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SUMMARY 

VICTIMS AND HELPERS: REACTIONS TO CRIME 

During the last decade, crime has become the metaphor for 
fear and insecurity. In one way or another, every day each of 
us is aware of the threat of being a crime victim. Whether it 

.: 

is locking the door or crossing the street to avoid a threaten­
ing scene, our sense of potential victimization is always there. 
The ultimate fear is that we will become like Kitty Genovese, a 
victim screaming in the night on whom strangers turn their backs. 
As much experience has shown, the concern that city residents 
have about who would help them in a crisis is a real one. 

This research was carried out to find out who helps and who 
doesn't, what help is and isn't there after a person becomes the 
victim of a crime. We wanted to know what the pains of victim­
ization were for the victim of common crimes and where help came 
from. We wanted to know whether strangers helped and if they 
did, how it assisted the victim's adjustment. We wanted to know 
who else helped-friends, neighbors, relatives, official agen­
cies--and what combinations of characteristics of victim, crime, 
helpers, and neighborhood made for b~tter adjustment after the 
crime. 

The intent of this research was to investigate (a) the prob­
lems victims face as a result of the crime, (b) the sources of 
aid available to crime victims, (c) the extent to which they use 
informal social supports rather than formal assistance programs, 
(d) their knowledge of formal assistance programs, and (e) the 
consequences of their choices for themselves and their supporters: 
those people giving succor to the victims. 

It is hoped that the results of the research will be useful 
to criminal justice planners and policy makers by providing in­
formation that could be used in determining the focus of future 
victim assistance programs and optimal methods for reaching their 
client populations. Of particular interest is what the findings 
tell us about how programs could be designed so as not to be re­
dundant with "lJ'ictims' existing networks of support, how programs 
could strengthen, rather than supplant, victims' support from 
neighbors, friends, and kin. 

This summary briefly reviews the relevant literature on 
crime victims, then presen~the methods and results of the re­
search and, finally, its policy implications. 
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Problems Following Victimization 

As a result of victimization, people may suffer emotionally, 
physically, and fi.nancially. The crime also may cause practical 
problems, such as days lost from work or the need for baby sit­
ting. Previous research has indicated that the most common prob­
lem victims experience, especially following a violent crime, is 
psychological disturbance (Zeigenhagen, 1974; Knudten, 1976; 
Vera Institute of Justice, 1979). If the psychological reaction 
is extreme, it may produce an emotional crisis, including feel­
ings of helplessness, confusion, anxiety, exhaustion, and physi­
cal illness (Halpern, 1973). Bard and Sangrey (1979) theorize 
that victims are particularly susceptible to feelings of loss of 
control: they suggest that even if the victim is not harmed or 
abused, the incident can cause serious psychological trauma be­
cause the victim's belief in an orderly -and controllable world 
has been undermined. 

Another common psychological reaction to victimization, in­
creased fear of crime, has been found to vary by demographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics of the victim: women, the elderly, 
minorities, and the poor experience the greatest fear of crime 
(Davis et a1., 1980); Knudten, 1976; Garofalo, 1979). This study 
examined the problems crime victims experience and the interrela­
tionships among those problems. 

Factors Affecting the Coping Process 

Among the factors that researchers have identified as affect­
ine the victim's ability to cope with crisis are the extent to 
wh~ch victims blame themselves and the extent to which others 
blame the victim. Crime victims often blame themselves for the 
incident (Burgess and Homstrom, 1974; Hursch, 1977; Weiss, 1975). 
Usually this response has been considered maladaptive, somethnes 
indicative of a state of depression (Beck, 1967; Bard and Sangrey, 
1979). Recently, however, Bulman and Wortman (1977) found that 
self-blame among paralyzed victims of freak accidents facilitated 
successful coping. They postulate that under some conditions 
self-blame is constructive because it provides the victim with a 
sense of control (Janoff and Bulman, 1979). In addition to self­
blame, victims also may be blamed by others. Lerner and Mi1~er 
(1978) and Walster (1966) believe that as a means of preserv~ng 
their sense of order in the world, people blame the victim and if 
victimized, blame themselves. In this research, we explored the 
issue of blame with the question, "Is there anything you could 
have done to prevent the crime?" But because we intentionally 
eliminated the term "blame" from the victim interview, we prefer 
to talk about "self-responsibility," the sense that the victim 
feels responsible for the incident. 
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Information on the proportion of crime victims who contact 
s7rvice ag7ncies ~or a~si~tance and on the role that these agen­
c~es play ~n h7lp~ng v~ct~ms c~pe is scarce. Knudten, (Knudten, 
et a~., 1?7?) 7n a study of cr~me victims, found that except for 
phys~cal ~nJur~es, most people did not know that help was avail­
able.from ~ormal organizations and that many who were aware of 
serv~ces d~d not use them. Literature in related areas suggests 
that t~e poor, the minorities, and the least well educated are 
less l~~ely to seek assistance from agencies because they are 
often d~strusting of formal organizations (Briar 1976· Carlin 
H~ward, and Messinger, 1976; Paulsen, 1966). This study i~ves~ 
t~gated the e~tent to which victims contacted service organiza­
t~ons for ass~stance and the success victims had in procuring 
help from these organizations. 

Victims' Social Networks and Networks of Support 

During the past ten years, the notion of social networks 
has.increa~ingly been used to help explain how people deal with 
a w~de var~ety of problems. Social networks have been defined 
a~ the set of frien~s, relatives, and others with whom the vic­
t~m exchanges mater~al and personal assistance (such as borrow­
ing money or talking about problems). Research indicates that 
networks pro~ide the main source of assistance in everyday life 
and emergenc~es, and that the lack of a supportive network can 
lead to physiological and psychological pathology (Patterson 
1975; Hammer, Makiesky-Barran and Gutwirth, 1978; Pilisk and' 
Fro1and, 1978). 

.W7 examined both the crime victims' general network and the 
spec~f~c.support network for dealing with the crime. The support 
network ~ncluded those people who provided assistance as a result 
of the crime but mayor may not have been members of the victim's 
social network. The size and structure of both social networks 
and support networks were examined to determine their effects on 
crime-related problems and psychological adjustment. 

The Experiences of Supporters 

Crime victims often need psychological and material support 
f:om.those around them. Ironically, however, at the time when 
v~ct~ms most need support, relatives and friends may turn from 
th:m because although they want to help, by helping they suffer 
he~ghtened fear of cri~e and anxiety themselves (Conklin, 1971; 
Knudten, 1976). Conkl~n has referred to thes ~ -:'eactions as 
'secondary victimization.' We interviewed supporters to find 
out how they reacted to the crime and to helping the victim. 

-3-
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Methodology 

Although recent studies of crime victims have focused on 
the victim's problems, (Knudten, 1976; Garofalo, 1977; Garofalo 
and Hindelang, 1977; Burgess and Holmstrom, 1974, 1978) these 
studies have not interviewed victims shortly after the crime, 
have.not followed the victim longitudinally through the help­
seek~ng process, and none, to our knowledge, have interviewed 
the people who assisted the victim in dealing with problems re­
sUlting from the crime. Additionally, most studies of victims 
have focused on particularly violent crimes, such as rape and 
attempted homicide. This study was designed to remedy some of 
these shortcomings. In order to examine the effects of the most 
common crimes on victims, this study focused on burglaries, rob­
beries, and assaults. Although the- study was condu~ted in New 
York City, the neighborhoods, crimes, and victims chosen for 
study were selected to help ensure that the results could be 
generalized to other urban areas. 

Data for the study was generated from interviews with 274 
crime victims, a four month follow-up interview 'tvith 182 of the 
same victims, and 152 interviews with supporters named by the 
victims. The term "supporter" was defined to include those 
friends, relatives, and neighbors of the victim and others who 
rendered either tangible or psychological assistance. The in­
terviews were limited to victims of household burglaries, rob­
beries, and assaults who were 18 years old or older and residents 
or people who worked or spent a lot of time in the neighborhood. 
In cases involving multiple victims, interviews were conducted 
with the first adult victim reached. 

The neighborhoods selected for study included a high crine­
low income neiehborhood or inner city area, a moderate crime, 
moderate income neighborhood, or middle-class area; and a high 
crime, mixed income neighborhood or heterogenous area. 

The Fordham section of the Bronx was the high crime, low 
income neighborhood studied. Most of the residents were Black 
and Hispanic. The averase income in Fordham in 1970 was less 
than one-half the Nev7 York City average, and a high percentage 
of the residents were on welfare. }fanv of the buildings in the 
area were abandoned or burnt out and the best maintained dwell­
ings were high-rise public housing projects. Flushing in queens 
was the moderate crime, middle income area. Few Flushing resi­
dents were on welfare. The average household income in 1970 was 
above the city average. r10st of the residents were White and 
the housing consisted of single family homes and recently con­
structed apartment houses. The area was suburban in its general 
demeanor. Park Slope was the high crime, mixed income area. It 
includeu 10th the poor, who were generally leaving because of 
rising rt'!al estate values, and upwardly mobile middle-class 
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residents. In 1970, the mean income was below the city average, 
but not as low as Fordham. The percentage of the residents on 
welfare was higher than for the city as a v7hole. Park Slope 
housing consisted mostly of row houses. Housing conditions ~rar­
iedfrom block to block, indicative of the transitional state 
of the area. 

The 274~ases studied came from a pool of I ,_~,19 crime 
(assault, burglary, and robbery) reports in the three neighbor­
hoods. The most common reason (63 percent) for not including a 
victim from the pool in the sample was our inability to contact 
him or her by telephone. Other victims (19 percent) were con­
tacted and refused to be interviewed. 

The profile of tae 274 victims interviewed was as follows: 
Eight p,~rcent were assault victims, 29 percent robbery victims, 
and 63 percent burglary victims. Ten percent were 65 years old 
or older. Just over half the sample was White, with the rest 
evenly snlit between Blacks and Hispanics. About half the sample 
made inor'~ than $10,000 per annum, and 40 percent had at least some 
college education. About two-thirds were'married. Because re­
ferrals came from police complaint reports, all the victims in­
terviewed reported the crime to and initially had contact with 
the police. 

Sixty-six percent of those interviewed the first ;. :.me were 
re-interviewed four months later. The follow-up population did 
not differ from the il'dtial population on any major variable 
except race. Slightly more than half the Blacks and Hispanics 
interviewed completed the follow-up interview compared to three­
quarters of the '{hites. This did not, however, have a statis­
tically significant effect on the distribution of the follow-up 
sample on income, education, or neighborhood of residence. 

Only 55 
formation. 
likely to be 
vide contact 

percent of victims provided su?porter contact in­
Those '\vho provided contact information were more 
female, but were similar to those who did not pro­
information on all other variables measured. 

Major Research Findings 

The major findings from the initial interviews, the follow­
up interviews, and the supporter interviews, were as follows: 

• The most common problems (affecting three-quarters of 
the sample) from which crime victims suffered, were 
psychological problems including fear, anxiety, ner­
vousness, self-blame, anger, shame, and difficulty 
sleeping. (Emotional problems affec~ed.victims.of pro­
perty crime (burglary) as well as v~ct~ms of v~olent 
or personal crimes (robbery and assault). Almost all 
victims reported some type of problem as a result of 
being victimized. 
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• Although crime-related problems had declined in severity 
four months after the incidents, half the victims con­
tinued to have problems. 

• All but two of the 274 victims in the sample got some 
hel? to deal with their problems from friends, relatives, 
and neighbors. ~Vhen victims got all the help they needed, 
they adjusted better. regardless of the number of" helpers 
they had. . 

• The victim's informal support network--their relatives, 
friends, and neighbors--were best able to provide emo­
tional support and least able to provide technical and 
legal assistance. Providing financial assistance to 
crime victims was particularly burdensome for helpers. 

• In providing aid, supporters suffered many of the psy­
chological responses (increased fear and anxiety) that 
the victims had. Eighty percent of the supporters re­
ported experiencing some form of secondary or indirect 
victimization. 

• Formal assistance agencies had a limited impact on help­
ing crime victims since only one in five victims knew 
of such agencies. However, three-quarters of those who 
knew of such agencies went to them for assistance. 

• On all- measures, victims '{.;rho were indigent, from ethnic 
minorities, lived in the inner city, or had limited edu­
cation, suffered more than other victims: They had more 
psychological and practical problems as a result of the 
victimization; problems persi.sted longer; they were less 
likely to get all the help they needed; and their helpers 
were particularly burdened by providing assistance. 

Victims' Problems 

The impact of the crime of burglaries, assaults, and robber­
ies--was first and foremost psychological. The psychological 
effects of crime included reports of nervousness, difficulty 
sleeping, anger, shame, helplessness, and frustration. Victims 
experienced a decrease in positive feelings such as joy and con­
tentment, and an increase in negative affective states such as 
depression and guilt. These feelings apparently last several 
months or longer. Even when describing practical problems stem­
ming from the crime--stolen property, disruption of daily rou­
tine, damaged property, medical complications, medical expenses, 
lost income, problems '{..;lith employers--three-quarters of the v; c 
tims described the impact of the crime in psychological terms. 
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Table I summarizes the problems that crime victims mentioned 
as resulting from the crime. 

TABLE I 

VICTIMS' PROBLEMS AS CODED BY RESEARCHERS 

Emotional reaction - including 
nervousness, self-responsibility 
(self-blame), shame, anger, 
anxiety, and/or disturbed sleep. 

Fear of revictimization at home 
or on street. 

Financial problems. 

Inconvenience in replacing or 
repairing property. 

Use and enjoyment of lost object. 

Sentimental value of lost object. 

General loss of object. 

Percentage of Victims 
With Each Problem (N=274) 

48 

32 

23 

14 

11 

11 

A maJ'or emotional response to crime was fear: }fore than 60 
f 1 ." h"" h t" percent of victims reported ee ~ng very muc or somew a 

less safe in their homes and more than 40 percent felt less safe 
in their neighborhoods. After the crime, 60 perc~nt o~ the ~74 
victims interviewed reported taking added precaut~ons ~n the~r 
homes and 38 percent said they went out less at n~ght. Twenty: 
four percent went out less during the day. In response to the~r 
increased fear 16 percent of victims made some effort to organ­
ize activities 'such as tenant patrols or communi~y blockwatchi~g 
in order to reduce crime in their building or ne~ghborhood. V~c­
tims seeking to reduce their vulnerability to f~tu:e crimes w~re 
more likely to be higher socioeconomic status v~ct~ms (as def~ned 
by income, education, neighborhood of res~de~ce and employment) 
and those with larger social networks. V~ct~ms who exper~enced 
the most problems were those with lower household incomes and l~ss 
education and those who lived in Fordham, the least affl~ent ne~gh­
borhood. Blacks and Hispanics had more problems than Wh~~es. 
Neither age nor sex was significantly related to the magn~tude of 
reported problems. 
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The Affect Balance Scale, which consists of four positive 
mood subscales (joy, contentment, vigor, and affection) and four 
negative mood subscales (anxiety, depression, guilt, and hostil­
ity), was included to measure psychological reaction to the crime. 
Compared to a sample of college students, crime victims were 
significantly more anxious, depressed, guilty, and hostile, and 
less joyful, content, vigorous, and affectionate. 

Another component of the psychological reaction to crime 
was behavioral self-blame, or what we called self-responsibility. 
Self-responsibility was defined as a way in which an individual 
can exert control over future events by avoiding the action that 
is perceived to lead to crime: One out of three members of the 
sample said that they thought they could have done something to 
prevent the crime. This group had fewer problems both two weeks 
and four months after the crime, supporting the theory that self­
blame is not maladaptive, but rather helps victims cope with 
crime. Victims who believed that they could ~ave prevented the 
crime were likely to have higher personal incomes, have more edu­
cation, be employed and not live in the inner city or be minority 
group members than other victims. 

In an effort to better understand victims' reactions to 
crime, we conducted a facto.r analysis of the victim's responses 
to crime and defined two types of reactions, a stress response 
and an instrumental response. Victims whose response was char­
acterized as a stress iesponse suffered more extensive or more 
serious crime-related problems, greater increase-in fear of 
crime, more severe negative affect, and took more precautions on 
the street. Women and victims with lower socioeconomic status 
were more likely than other victims to react with a stress res­
ponse. The instrumental response was characteristic of the vic­
tims who believed that they could have avoided the crime, who 
took more precautions inside the home, and who tried to organize 
neighbors to fight crime. Victims with larger social networks, 
higher socioeconomic status, and younger victims were more likely 
to react "lith an instrumental response. 

For vic.tims of burglary, robbery, and assault, the world is 
a less safe place to live. Whether or not the crime involved 
personal contact between the victim and the offender, for the 
victim it was still a crime against the person. The psychologi­
cal impact of crime appeared to be acute because there was often 
little that victims could do to right the wrong or to ensure that 
it would not happen again. To be sure, some victims tried to 
organize their neighbors to take steps to insure their safety. 
But more common were feelings of helplessness or resignation, 
especially among poor victims who were least able to limit 
their continued vulnerability. 
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Help in Coping with Victimizat~on 

Victims sought many diffei-ent forms of assistance. Some 
people needed a ride to one place or another; some needed an 
escort to go out or to go to court; some needed repairs made 
to a door or to items damaged during the commission of the crime; 
s~me.people needed. legal advic~ or counseling. The services 
v1ct1ms needed var1ed and no s1ngle type of help was desired 
by a majority of victims. The most common form of help needed-­
lock repair--was mentioned by 40 percent of the victims. Des­
pite emotional distress, few victims expressed a need for coun­
sel~ng. Victims needed and received the following types of 
ass1stance: 

TABLE II 

PERCENTAGE OF VICTIMS NEEDING HELP 
AND RECEIVING HELP ON EACH ITEM 
(Ordered by Frequency of Need) 

Needs 

Install locks 

Borrow money 

Stay with victim 

Ride somewhere 

Watch home 

Help getting to doctor 
or hospital 

Place to stay 

Help shopping 

Legal assistance 

Escort 

Counseling 

Babysitting 

Percent Requesting 
Specific Type of 
Help at Initial 
Interview 
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39'70 

27 

21 

18 

17 

11 

11 

11 

11 

10 

9 

8 

Percent Receiving 
Help of Those Who 
Requested Help at 
Initial Interview 

73'70 

67 

70 

86 

63 

87 

61 

90 

34 

79 

31 

82 
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Overall, about 30 percent of victims needs were unfulfilled. 
Victims from low socioeconomic groups were less likely' than other 
victims to receive the help they needed. 

One of the first persons many victims came in contact with 
after the crime was a police officer and the officers usually 
lent assistance to victims. Two in five victims reported that 
the police had lent significant assistance, and one in five re­
ported that the police "went out of their ",ay" to help. 

Most of the support crime victims received came from other 
individuals---friends, relatives, neighbors, co-workers, and a 
few strangers. One of the most surprising, and happiest, find­
ings of the study was that virtually all the victims in the sam­
ple received support from other people: All but two of the 274 
victims received help and they averaged 4 supporters each. This 
was true in spite of the fact that many victims lived alone. 

Most supporters were contacted within two days of the inci­
dent and were people the victim saw often and. knew for a lon~ 
time. More than half the supporters lived in the same neighbor­
hood and close to 80 percent lived in the same borough as the 
victim. About two-thirds of victims' supporters were also mem­
bers of victims' social networks, the people the victim usually 
turned to for assistance. Among the members of the support net~ 
work people who helped with the crime-related problems, who were 
not members of the social network were neighbors, landlords, and 
superintendents. Landlords, however, were most often named by 
victims as those who could not or would not help. 
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TABLE III 

SUPPORTER CHARACTERISTICS 

First contact between victim and supporter (n=1040) 
First day 
After first day 

How contact'occurred (n=1039) 
Initiated by victim 
Supporter there when crime 

occurred or discovered 
Supporter contacted victim 
Other 

Supporter's relationship to victim (n=1108) 
Relative 

. Friend 
Neighbor 
Landlord/Superintendent 
Stranger 
Other 

(Continued next page) 
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61% 
39 

100'7~ 

53% 

17 
10 
20 

100% 

42'70 
32 
16 

3 
2 
5 

100'70 
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SUPPORTER CHARACTERISTICS 
(Continued from previous page) 

Where supporter lived (n=108l) 
Same neighborhood 
Same borough 
Outside borough 

Frequency of contact before crime (n=1074) 
Once a week or more 
Once a month or more 
Less than once a month 
Never (stranger) 

Length of Acquaintance (n=1066) 
More than 5 years 
1 to 5 years 
Less than 1 year 
Strangers 

Supporter was network member (n=1063) 
Yes 
No 

57% 
22 
21 

100% 

81% 
14 

3 
2 

100% 

64% 
22 
12 

2 

100% 

61% 
39 

100% 

Victims received the most support from people they were close 
to-relati.ves, friends, and social network members. But neighbors 
and non-ne!twork individuals were as likely to stay with the victim 
as were supporters with closer ties, and surprisingly, neighbors 
and even landlords were among the people who lent money to victims. 
Supporters who belonged to the victim's pre-existing social net­
work, however, were the most likely to provide financial assistance. 
Table IV summarizes the type of people and type of help provided to 
crime victims. 

TABLE IV 
PERCENT OF RELATIVES, FRIENDS, NEIGHBORS AND 
LANDLORD / SUPERINTENDENTS l·7HO HERE SUPPORTERS 

WHO PROVIDED EACH TYPE OF ASSISTANCE' 

Relationship 
Emotional 
Support 

Relatives (n=465) 77% 
Friends (355) 79 
Neighbors (177) 60 
Landlord/Superintendents (33) 33 

(Continued next 
-11-

Financial 
Support 

15% 
14 
11 
17 

page) 

Stayed 
With 
Victim 

9% 
6 
6 
o 
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Relationship 

Relative 
Friend 
Neighbor 
Landlord/Super. 

TABLE IV 
(Continued from previous page) 

Repairs 

5io 
4 
5 

58 

Practical Services 
(Transportation, 
baby sitting, 
help shopping) 

19% 
16 
16 

3 

Long-term 
Assistance 
(Any aid still 
being received 
at time of 
follow-up) 

51% 
49 
40 
27 

The strong local nature of support demonstrated by the high 
frequency of neighbors in the support network compared to the 
social network, suggests that physical proximity was an important' 
attribute of people who helped the victim of a crime. This strong 
neighborhood support may have reflected the common interests of 
neighbors in dealing with crime. 

There were well defined differences between the services peo­
ple were and'were not able to get from other individuals: Almost 
80 percent of supporters provided help in the form of talk (as well 
as other types of assistance) and it appeared that in-person, 
rather than telephone contact, was important. Victims received 
from other people the types of services that required time butfe:w 
special skills, such as baby sitting and help with sho~ping. The 
services that victims most often reported that they fa~led to re­
ceive from their informal network were legal advice and psychologi­
cal counseling--both professional services. Other services that 
victims failed to receive from other individuals included tempo­
rary shelter, financial assistance, and lock repair. 

Only 15 percent of the victims in the samp17 sought assistance 
from service agencies. Failure to contact agenc~es usually stem­
med from lack of awareness of their existence. lVhen victims were 
asked if they kn2w of any agency that could provide support, only 
19 percent responded affirmatively. 

Victims who sought assistance from formal organizations looked 
to a variety of agencies. Five perCe!lt sc;ught help. from public 
assistance, and two percent from t~e ~ous7ng Author~ty .. Other . 
agencies mentioned by one or.twc; v~ct~~s ~ncluded: Soc~al Secur~ty, 
senior citizen groups, the V~ct~m Serv~ces Agency, and the New York 
State Crime Victim's Compensation Board. 

The majority of victims reported prio: expe:ience with the. 
agencies they contacted, particularly publ~c ass~stance and Soc~al 
Security recipients. Low income victims and victims who reported 
the most needs were the most likely to approach formal organiza­
tions for help. 
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Victims requested the following types of help from organi­
zations: Replacement of stolen benefit checks, food stamps, 
and other forms of financial assistance; help with repairs; 
information on insurance; relocation assistance; and help from 
housing agencies to pressure landlords to make repairs. Just 
over half the victims who sought agency assistance received 
the help they requested. Victims were more likely to receive 
help with repairs, applications for Federal Crime Insurance 
and counseling than to obtain financial and relocation assis­
tance. Victims who could not obtain the financial assistance 
they needed usually were those who wanted welfare to reissue 
stolen checks or food stamps. 

Victims who were least successful in getting their needs 
met either through informal or formal sources were victims with 
weak neighborhood network ties; victims belonging to lower socio­
economic groups, victims who reported serious crime-related prob­
lems, and victims with smaller social networks. 

Readjustment After Victimization 

", 

Substantial adjustment occurred among victims during the 
four months between the crime and the administration of the fol­

~;;:up interview. Still, many victims continued to report crime­
r~ed problems (30 percent still needed a lock repaired j 17 per­
cent s,till owed money, 11 percent still needed someone to stay 
with them), fear of crime, and continued extra precautions (98 percent). 
Victims belonging to lower socioeconomic groups more frequently 
reported residual problems and heightened fear of crime than other 
victims responding to the follow-up interview. Thus, contrary to 
the suggestions of some writers, the greater hardships generally 
experienced by less affluent citizens apparently had not immunized 
them against the trauma of victimization; in fact, they had more 
difficulty coping. 

Assistance from helpers benefited victims in coping with the 
aftermath of crime. Specifically: victims who received all the 
help they reported needing on the initial interview reported sig­
nificantly fewer crime-related problems on the follow-up inter­
view than victims who failed to get one or more types of needed 
assistance; victims who had three or more supporters reported 
significantly less fear of crime on the follow-up interview than 
victims with two or fewer supporters; and, victims with more sup­
porters, victims who felt the police had been sympathetic, a~d 
victims who got all the assistance they needed felt more pos~­
tively about other people at the time of the follow-up interview 
than other victims. 
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Of the responses to victimization measured in the study, 
taking of precautions endured the longest, showing little 
change over- time. This finding is in ·curious contrast to the 
finding that the fear of crime that followed victimization did 
abate over time. The persistence of taking of precautions gen­
erated by the experience of victimization even after the vic­
tims apparently recovered from the crime suggests that the ef­
fect may be cumulative. Each time a person is victimized (or 
learns that an acquaintance is victimized), new precautions 
are added to a list of precautions the victim already engages 
in. 

Taking added precautions may have reduced victims' vulner­
ability to crime and also may have helped victims to regain a 
sense of control over their environments. However, one may 
speculate that the logical conclusion of such a process is a 
society in which residences turn into armed fortresses from 
which people are reluctant to venture out. Such a scenario is 
reinforced by the fact that a third of the sample reported a 
worsening of relationships with other people and/or increased 
suspicion of people as a result of victimization. This finding, 
however, was puzzling in view of the finding that half of the 
sample felt more optimistic about peoples' willingness to help 
as a result of the experience. 

The Effects of Providing Help on Supporters 

Friends, relatives, and neighbors suffer hidden costs of 
helping victims: 80 percent of supporters reported experiencing 
some form of secondary victimization. For some supporters, this 
meant feeling nervous or frightened, in others, increased sus­
picion of people, and in others, feeling less safe at home or on 
the street. These reactions were more common among supporters 
who lived in the same neighborhood than those who lived elsewhere 
and among those who felt close to the victim or were relatives 
than those who did not feel close to the victim. 

Nearly half of the supporters reported feeling uncomfortable 
when talking to the victim about the crime. In most cases, this 
stemmed from the supporters' increased feeling of vulnerability. 
But the discomfo',Ct also reflected the level of distress of the 
victim. Supportf!.!:s of victims wi th more problems and greater 
fear of crime and victims who supporters thought were depressed, 
upset, or talked too much expressed more discomfort than others. 
Supporters of low socioeconomic status victims experienced greater 
discomfort than others, apparently because they felt imposed upon 
by requests for n.o;.ey. Since they had low incomes themselves, 
the financial burden was falling on those who could least afford 
it. 
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Approximately one-quarter of supporters believed that the 
victim "could have been a little more careful." This percentage 
should be compared to the 40 percent of victims who thought they, 
'the victims, could have exercised more care. Victims with lower 
socioeconomic status blamed themselves less often than others, but 
supporters of victims with lower soci~economi~ status ~larned v~c­
tims more than did supporters of vict~ms of h~gher soc~oeconomlC 
status. 

The evidence from supporter interv·iews was that the eff:cts 
of crime do not end with the victim. Yet, most supporters d~d 
not regret that the victim had turned to them for assistance: 
One-fifth of the supporters reported they were brought closer 
to the victim by the experience, and indeed, only two supporters 
stated that their relationship with the victim was jeopardized 
because of the incident. Nine in ten supporters viewed their 
contribution to the victim as important. And the overwhelming 
majority (97 percent) of supporters did not wish that the victim 
had gone elsewhere for help. 

Programmatic Implications of the Study 

In his study of Milwaukee crime victims, Knudten (1976) sug­
gested that extensive victim pr~gr~s were n~t ~eeded by ~ost 
victims. ,Rather, greater coordlnatlon of ex~stlng commun~ty ser­
vices could adequately service crime ~ic~ims. ~Vhi~e.the da~a 
from the study do confirm that many v~c~lms have.l~mlted, s~mple 
needs-getting a ride somewhere, help w~th sho~plng, ~o~eone t~ 
stay with or comfort them-and are.su~c:ssful ~n rece~vlng aSSlS­
tance with those needs from other ~nd~v~duals, the data also sug­
gest that for certain needs and certain victims, there is an appro­
priate role for victim service programs. 

Based on this research of informal supports, we be~iev: that 
victim service programs have several important n~n-~upllcatlve . 
functions to perform. First, the data strongly ~ndlcate tha~ VlC­
tims from lower socioeconomic groups experience the most ser70us 
hardship as a result of crime and are not al~ay~ ~uccessful In 
getting the assistance they need from other lnd~vldua~s or from 
the social service agencies with which they have ongo~ng :ela­
tionships. These victims clearly need some form of ~rg~n7zed. 
assistance to help them cope with the aftermath of v~ctlm~zatlon. 

Second, there are several kinds of assistance that victim~ 
often fail to receive from their informal supports or.fr~m soclal 
service agencies not ,designed specifically to serve v~ct~ms .. 
These include crisis counseling, legal assistance, lock repa~r, 
eT1lergency financial aid, ~nd tempora~y.shelter .. Some of these 
torms of assistance, partlcularly cr~s~s counse17n9 and legal. 
assistance, require professional training to admlnlster ~nd Vl:­
tims could not normally get these kinds of help.from thelr s~clal 
networks. Moreover, some of these forms of ass~stance, part~cularly 
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legal assistance and lock repair, are so specific to crim.e vic­
tims that social service organizations created for other purpose~ 
could not reasonably be expected to provide them. Programs speCl­
fically tailored to the needs of victims are thus usef~l, and ~er­
haps essential to provide aid that victims cannot readlly obtaln 
from other sources. 

A third role for victim programs suggested by the data is in 
placing victims in touch with organizations that can help them. 
D.3.ta from both Knudten's study and this one indicated that.many 
victims do not know that they can get assistance from servlce or­
ganizations and government agencies for crime-related problems. 
Knudten implicitiy concludes that the solution to t~is problem 
lies in public education efforts. The data from thls s~ud¥ are 
silent on the value of public education, however, the Vlc~lm 
Services Agency's experience with outreach suggests that If a 
person has not been a crime victim, public announcements about 
victim services are unconsciously avoided because they seem to 
make people uncomfortable much as talking to a victtrn about the 
crime made supporters uncomfortable .. A.better approa~h may be 
to make sure that if people become vlctlms, they ar7 lnformed 
about assistance programs. This goal could be achleved by.t~e 
police telling victims about such programs (~rall¥, ~r by glvlng 
out cards), or by programs routinely contactlng VlC~l~S who have 
reported crimes. (Both of these approaches would llmlt outreach 
to victims who have reported crimes to the poli:e:) Once program 
staff had ascertained the victim's needs, a declslon could be 
made about whether the victim ought to be encouraged t~ r 7ly on 
their informal support network for help, whether the vlctlm had 
a specialized need best provided by the p:ogram, 0: wh7the~ the 
victim should be referred to another serVlce organlzatlon for 
assistance. 

Another role for victim programs suggested by the research 
would be to develop ways to help supporters in their 7fforts ~o 
help victims. Interviews with those helpers who provlded aSSlS­
tance to victims showed that supporter~ s~ffe: many of the same 
aftereffects of victimization as the vlctlm--lncreased fear o~ 
crime, increased suspicion about ~ther people. and general anxlety. 
If victim programs could give advlce and e~otlo~al.supp~rt to 
potential helpers to prepare them for helplng vlctlm~, It would 
benefit both victims and supporters and perhaps partla~ly c~n­
tain the ripple effect of crime. Supp~rter p:ogr~s ~lght In­
volve education about the impact of crlme on ltS vlc~lms, as 
well as the impact that help~ng has ~n th7 h7lper, tlpS ~n pro­
viding psychological first ald to crlme Vl~tl~S! mutual. ~,upport 
groups, and suggestions for comrnunit~ an~ lndlv~d~a~ crlme pre­
vention activities. Engaging in antl-crlme actlvltles could 
help both victim and supporter develop a sense of contro~ ~ver 
their environme.nt by introducing ways to reduce vulnerablllty 
to crime. 
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To stmrrnarize, many victims' needs can be met \vi thout the 
intervention of victim assistance programs. However, this study 
s~gg7sts that victim programs are essential for disadvantaged 
Vlctlms who are not as successful as others in finding help with 
their problems, for certain types of assistance that other ser­
vice organizations cannot easily provide, and helping those sup­
porters who want to help the victims. If, as this study indi­
cated, 30 percent of victims do not get all the help they need, 
the potential client population each year in New York City is 
well over 300,000 people. 

On the assumption that victim assistance programs are needed, 
how ought such programs be organized? The data from this study 
strongly suggest that programs be comprehensive and locally based. 

The arguments for the development of comprehensive programs 
emerge from the findings that victims of the three types of 
crime studied - burglary, robbery, and assault - had similar 
responses and similar needs resulting from the crimes. In addi­
tion, women and elderly - two groups of crime victims for whom 
special programs have been developed - did not appear to have 
qualitatively different types of needs than men or non-elderly 
victims. Both groups were as successful as other victims in re­
ceiving the help they needed. They were not more likely to use 
formal agencies and they showed no distinctive patterns of adjust­
ment over time. Measures of difficulty that decreased over time 
for the entire sample decreased for women and the elderly as well. 
These findings are in agreement with those of Knudten who argues 
that·the development of programs oriented to one particular age, 
sex, or racial group may actually undermine the potential value 
of the service offered. Not all men or women experiencing a parti­
cular crime share the satfle degree of seriousness of the crime 
event or have the same response although many elderly now believe 
they are being increasingly victimized, the data do not support 
this contention (1976:10). 

Programs that are cOffi',.)rehensive in terms of the types of 
victims they serve and the types of crimes they respond to would 
appear to have advantages over programs targeted for one type of 
victim or one type of crime. Among the advantages would be a 
capacity, because of the larger volume, to offer a wider range 
of services, greater economies .in service delivery, and better 
potential for stable funding because of a broader constituency. 
(During the last decade, at different times funding has been more 
plentiful for certain types of victims than others.) If staffing 
permitted, it would be desirable within a comprehensive program 
to have specialists who would be sensitive to special techniques 
of outreach and the particular needs of certain types of crime 
victims. 
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While the data did not strongly support the need to target 
programs for specific types of crimes or victims it did indicate 
that a disproportionate share of the problems resulting from vic­
timization is borne by the poor. Moreover t the poor ~l7ere less 
successful than other victims in getting the help they needed. 
This suggests the need for special efforts to reach out to these 
victims. Because the poor are often segregated geographically, 
an effective way to reach them may be through easily accessible, 
local satellite offices of an urban victim program, such as the 
Fordham area we studied in New York. 

Such storefront offices would permit outreach efforts (let­
ters or phone calls) with those victims most seriously affected 
by crime and most in danger of subsequent victimization. Neigh­
borhood offices in selected areas would have other advantages as 
well. Local offices could more easily offer aid to supporters 
and build on local services through churches, senior citizen cen­
ters, block associations, and other community groups to provide 
assistance for victims. These local groups could be aided in. 
sponsoring programs to educate people about how to reduce the1r 
vulnerability to crime, and organize collective anti-crime ef­
forts (such as citizen patrols, block watching, and persuading 
landlords to improve security). These decentralized adjuncts to 
victim programs might cost more than a single central office, 
but would increase the ability of programs to target services 
to the most needy, With local offices capable of providing a 
broad range of services or directing victims to appropriate agen-
cies, crime victims would be better served. -: 

Issues for Further Research 

Our research project was intended to be exploratory in nature, 
providing tentative answers to some questions, but also raising . 
new issues. In retrospect, the data were surprisingly unequivocal 
on some issues--the important role that support from others plays 
for nearly all victims and the particular need of the poor for 
programs to supplement the support they are able to obtain on 
their own. Still, there are a number of issues raised by the 
study which merit further exploration. 

First, we need to know more about the long-t.erm impact of 
victimization. Do some victims of assault, robbery, and burglary 
continue to experience depression, frustration, fear, and have 
difficulty functioning long after the crime, as seems to be true 
of rape victims? If so, can such victims be identified early, 
and helped? Second, we need to understand more about the meaning 
of precautions victims take after a crime. It is puzzling that 
our data showed ,10 evidence that elderly victims were more likely 
to initiate new precautions after the crime than other victims. 
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Third, we need to better understand the effects of crime on 
victims' perception of their neighborhood. Does victimization 
oft~n weaken th~ victims' ties to their neighborhoods or lessen 
the1r use of ne1ghborhood facilities? How many victims relocate 
b~caus~ of their experience? ~~at do the answers to these ques­
t10ns 1mply ~or the continuation of healthy urban neighborhoods? 
F~ur~h: how.1mportant an influence is the police officer to the 
v;ct1m s adJustment, and how can officers best help victims cope 
W1t~ th~ afterma~h of crime? Fifth, while we argue that coun­
se11ng 1S a serv1ce that programs ought to provide to victims, 
there are no data we are aware of that speak to what kind of 
counseling is most effective for victims, or even whether coun­
seling helps at all. We should know more about what models of 
counsel~ng (such as crisis counseling, peer counseling, family 
counse11ng, or group counseling) are appropriate and about the 
kinds of situations in which each is most effective. Sixth, the 
question whether certain forms of self-blame by the victim (i.e. 
feeling that victimization might have been avoided had certain ' 
actions been taken) are constructive deserves greater exploration. 
Seventh, and lastly, we need to obtain better normative data on 
measur~s of psychological adjustment from non-victim populations. 
Normat1ve data on selected samples of non-victims would enable 
us to determine much more about the length of the adjustment 
proc~ss and about the adjustment of one group of victims versus 
another. 

Searching for a broad perspective from which to view the 
results of this study, we find ourselves turning to the data 
~hat most surprised us. On the side of disturbing and dishearten-
1ng, we were stunned at the general impact of a crime on the vic­
tim's psychological state and at the alterations in daily life 
that were so often a part of the post-victimization experience. 
In response to burglaries, parents who worked suddenly rearranged 
their lives so that the children would not be home alone after 
s~hool. Young and old, male and female victims stayed home at 
n1ght for fear of the streets. Many victims expressed the desire 
to uproot their lives and move to what they perceived as a safer 
area. This side of the response to criminal victimization was 
difficult. 

But there is another side to this research, one that is com­
forting and cause for optimism. It comes from the help that was 
offered crime victims by friends, relatives, neighbors, and 
strangers. Hany of the victims we spoke to discove:;::-ed care and 
comfort from unexpected people. The elderly found neighbors 
delivering meals to their doorstep and calling regularly to 
check on them. Young victims who lived alone discovered people 
at ",lark to talk to and previously unnoticed neighbors. Those 
who got help where they expected to were also thankful and recog­
nized the caring that surrounded them. 
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There seems little point to weighing the balance between 
these two sides of the research findings. Both exist and as 
the program suggestions indicate, we believe victim service 
programs should take both aspects into account in an effort 
to help victims cope with crime while contributing to the car­
ing and supportive side of human nature. 
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