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Background 
 

We know that many victims of crime generally move along a continuum following a 

crime and recognise that they have different rights and needs at different stages. For 

example, immediately following a crime the victim may have safety concerns; want 

information from Police regarding the investigation; need counselling and if court 

proceedings commence will require court preparation and support.  Following the 

imprisonment of an offender, the victim may need information on victim registers and 

conferencing.  Most charters of victims rights follow this continuum and we know 

from our contact with victims that needs vary according to a number of factors 

including the type of offence, factors within the victim, supports available to the 

victim and whether the matter progresses through investigation to court. 

 

We also know that the victim will come in contact with a variety of people following a 

crime- some from government agencies, some from non-government agencies and 

victim support groups. Many of these people can be considered gatekeepers in that 

they play a critical role in providing victims with support, information and referral to 

assist the victim. They include Police officers, sexual assault services, employers, 

health workers, court staff, legal practitioners and victims groups.  While we can 

consider direct advertising to the community at large and information to family and 

friends about support services, it is more likely that information provided by these 

key people, when it is relevant, will be most successful. 
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So what are some strategies to strengthen the likelihood that victims of crime will 

receive the information, support and referral they need?   

 

This paper will draw on our experiences in New South Wales (NSW), Australia and 

any paper at an international conference needs to provide some context to what is 

being described.  NSW covers 800,000 square kilometres and is the most populous 

State in Australia with over 6.5 million people living in NSW.  Of that 6.5 million 

people, 4.1 million live in Sydney, which means that any service planning needs to 

ensure that the 37% of the population who live outside of Sydney have access to 

services. 

 

To give you some idea of the reported crime rate in NSW last year there were 98 

murders, over 6,00 sexual assaults, 80,000 assaults and over 11,000 robberies of 

which nearly 4,000 were armed robberies. 

 

Strategies 
 

Strategies aimed at assisting victims of crime can be grouped into three stages –the 

establishment of services, co-ordination and collaboration and integration of services 

and agencies to focus on the victim’s needs. 
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Stage 1 Establishment of services 
 

Encouraging a range of specialist services for particular victims of crime. 
 

Services need to be established to assist particular victims of crime due to the very 

specific needs associated with particular crimes.  Many of these services in NSW 

were established in the 1960s and 1970s when the women’s movement lobbied for 

protection for women who are victims of violence. This included the establishment of 

women’s refuges for victims of domestic violence and crisis centres for victims of 

rape. 

 

The need for specialist services continues as victims of domestic violence often 

have specific needs for a safe place, police intervention, court assistance and 

support applying for restraining orders and emergency housing.  Sexual assault 

services are required 24 hours a day to ensure that counselling, medical attention 

and forensic testing are available immediately following an assault. 

 

Specialist services have also been established for families of homicide victims due 

to the particular trauma associated with homicide.  These services can assist with 

immediate counselling and support and often facilitate self-help groups for ongoing 

support.  Many specialist victims groups such as Enough is Enough and Victims of 

Crime Assistance League (VOCAL) in NSW have arisen when people who have 

been victims themselves, want to be able to assist other victims and to have an 

impact on the system.   

 

Ensuring a range of diverse services 
 

Not only are specialist services required to respond to particular crimes but any 

network of services needs to provide a range of diverse services.  For example 

some victims of crime in NSW access counselling services focussing on therapeutic 

interventions to assist in their recovery.  Other victims choose not to access 

therapeutic counselling but would rather speak on the telephone support line to a 

trained and experienced volunteer.    
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Court support services are another example of the diverse needs of victims.  Some 

victims want to attend court preparation courses so they can better understand the 

court processes and the role of a witness while others want a trained volunteer to 

accompany them to court and have someone to sit with them at the court.  In NSW 

there is a range of court support services.  For example the Witness Assistance 

Scheme located in the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions is staffed with 

professional staff who provide court preparation and support to victims of crime.  

There are also court support groups specifically funded to provide court assistance 

to women experiencing domestic violence and also networks of volunteers in victim 

support groups who provide court support. 

 

Diverse services recognise the diversity of victim’s needs with other examples of 

diverse needs being the need for financial counselling, family support services and 

legal advice.   

 
Commitment from all agencies that victims of crime are part of their client 
group.   

 
All agencies coming into contact with victims of crime need formal commitment that 

their role includes assisting victims of crime.  This is critical for agencies such as 

health and police who are most likely to see victims of crime immediately following 

the crime.  Their response to victims is critical, as we know that if victims experience 

a positive and supportive response at this time it can decrease feelings leading to 

secondary victimisation. A good response at this point also means that victims may 

be more likely to seek assistance later. 

 

This commitment needs to be stated in formal policies and procedures.  With 

complex and devolved agencies which cover large geographic regions, the 

importance of these formal policy statements should not be underestimated. 

 



 
Getting connected: strategies to assist victims of crime  5 
 
XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 

In NSW the State Government took a leadership role in ensuring that all 

Government agencies were responding to victims of crime.  It was one of the first 

jurisdictions to legislate a Charter of Victims Rights, a copy of which is attached to 

this paper.  This was in 1996 with the passing of the Victims Rights Act.  The Charter 

sets out 17 Rights which Government agencies are to have regard to when 

responding to victims of crime.  The Act also established the Victims of Crime 

Bureau, which is responsible for implementation of the Charter and works across 

Government agencies to ensure compliance.  A third initiative in the Act was the 

establishment of the Victims Advisory Board which advises the Attorney General on 

issues affecting victims of crime.  The Board membership, which is set out in the 

Act, includes community representatives and representatives of key Government 

agencies such as Police, Health, Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions and 

the Attorney General’s Department. 
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Stage 2  Co-ordination and collaboration 
 

One of the functions of the Victims of Crime Bureau is “to co-ordinate the delivery of 

support services for victims of crime” and while the Bureau has not put in place all 

the strategies to ensure co-ordination and collaboration it has played a critical role.  

The fact that the Bureau is placed within a NSW Government Department- the 

Attorney General’s Department and with the Victims Compensation Tribunal 

received some criticism at the time it was established.  However one view is that 

while a non-Government agency may have had success in working with other non-

Government agencies, the real success of the Bureau has been to influence and 

create partnerships across a diverse range of Government Departments while 

working with non-Government and victims groups. 

 

Identifying key milestones for victim of crime and ensuring that there are 
appropriate services at these points. 

 

As agencies become more aware of the range of needs of victims of crime they can 

identify key milestones for victims. This includes: 

• The first 24 hours after the crime; 

• Short term needs such as crisis support and medical care; 

• Longer term issues such as counselling and support groups; 

• Criminal justice proceedings requiring information, preparation and support; 

and 

• Post court.  

 

By identifying these milestones agencies can ensure not only that services are 

available but also that referrals can occur between agencies such as the health 

worker who has been providing counselling being aware of court support agencies at 

the point at which the victim is to attend court.  In NSW we have identified that one 

of the most stressful points for victims is the criminal justice proceedings as most 

people have little contact with the courts and are not informed about their role in 

these proceedings. This recognition has lead to the development of a range of 
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services and resources aimed at better informing victims of crime about the system 

and more moves to reform a system which many see as not paying sufficient 

attention to the needs of victims of crime. 

 

Identifying gatekeepers and contact points which will come across victims 
such as Police, libraries, court rooms, Hospital emergency departments. 
 

While ensuring that formal commitments are stated in policy documents, the 

greatest challenge in implementation is to ensure that the staff at contact points – 

the gatekeepers, will have an awareness of victims rights and needs and the 

commitment to assist victims of crime.   

 

The position descriptions documenting the role and responsibilities of these staff 

would rarely mention assisting victims of crime.  General staff need to be 

encouraged to identify victims as they present to their front line services.  One of the 

challenges we have found is the labelling of clients- to the Emergency Department 

staff the patient is a gunshot wound and to the courthouse they are a witness.  The 

fact that they are also victims of crime with rights and entitlements can be 

overlooked. 

 

It is also unreasonable to expect these busy frontline staff to have detailed 

information available to assist victims.  In NSW we have found having a Victims 

Card that can be handed out or a website address is a valuable means to provide 

relevant information. 

 

Raising awareness through training and education programs.   
 
The way we define clients depends on the context in which we are working and our 

interpretation of the client.  For example the hospital social worker may regard the 

person as a brain injury patient while the fact that the injury occurred during an 

assault may not be recognised.  This worker may then not make the connection that 

the person is a victim of a violent crime with services and entitlements which they 
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can access.  Similarly Police Officers may define the person as a witness to a violent 

crime, not as a victim who has suffered as the result of the crime. 

 

These definitional issues and the way that workers in other agencies become more 

aware of issues affecting victims of crime is best addressed through training and 

educational programs.  In our experience these programs are welcomed as workers 

can quickly see the relevance to their work and how they can better assist victims of 

crime. 

 

In the initial stages this training and education has been provided by Victims 

Services but over time the agencies are themselves taking responsibility to 

incorporate these issues into their own training.  This development is to be 

supported as it creates ownership and allows agencies to present the material in the 

most relevant form.   

 
Relevant resources developed and shared across agencies to enable the 
service provider to appropriately assist the victim.   
 

As agencies better identify victims and their needs there is ongoing recognition that 

information needs to be provided and relevant resources developed. 

 

For example Your Day in Court which is a video to assist victims of crime in 

preparation for court and information booklets such as “What Now?” which provides 

information on rights, services and entitlements were developed in collaboration 

across a range of agencies to ensure that it is most useful for those agencies and 

their clients. 

 

A 24-hour Victims Support Line is another resource which is accessed by all 

agencies and they can include the phone number on their material.  A victims of 

crime website which was launched in 2002 is also being increasingly accessed.   
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Resources which have been developed from a commonly identified need and which 

are developed collaboratively have an increased likelihood not only of being most 

relevant to victims of crime but being widely used. 

 

Models of best practice  
 

There are often excellent examples of best practice and with the diversity of 

agencies, not just across the area but geographically, documenting best practice is a 

powerful tool in raising awareness of the excellent work occurring to assist victims of 

crime. 

 

Documenting best practice is particularly powerful where the response of the service 

provider to a victim of crime is part of their routine behaviour. For example the 

Victims Support Card provided by all Police Officers to victims of crime; conferencing 

by prosecutors with victims prior to court proceedings; and employers providing staff 

who have been victims of crime with an information package on support services are 

all examples of best practice. 
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In NSW we worked across key Government agencies to create a Resource Kit 

on the Charter of Victims Rights.  The Kit documents what best practice would 

look like if victims of crime were being assisted in accessing their rights.  It 

gives real life case examples of what is occurring in agencies which many 

would consider best practice.  

 

Interagency protocols  
 

As we know it is not sufficient for agencies to only have an understanding of 

their own policies and practices.  They need to also understand how other key 

agencies will be responding.  This has been particularly evident in areas where 

there is likely to be involvement of multiple providers such as in child protection, 

sexual assault and domestic violence.   

 

Interagency protocols describe the roles and responsibilities of each agency 

and provide a shared understanding of what response will be provided.  They 

have a set of shared principles including a strong client focus. 

 

It is also important that they are publicly available to inform victims of crime 

about the role of the diverse agencies. These protocols are a key strategy in co-

ordinating services to clients. 

 

Interagency forums  
 

One of the most innovative strategies to ensure co-ordination and collaboration 

was the convening of the NSW Victims of Crime Interagency Forum by the 

Victims of Crime Bureau in NSW in 1997. 

 

Since 1997 these forums have provided an opportunity for agencies to 

exchange information and identify systemic issues for responding to victims of 

crime.  These forums provide a way to better understand each other’s roles and 

responsibilities.  The format of the Victims of Crime Interagency in NSW 
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includes an information exchange where agencies give an update on ways they 

are working to assist victims of crime.  This can mean that different agencies 

identify projects that they can work on collaboratively. 

 

These forums also provide a means of identifying gaps and system 

breakdowns.  A recent example was the lack of information for victims of crime 

on sentencing principles.  Much of the court preparation material stopped at the 

verdict and victims were not informed about separate sentencing hearings and 

what factors the judicial officers took into account.  The Interagency Forum 

provided comment on a draft document and their involvement will ensure that 

the information is most relevant and widely used. 

 

During 1999 and 2000 the Victims of Crime Bureau convened 17 one-off 

interagency forums around NSW where key Government Departments met to 

discuss how they were complying with the Charter of Victims Rights and in what 

ways their agencies were assisting victims of crime.  One outcome of these 

forums was recognition that co-ordination and collaboration needs to be driven 

by regionally based positions and in 2001 Victims Services created three rural 

victims of crime co-ordinator positions.  One of the achievements of these co-

ordinators to date is convening regional interagency forums to identify services 

and common issues of interest.  
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Stage 3 Integration of services and agencies to focus on the 
 victim’s needs 
 

The aim is to have the victim of crime as the focus of any service network and 

for the victim to move effortlessly between services as they journey along the 

continuum from crime to recovery. 

 

For this stage to be achieved there are a number of critical factors which will 

need to be in place. Most of these factors relate to how the agencies perceive 

their role and whether there are shared values and outcomes between 

agencies. 

 

One of the factors critical to the success of ensuring that agencies work 

together to assist victims of crime is a set of shared values.  These values 

underpin the way the agency not only assists the victim of crime but also the 

way they work with other agencies.  Importantly the Charter of Victims Rights in 

NSW has gone some way to making explicit this value base particularly in the 

way victims are to be treated.   

 

Other shared values include respecting that clients have choices about what 

services and entitlements they access and that the agencies value 

empowerment of clients to make informed choices.  A belief by one agency that 

they can provide for all the clients needs is unhelpful and may mean that they 

attempt to retain the client rather than refer them to more appropriate specialist 

services. 

 

Another shared value is in recognising and respecting not only the diversity of 

victims of crime but also the diversity of crimes impacting on people and the 

value of having a diverse range of agencies.  These values underpin any 

partnerships being developed particularly across government and non-

government agencies. 
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Performance indicators can set up perverse incentives which may work against 

integrated and seamless services.  For example a performance indicator which 

measures the number of clients of the agency overall may encourage some 

agencies to retain clients rather than encourage them on their journey to 

recovery.  Any funding model should focus on the number of new clients 

contacting the service and include as one outcome referral to other agencies.  

 

Overall, agencies working in an integrated network require trust.  They must 

trust each other to provide a high quality of service and trust each other to 

come together to share information, particularly in working to identify systems 

issues which require changes to legislation, policy and practice. 

 

This is not easy to achieve in an arena where victim support groups are often 

competing for government funding and the government agencies who they are 

working in partnership with are also their funders. 

 

There are also a number of factors about the victim of crime that is important to 

recognise in creating integrated services.  Firstly for many victims the crime is 

not just one isolated incident but part of a pattern of abuse.  They often have 

repeated contact with agencies and rather than a continuum their experience is 

a cycle of violence.  It is important to acknowledge that for them any response 

to the crime needs to build in prevention strategies.  We all need to ensure that 

agencies working towards crime prevention also see themselves as part of the 

service system.   

 

Secondly for many victims of crime the crime is either not reported or the 

investigation never results in criminal proceedings so there may be no contact 

with the criminal justice system.  For example in NSW, of all the victims 

compensation awards we make, there is only a relevant conviction in 52% of 

awards which means that 48% of awards are being made on the balance of 

probability. 
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Thirdly many victims of crime have specific needs related to their ethnicity, level 

of disabilities, sexual preference and cultural perspectives.  They need all 

services to be attuned to their particular needs and they may also need specific 

services. 

 

Outcome 
 

With these strategies and service networks the likelihood that victims of crime 

will be assisted is increased.  The range of strategies recognise the diverse 

needs of victims of crime as they progress and recover from the effects of being 

a victim of crime.  The desired outcome is a seamless service responding to 

victims of crime by providing it at the right time in the right place by the most 

appropriate people. 
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 Charter of Victims Rights 
Victims Rights Act 1996 

1Courtesy, compassion and respect 

A victim should be treated with courtesy, compassion and respect for the victim’s rights and dignity. 

 

2Information about services and remedies 

A victim should be informed at the earliest practical opportunity, by relevant agencies and officials, of 

the services and remedies available to the victim. 

 

3Access to services 

A victim should have access where necessary to available welfare, health, counselling and legal 

assistance responsive to the victim’s needs. 

 

4Information about investigation of the crime 

A victim should, on request, be informed of the progress of the investigation of the crime, unless the 

disclosure might jeopardise the investigation. In that case, the victim should be informed accordingly. 

 

5Information about prosecution of accused 

1 A victim should be informed in a timely manner of the following: 

(a) the charges laid against the accused or the reasons for not laying charges, 

(b) any decision of the prosecution to modify or not to proceed with charges laid against the accused, 

including any decision to accept a plea of guilty by the accused to a less serious charge in return for 

a full discharge with respect to the other charges, 

(c) the date and place of hearing of any charge laid against the accused, 

(d) the outcome of the criminal proceedings against the accused (including proceedings on appeal) 

and the sentence (if any) imposed. 

2 A victim should be consulted before a decision referred to in paragraph (1) (b) is taken if the 

accused has been charged with a serious crime that involves sexual violence or that results in actual 

bodily harm, mental illness or nervous shock to the victim, unless: 

(a) the victim has indicated that he or she does not wish to be so consulted, or 



 
Getting connected: strategies to assist victims of crime  16 
 
XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 

(b) the whereabouts of the victim cannot be ascertained after reasonable inquiry. 

 

6Information about trial process and role as witness 

A victim who is a witness in the trial for the crime should be informed about the trial process and the 

role of the victim as a witness in the prosecution of the accused. 

 

7Protection from contact with accused 

A victim should be protected from unnecessary contact with the accused and the defence witnesses 

during the course of court proceedings. 

 

8Protection of identity of victim 

A victim’s residential address and telephone number should not be disclosed unless a court 

otherwise directs. 

 

9 Attendance at preliminary hearings 

A victim should be relieved from appearing at 

preliminary hearings or committal hearings unless the court otherwise directs. 

 

10 Return of property of victim held by State 

If any property of a victim is held by the State for the purpose of investigation or evidence, the 

inconvenience to the victim should be minimised and the property returned promptly. 

 

11 Protection from accused 

A victim’s need or perceived need for protection should be put before a bail authority by the 

prosecutor in any bail application by the accused. 
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12 Information about special bail conditions 

A victim should be informed about any special bail conditions imposed on the accused that are 

designed to protect the victim or the victim’s family. 

 

13 Information about outcome of bail application 

A victim should be informed of the outcome of a bail application if the accused has been charged 

with sexual assault or other serious personal violence. 

 

14 Victim impact statement 

A relevant victim should have access to information and assistance for the preparation of any victim 

impact statement authorised by law to ensure that the full effect of the crime on the victim is placed 

before the court. 

 

15 Information about impending release, escape or eligibility for 
absence from custody 
 
A victim should, on request, be kept informed of the offender’s impending release or escape from 

custody, or of any change in security classification that results in the offender being eligible for 

unescorted absence from custody. 

 

16 Submissions on parole and eligibility for absence from custody of 
serious offenders 
 
A victim should, on request, be provided with the opportunity to make submissions concerning the 

granting of parole to a serious offender or any change in security classification that would result in a 

serious offender being eligible for unescorted absence from custody. 

 

17 Compensation for victims of personal violence 

A victim of a crime involving sexual or other serious personal violence should be entitled to make a 

claim under a statutory scheme for victims compensation. 


