy 

(NCPS) – and it is sad that we have seen so little follow up on this important strategy. One of 

the priority programmes of the NCPS — the VE Programme (VEP)7 — aims to create a victim 

centred restorative approach8 to the justice system. A part of that policy, as articulated in the 

VEP Integrated Business Plan of 1996, relates to the way that services delivered to victims of 

crime contribute to a more effective CJS by empowering victims to assist in the resolution of 

the offence through the criminal justice process.   This is in itself a contentious motivation for 

providing services – but in South Africa pragmatism must often take priority over idealism. 

 

3. Breaking the Cycles of Violence  

                                           
7 The VEP Business Plan, accepted by NCPS structures in 1998, is premised on the need to provide multi-sectoral 
services for victims of crime. It articulates the need for state/civil society partnerships to achieve its aims. The 
victim movement has grown dramatically since this time, with some resultant shift of emphasis as is shown in this 
study. 
8 So-called restorative justice is seen as a constructive alternative to so-called punitive justice. It seeks to restore 
a just balance for victim and offender rather than necessarily to punish the offender. Punishment of the offender 
is only one part of the process, matched with compensation for the victim and restitution in whatever way is 
agreed to be appropriate. See Wallace, 1998, p.68-70. 



5 

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

Graeme Simpson identifies two distinct cycles of violence: the first is an immediate cycle 

where the victim commits a violent offence in response to being the victim of violence. The 

second is what he calls “generational violence” where children who are exposed to violence 

grow up to perpetuate violence. (Simpson, Government Communication Workshop, March 

2000). 

 

VE services are viewed collectively as an intervention that breaks the cycles of violence that 

perpetuate violent crime and contribute to spiralling crime rates.  

The NCPS summary suggests that (1996,p.4): 

"South Africa's violent history has left us with a 'culture of violence', which contributes 

to the high level of violence associated with criminal activity” 

and warns (NCPS summary, 1996, p.5) that the low level of service provision to victims of 

crime contributes to both repeat victimisation and  

"may lead to retributive violence, or the perpetration of other crimes displaced into 

the social or domestic arena". 

 

There is no claim that all victims of violence for whom there is no restorative intervention will 

necessarily become violent offenders. 

 

It is however commonly held that many offenders first experience violence as victims.9 The 

concept of our society as trapped in a cycle of violence is widely acknowledged. VE offers 

entry into a cycle of a different and nurturing kind, where alternatives to violence are sought 

in the restoration process.  

 

There are lobby groups for services for specific categories such as elder abuse, crimes 

against women and crimes against children. The lobby to serve the needs of those victimised 

in violence against women is particularly strong and comes with some overtly legitimate 

claims that are hard to ignore.  

 

This results in a tendency to show bias towards serving victims who are victims of 

violence against women, whilst excluding male victims and victims (even victims 

who are women) of crimes other than violent crimes directed against women.  

 

This tendency has been exacerbated by other factors: 
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• the prioritisation of women and children as a vulnerable group, by the President's Office, 

the Cabinet and by the SAPS – this is a constant theme, reinforced in the State of the 

Nation address (Mbeki, 1999, 2000)  

• the paternalistic nature of the SAPS environment, which makes it easy to perpetuate the 

notion of women as victims 

• the conflation of welfare issues and VE, as a result of the Welfare Sector taking the lead 

in co-ordination of services to victims of crime, through the Department of Welfare 

• the high incidence of rape and sexual assault in South Africa and the high public profile of 

these crimes. 

 

Thus for the most part, women are targeted as recipients of VS and VE services and men are 

excluded from the majority of these services.  Camerer believes that the prioritisation of 

services is based on the most superficial and stereotypical assessments and criteria. The key 

thing seems to be to deliver services to those most likely to ask for them and to use them, 

rather than to those who most need empowerment or whose empowerment would most 

benefit society.  

“The fact that men are not at all likely to ask for these services and are usually 

unaware of their own need for such services doesn’t lessen the value of these 

services to them, it probably increases the value. Its as though we’re saying that 

unless people are capable of articulating their need for a service, we’re going to 

assume that they don’t need it. That makes no sense, particularly where the service is 

one that most people have never contemplated having”. (Camerer, personal 

communication, 10th September, 1999) 

 

Seven years on, it is clear that the interests of victims of violent and sexual crimes against 

women are prioritised over all other interests, to the extent that very few services exist to 

serve victims of other crimes. This exclusion extends to women who are victims of crimes 

other than crimes against women. As I have said – the bias is not difficult to show. What is 

concerning is the impact of the bias. I am not arguing that we should shift our focus from 

dealing with the impact of violence against women. But I am arguing that in prioritising 

services to victims who are women at the expense of victims who are men we aren’t doing 

the best we could to curb violence against women. Not only are we violating – or at least 

withholding delivery of - the rights of men who are victims of violence, we are also doing 

nothing to break the cycles of violence. It is not women who go on to offend, it is men. 

                                                                                                                                    
9 See for example, Friedman, 1998,p.25; Fraser-Moleketi, 1998, p.7; Nel, 1999, p.11; Holtmann, 1999, p.29. 
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Gender bias leaves those most vulnerable to the worst effects of victimisation and those least 

likely to seek help, without support of any kind.  Surely its time we addressed the needs of 

wounded men in the interests of a safer society for all. 

 


