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Introduction 
 
All too often, the victimization of children is automatically associated with child 
abuse and sexual abuse.  However, children are also confronted, either directly 
or indirectly, with other kinds of criminality. 
 
Dane (4 years old) and his mum go shopping.  A masked man with a gun enters 
and the saleswoman has to hand over all the money. 
 
When Phoebe (8 years old) comes home after she has visited a friend, the police 
are there.  They tell her her dad died.  He hanged himself in the attic. 
 
Charlotte (12 years old) comes home after school and sees that the backdoor is 
left open.  She enters and the whole house is in a mess: it has been broken into. 
 
Everyday, dozens of families in Belgium are confronted with burglaries, hold-ups, 
rape, domestic violence and other kinds of violent events.  Every year, 140 
children die on the road.  Just like adults, children have to come to terms with 
such events. 
 
Within the structure of Victim Support, we see that especially children younger 
than 14, are pushed aside and become forgotten victims.  There are different 
reasons.  In the first place, children of that age express themselves in certain 
ways which are not always clear to adults.  Secondly, they often act as if nothing 
has happened to protect their parents.  Thirdly, adults often tend to keep children 
away from the reality of the shocking event. 
 
When children, victims of a shocking event, get a careful support and when their 
emotions are both recognized and acknowledged, they will deal with the facts in 
their own way.  But children are in the first place children.  They will come to 
terms with the situation in their own way, with their own capacities and means of 
communication. 
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1. History of the child support project within the structure of victim 
support  

 
Since 1997, 12 Victim Support Services have been established in the Flemish 
speaking part of Belgium.  They are installed in every judicial district and are part 
of the Centres of General Welfare.  54 professionals and 200 volunteers are 
employed within the structure of Victim Support.  3 professionals are employed in 
the coordinating organization. 
 
Victim Support has to support victims of crimes and other shocking events, such 
as a fatal traffic crash or suicide.  This involves having conversations, giving 
advice, offering practical information and assistance.  It offers help to victims, 
relatives, friends and witnesses. 
 
Since 2001, both adults and children can get help from a Victim Support service.  
In the same year, the “Child Support Project” was accepted by the Flemish 
authorities.  A fulltime coordinator was recruited to develop a child program within 
Victim Support. 
 
Before 1998, it was clearly stated that Victim Support did not work with children, 
but reality within some Victim Support services seemed to be different.  In 1998, 
some professionals of Victim Support came together to see if there was a need 
for a child program within Victim Support.  They composed a questionnaire and 
sent it to the different Victim Support services. 
 
Amongst other things, they asked if children are supported, either directly or 
indirectly, and whether or not child support is a task for Victim Support. 
 
The results showed that in most Victim Support services, children older than  
14 years could get help, but only if they asked directly.  Children younger than  
14 years were seldom supported. There also seemed to be little attention for 
them. 
 
“After the burglary, I visited the victims at home for a first conversation.  Back in 
the office, I could not tell my colleague if those people had children or not.  I did 
not ask them.  I think I saw some toys.” (Victim Support professional) 
 
At the same time, it was asked if it was the duty of Victim Support to help young 
children, and if this was the case, if there was enough know-how about this topic. 
 
With the help of these results, a first meeting was organised with the 
representatives of the different Victim Support services.  Together we decided to 
set up an investigation to find an answer to the main question: is child support 
the responsibility of Victim Support. 
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To get an answer to this question, we had interviews with different psychologists 
and psychiatrists and studied the literature.  The answer seemed to be very 
straightforward.  If children are the victim of child abuse or sexual abuse, there 
are specialised services in Flanders where they can get help.  But when children 
directly or indirectly become a victim of a burglary, robbery, domestic violence or 
when they are the relatives of a victim of a fatal traffic crash or murder, they are 
often forgotten victims.  A lot of children visited psychologists and psychiatrists 
although this was not necessary at all.  They had a very normal healing process, 
in which support soon after the traumatic event was very important indeed, but 
certainly no psychological help. 
 
Other children did not get any help at all after the event.  Because of this, they 
got problems afterwards.  These were no longer associated with the event and 
the child was labelled with “problematic behaviour”.    
 
This brief investigation showed that Victim Support indeed has an important task 
to provide support for children.  The members of the study group reported the 
results to their own team.  Everyone recognized the importance of a child 
program, but most of the professionals hesitated to support children, because of 
a lack of know-how. 
 
In 1999 and 2000, five training sessions were organised with external experts to 
help the professionals to get over their major fear.  In the meantime, the study 
group “Children” continued to work on the policy guidelines.   
This resulted in financial aid for the project “Children Support” and a fulltime 
coordinator was recruited to set up a specific program in Flanders for children 
within the structure of Victim Support. 
 
The major aim of this project is to give children a certain recognition as victims 
and to get them out of the corner of the forgotten victims.  Last year, the team 
was reinforced by five provincial coordinators.  They have to support the Victim 
Support services in their work with children on the provincial level.  Organising 
training sessions, both internal and external, also is part of their job. 
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2. Current functioning 
 
2.1. Introduction 

 
Within the practice of Victim Support, we start from the idea that children have a 
right to their own healing process.  That process should be acknowledged, 
without exaggerating or minimizing it. 
 
In the past two years since the start of the project, methodologies were 
developed to give assistance to children in an appropriate way.  Also training kits 
were compiled for both professionals and volunteers and for external parties 
involved to make them attentive to victimized children and to help them to guide 
children. 
 
 
2.2.  Specific reactions of children after a shocking event 

 
Contrary to what is sometimes assumed, the children’s healing process is not 
that different from that of adults.  Children also can be sad and cry, even if they 
will not always show this.  They feel lonely, angry and worried, just like adults do.  
However, we can distinguish a few reactions that are typical of children. 
 
It is important to give a survey of some of those reactions before explaining the 
different methodologies developed by Victim Support in order to support children. 
 
Law of the dual emotions 
Children are able to exclude intensive pain.  They can place an intensely sad 
moment next to an intensely cheerful moment.  This is called “the law of the dual 
emotions”.  Because of this characteristic, children deal with painful emotions in a 
better way than adults do.  If it is enough, then it is enough and they choose 
again for playing.  This way, they protect themselves against the ‘feeling of 
drowning’.  Adults do not always understand this.  They think the child does not 
recognize the seriousness of the situation, nor realizes what is going on.  It 
seems as if the event does not affect the child profoundly. 
 
Eve (6 years old) talks nineteen to the dozen about the thieves who wanted to 
steal her dad’s car.  In the middle of her report, she stops and asks the Victim 
Support worker if she wants to see her doll’s new clothes.  Without waiting for an 
answer, she runs up the stairs and comes back with her arms full of doll’s 
clothes. 
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Postponing the healing process 
A shocking event can be confusing, both to children and adults. Children need 
enough safety in order to cope with the shocking event.  A shocking event can 
drastically change family life from one day to the other.  This makes a child 
unsure and creates an unsafe feeling.  A child will only start the healing process 
when safety is guaranteed and when its environment is ready and receptive to it. 
This however can sometimes take months or even years.  
 
Postponing the healing process sometimes suggests that children get over it 
easily, but often this is not the case and problems only become perceptible 
months or years later. 
 
Fierce emotions 
Hakim’s (11 years old) dad has been murdered.  Because of this, Hakim is very 
sad and angry, but he does not know how to show this.  A few weeks after the 
funeral, he oftener badgers classmates and he tears their drawings to pieces.  A 
volunteer of Victim Support discusses with Hakim how he can be angry without 
inflicting pain upon himself or others.  They decide to make both an “angry box” 
and a memory box.  While making the boxes, Hakim can release his anger and 
all the emotions dealing with the memory of his dad.  This way, he is 
acknowledged in his full personality with all the emotions that come with parting. 
 
Children have the same capacity to feel as adults, but they cannot describe nor 
express emotions in the same way.  Consequently, they need other ways to 
express themselves. 
 
Expressing these emotions sometimes happens very explosively.  This manifests 
itself in aggressive behaviour, fierce crying fits and/or fits of anxiety. Adults often 
have difficulty to deal with that kind of explosiveness.  Especially dealing with 
anger seems to be very difficult. 
 
Sometimes, only the child’s aggressive behaviour is focused upon, without 
making the link with the shocking event or the experience of loss.  Because of 
this, the child feels misunderstood which can result in a whole range of new 
explosive feelings.  This way, a spiral of aggression originates between the adult 
and the child. 
 
Children often deal with feelings of guilt, most of the time non-justified feelings of 
guilt.  These have to do with children’s magical thinking.  Children need to find 
explanations for what has happened to them.  As their capacity to understand the 
real facts fails, they often make up their own story.  They often feel responsible 
themselves.  
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David (6 years old) feels very guilty because there was fire at his school.  A 
month before, he wished that the school would burn down.  This way, he would 
not have to come to school anymore and he could play with his friends all day 
long.  Now he has got the feeling that he is guilty of the fire, because he has 
wished for it.  
 
Fantasy 
As children have a rich fantasy, it is very important to give them concrete and 
honest information about the event.  When this does not happen well in advance, 
they compose their own story in their fantasy world.  Most of the time, those 
stories are worse than reality. 
 
Joyce (9 years old) stays over with aunt Kate and uncle Jerry because her mum 
is in hospital.  While weeping, she tells aunt Kate that daddy had to go to the 
police station because he had beaten mum.  Joyce’s reaction gives Kate a start 
and she says this is not true at all.  Joyce however says this is the truth because 
the police told her that her mum has been beaten.  Then they took dad with 
them. 
 
Aunt Kate tells Joyce that mum indeed had been beaten, but not by daddy.  Mum 
was robbed in the street and because she did not want to hand over her bag 
immediately, she was beaten by the robbers. 
 
Aunt Kate suggests to call daddy to ask him to pass by.  Then daddy can explain 
himself what has happened.  Joyce thinks this is a good idea and she seems to 
be relieved. 
 
It is also important to tell children that they can always call on a supporting 
person with all their questions and thoughts. 
 
As children learn and grow through repetition, it is possible that you have to 
repeat the details of the facts a few times. 
 
Children will protect others 
Seven months after Sandy (14 years old) has been raped, she says the following 
on her way back from school: “I will not tell mum that I am still afraid out in the 
streets, because she would become very sad again.” 
 
This reaction is very normal.  Both adults and children have a strong urge and 
need to protect each other against pain and grief. Because of this, children often 
hide their own feelings to spare adults and vice versa.  They are afraid they 
would inflict even more pain upon their parents if they showed their feelings.  
Therefore, it is very important that adults accept the fact that children do not 
always share their deep grief with them. 
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Children do not want to be special 
 
Children have a strong need to be part of a group.  They do not want to be 
different from for instance their classmates or friends at the youth club.  The 
result is that children hardly show their feelings in a group. 
 
When a child has to deal with a shocking event or the loss of a dear one, its 
world is turned upside down.  This event distinguishes the child from other 
children who do not have to cope with such a deep loss.  They keep up because 
they are afraid to be rejected and not to be part of it anymore if they show their 
emotions. 
Sometimes adults or other children will avoid the child because they do not know 
how to react or what to say.  The child then feels to be ignored.  The feeling not 
to be part of it anymore is enhanced. 
 
Atypical complaints  
After a shocking event, children often react with atypical complaints.  This means 
that they suffer from psychosomatic complaints and concentration disturbances.  
Psychosomatic complaints are a physical expression of the psychological pain a 
child goes through at that very moment.  This can manifest itself in stomach-
ache, headache, having no appetite, sickness.  Concentration disturbances can 
show themselves through bad school results. 
 
Children must be free to enjoy themselves during activities and playing 
Tim (9 years old) was involved in an armed hold-up in a supermarket together 
with his mum.  He imitates this everyday and involves the children of the 
neighbourhood in his game.  This is not easy for his mother as she is confronted 
with the facts over and again.  However, she realises that Tom’s story gradually 
changes.  He becomes stronger and stronger in his game till the moment he 
defeats the robbers. 
 
Children express themselves while playing, it is their most natural means of 
communication.  Adults talk about their emotions or they think about what has 
happened.  Young children’s verbal and mental abilities are not always 
sufficiently developed yet in order to express their emotions in that way.  While 
playing, they can express themselves safely. They act out the shocking event, as 
it were, in order to get it under control.  As time goes by, children will 
spontaneously change themes in their game in order to enhance their own 
control while playing. 
 
Children playing is comparable to adults discussing and talking about the 
shocking event and their feelings that accompany this. 
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2.3.  Supporting children, victims of a shocking event 

 
2.3.1.  Guiding children through the parents 

 
Seeing a child suffer emotionally is hard for adults.  We would like to take away 
the pain, but this is just not possible.  Just like adults, children have to go through 
the pain, but they cannot manage this on their own.  The most important persons 
for children are supporting people from their direct environment, the parents in 
the first place. 
 
For parents, it is not always easy to help their children.  Often they are overcome 
by their own emotions of anger, grief and fear or they do not know how to deal 
with all those questions and reactions of children in these far from everyday 
situations.  Hence the importance to support parents in the first place and to give 
them information about the children’s healing process, so that children can 
always call on them. 
 
Victim support wants to stress the importance of involving the parents closely 
during the healing process.  The parents remain the most important persons for 
the child.  You cannot pass them over.  Parents know their child the best and 
they should be heard and questioned about everything.  Before a child can be 
supported, it is important to have a conversation with the parents first.  Often, it is 
enough to give parents information on the healing process of children, their 
specific reactions and to give them a few tips.  Parents are already relieved to 
hear that their child reacts in a very normal way to the situation.  Starting from 
this, they can support the child themselves. 
 
The way the parents deal with the shocking event directly influences the child.  
When parents are honest about the facts and their own feelings and when they 
create an atmosphere of openness, they offer room and openness to their child. 
When parents are overcome by the event, they often cannot offer this open 
atmosphere for a certain period of time.  For parents, it is important not to ignore 
their own feelings.  Taking care of oneself is the main condition in order to take 
care of children.  
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2.3.2.  Direct support of children  

 
Individual support 
“The mother had been murdered.  Father and daughter of seven stayed behind.  
He got help from Victim Support but thought that they could not help a young 
child.  His daughter was not much of a talker, he said.  I asked him if I could get 
in touch with her nevertheless.  That was no problem.  Soon, the girl appeared to 
put on a bold face to protect her father.  She wanted to tell her story to an 
outsider.” (Victim Support volunteer.) 
 
Children will often protect their parents.  Therefore, it is sometimes necessary 
that children get individual support.  Parents can ask for individual support, but 
also a member of Victim Support can do this. 
 
Parents can experience this as painful or as a rejection, therefore it is important 
to inform them about this.  Parents mostly quite understand this because 
sometimes they also want to talk to a third person about their grief.  As for 
individual support of the child, it remains important not to lose touch with the 
parent. 
 
Children have their own language.  That language is much more than the mere 
use of words.  They, amongst other things, use their playing, drawings, glove 
puppets or their own fantasy to express themselves.  Because of this, it is not 
always easy for adults to understand young children.  Victim Support therefore 
decided to support children in a playful, creative way.  This is the easiest way to 
get in touch with the child.  In this respect, different methodologies were 
developed and published in book form. 
 
Group support 
It has already been mentioned that children do not want to be special.  They do 
not want to be different from their classmates or friends.  When children are 
confronted with a shocking event, especially the death of a dear one, they 
however become special.  Often, those children are the only ones of their class 
who do not have a mother, father, brother or sister anymore and they feel on 
their own in this situation.  Therefore it is important to support children in group. 
Last year, a pilot project started for children between 8 and 12 who lost a relative 
in a traffic accident, murder or suicide. The group met on Saturday morning for 
eight weeks in a row.  The group dealt with themes such as facts, emotions, 
heaven, the future, … .  Parents, children and the counsellors experienced this 
working method as positive. 
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A few reactions of parents and children: 
“All the children of the class still have a dad and mum and they do not feel what I 
feel.  But the other children of the group do.”  
 
“This is really amazing.  Normally, mum and dad get all the attention, but now 
there is a special group for us.” 
 
“I really like the group, not because it is just a nice group, but because you get 
such a good feeling here.” 
 
“When my son came back from the activity group, he told me he felt so relieved.  
This was the most beautiful thing I heard since my husband had been murdered.” 
 
“At last there is something done for the children.  I have been looking forward to 
this for such a long time.” 
 
“The children come home feeling so relieved, it is really unbelievable.” 
 
Seven months after the group had met; there was an evaluation with the children 
and their parents.  This stressed the importance of the discussion and activity 
group once more.  Both parents and children were very positive.  It was apparent 
that the children had been able to give to the deceased person a place in their 
lives and that they managed to understand and to cope with their emotions. 
The experiences of this pilot project were turned into a handout that can be used 
as a basis for new initiatives.  This fall, the next two groups will start in Flanders. 
 
 
2.3.3. Sensitizing and coaching partners in supporting children. 

 
Apart from the parents, also other persons play an important role during the 
healing process, such as grandparents, other relatives, teachers, leaders of the 
youth club, the coach of the sports club, baby sitters and people who met the 
child shortly after the shocking event, like the police. 
 
It is important that these people too are attentive to children who became a 
victim.  To familiarize these people with the healing process of children, the 
brochure “Children victim of a shocking event” was composed and widely 
distributed to schools, youth organisations, police and justice services and 
libraries.  This brochure gives an insight in the healing process of children and 
gives advice on how to deal adequately with children who became a victim. 
 
Apart from this brochure, a training kit was compiled addressed to schools and 
other supporting authorities in order to enhance their expertise in victim support 
for children.  This kit is published in book form and appears in October of this 
year. 
 



 

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

It appears that Victim Support has, apart from giving training sessions, an 
important coaching task too, especially as education is concerned. 
 
Yesterday, Lewis (10 years old) died in a traffic accident when he went home by 
bike after school.  Today, the children arrive at school and a lot of them have 
already heard about what has happened, others have not been informed yet.  
The teachers are also upset and do not really know how to deal with the 
situation.  Michelle, Lewis’s teacher, gets her class together and with the pupils, 
she discusses what has happened.  She tells them she will not teach today and 
that everyone can tell something about Lewis or about something that has to do 
with him. 
 
The other teachers do not know if they have to do the same in their classes.  The 
headmaster contacts Victim Support.  There is a consultation between the 
teachers and a Victim Support worker the same day.  Miss Michelle is very 
uncertain, she does not know if she did the right thing with her pupils.  During the 
meeting she starts weeping, because she has tried to be brave all day long.  The 
Victim Support worker tells her she coped well and that she is allowed to weep in 
class.  Teachers too can be sad and they are allowed to show their feelings and 
tell this to their pupils. 
 
Victim Support gives information about the healing process of children.  Together 
with the teachers, it is agreed to talk about Lewis in every class and to compose 
a memory box to give to Lewis’s parents. 
 
When a shocking event takes place within the context of the school, it is very 
difficult for the whole school.  Experience shows that most of the teachers take 
good care of their pupils.  But very often, they are also confronted with their own 
emotions, which gives them an insecure feeling.  Therefore, Victim Support 
deliberately chooses to support teachers in this respect, but it is important that 
they can help the children themselves.  When teachers get the appropriate 
assistance, confirmation, and the necessary tips, they can be responsible for the 
care of their pupils.  Only when it is impossible for the teachers to support the 
pupils, Victim Support will take over. 
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2.4. Training for professionals and volunteers within the structure of 
Victim Support 

 
2.4.1.  Flanders 

 
In order to give efficient assistance to children, there is a need for appropriate 
training of professionals and volunteers. Different training sessions had already 
been organised before the start of the project.  During the course of the project, 
the team “Child Support” composed different training kits. 
 
Basic training 
The aim of this basic training is to enhance the attention for children who are 
directly or indirectly involved in a crime or traffic accident.   Volunteers are not 
trained to guide the children, only the basis is taught in order to give attention to 
the child during the first contact with the victims. 
 
A theoretical framework is given of the healing process of children whereby the 
difference between the healing process of children and adults is focused upon. 
Attention is paid to the bridging function of Victim Support between parents and 
child, taking into account that both parties have to be taken care of.  
 
Every member of Victim Support, both professionals and volunteers, got the 
training.  Not everyone has to support children, but it is important that everyone 
develops an attention for this issue. 
 
For professionals and volunteers who actually want to work with children, more 
specialised trainings were organised: 
• the grieving process of children 
• dealing with children’s emotions 
• working with children in a creative way 
 
 
2.4.2.  European cooperation 

 
Within the framework of training, the MUSAS-project was accepted on a 
European level.  The project is coordinated by Victim Support Portugal and runs 
from November 2001 till November 2003.  Together with Portugal, the 
Netherlands, England, France, Scotland and Belgium, a similar training was 
developed for professionals and volunteers of Victim Support.  This training 
includes a basic training and a specialised training focusing on school and traffic 
victims. 
 
This project showed that it is possible to develop a common training together with 
different European countries, each of them with their own language and culture.  
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Also the European Committee seems to be very positive about this cooperation 
and the realisations so far.  
  
At the moment, a continuation of this project is taken into consideration.  A lot of 
European countries, especially East-European countries, are interested in 
organising trainings too.  The means to make this possible are currently sought 
for.  There are also initial plans for establishing of a new training program which 
focuses on working with youngsters, more specifically in group.  
 
3. Conclusion 
 
Two years after the approbation of the “Child Support Project”, we can put that 
both professionals and volunteers gained a lot of confidence and expertise in 
supporting children.  Also judicial authorities, police services, other supporting 
services and education increased their attention for children.  Not only in 
Belgium, but also in other European countries, children are no longer forgotten 
victims. 
 
During the child support group, the children were asked what they thought was 
their worst experience in the week before the funeral.  All of them answered the 
same: “A lot of people came to our house, but no one talked to us”.  A boy 
added: “Even my teacher, who visited us, talked to dad the whole time”. 
 
This is one example that shows the importance of child support within Victim 
Support. 
 
It is important to know that as adults, we can help children but we cannot take the 
child’s pain away.  We cannot change the events and we cannot offer ‘the’ 
solution.  But we can be there for the child, in our own very personal way, with 
our own vulnerability.  This way, children are recognized and acknowledged as a 
victim and they get the chance to come to terms with a shocking event. 
 
4. Further Information 
 
Some of our materials like the contest of the brochure, the handout for the child 
support group, theoretical part of the trainings are available in English. 
For more information about this project or the materials you can contact Ilse 
Vande Walle. 
 
Address: Steunpunt Algemeen Welzijnswerk   

Diksmuidelaan 50 
 2600 Berchem  
 Belgium 
Phone: 0032/3.322.23.13. 
E-mail: ilse.vandewalle@steunpunt.be 
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