VICTIM'S TIMELINE
BY: Richard W. Cress

I have been remiss for not writing more than I have in the not too distant past. As I have been following the recent thread "Complaint on Victim Services, " I was again reminded of the type of subject that lead me to write the research papers that were presented to the 9th International Symposium on Victimology last year in Amsterdam. It is my thought that this article should revisit that topic.

I must, by necessity draw a distinction between victims and advocates that is not at once obvious. I do not wish to, nor do I intend to malign or  anger our professional members; the services they offer are at best, extremely difficult to administer and their successes or failures are dependent upon a very undependable clientele . . . the Victim of Violent Crime.

I speak more as a victim than as an advocate when I say that the very nature of being a victim presents a veritable block that can be insurmountable to the uninitiated professional. 

The first statement that raised my anger as a victim advocate came many years ago. A member of the United States House of Representatives had the audacity to proffer that 
" . . . crime victims are not a voting constituency." This still angers me today but in the years since those words were spoken I have come to realize how utterly difficult we victims can be to work with. In fact, I suspect that we are our own worst enemies.

Please understand that I am not being critical of victims either. We develop a mistrust of professionals, law enforcement agencies and even those who would help us. In the past I have iterated and strongly defend that the quickest and most effective treatment for violent crime victims is interacting with other victims. While this statement might seem to preclude professional treatment, that is not at all a correct interpretation; quite the contrary. I maintain that the most critical factor is timing.

Allow me to present an example: A psychiatrist once expressed bitter frustration that he was unable to meet within hours to minutes of an untimely death, to gather critical information to aid in his research. As a victim, if a psychiatrist or psychologist would have approached me within a few hours of the notification of the recovery of my son's brutalized body, I dare say that there would have probably been another crime to be investigated and another body for the medical examiner.

I doubt that many victim advocates or professionals would exhibit impertinence by forcing himself/herself into the maelstrom of a grieving family for the purpose of gathering research information. As a result, professionals are forced by necessity to form generalizations to cover those early moments as a starting point. Unfortunately, I do not have confidence in the success of these blanket applications.

There are few professionals [one that I know of] that can look into the eyes and hearts of victims and say "I understand!" It takes a victim to understand a victim! Others can show compassion for and with the victim but this empathy falls far short of true understanding. Most professionals and advocates have sincere and deep feelings and are extremely moved by the plight if victims and I suspect there is also a measurable amount of hurt associated therewith. However, it takes one victim to truly understand another victim.

The next few paragraphs are an effort to establish a victim's time line. However, please throw away your calendars and watches, this is a victim's timeline.

Regardless of the type of crime, the victim, relationships between the victim, offender and survivors crime and its impact is and always will be 'Person Specific!'

 Just as we are each unique individuals, crime, especially violent crime, will have a different impact on each of us. I maintain that generally, 'Primary Victims' will be more severely traumatized than will 'Secondary Victims'. This however, in no way insinuates that 'Secondary Victims' are not seriously impacted or injured physically or emotionally.

In our outreach meetings, one of the first statements we make is that we are not judgmental, that we make no distinction between the severity of different crimes or its impact. We make no attempt to draw any distinction between victims and the grief they are experiencing. There is an unwritten practice that we neither qualify nor quantify the measure of grief associated with violent crime on its victims. It is enough for us to know that we are working with victims who need all the help and support that we can muster.

State and national governments around the world establish specific times and deadlines, better known as statutes of limitations, for us to seek help. If we have not asked for the help within this time, we are simply out of luck and must fend for ourselves. The gross error here is that by the time most victims realize that problems exist, the statute of limitations is many years expired.

As an example my son was murdered in May of 1983 but it was not until last May, fifteen years later, that one of my children was officially diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and fourteen years after the expiration date of the Washington State statute of limitations expired. Therefore under the Washington State Department of Labor and Industries, and the victims of crime statutes, she is not eligible for care. However, she is not unique in this respect.

When government and society, place limitations and deadlines for assistance under victims of crime laws, they are failing to consider that many of the difficulties that victims and survivors face, including the symptoms of Post traumatic Stress Disorder, are in fact delayed for extended periods of time. The fifteen years it took for my daughter's symptoms to appear are neither minimum nor maximum, but are very common. 

This discussion would not be complete if I did not also discuss that from the first few hours after the commission of a crime to several hours, every victim and survivor is at a most vulnerable. During these early times, the person we were, has ceased to exist and a very new and different personality has begun to develop. Perhaps mercifully we are not aware of these changes.  During these times it is not uncommon to witness extreme variations in the emotional displays of victims and survivors; including laughter, rage, grief; a desire for sex, revenge, and any other conceivable display of emotions that one might imagine. I have known and worked with many victims and survivors that were so cool, calm and collected that except for the basic knowledge of the occurrence of a crime, one could not tell that anything especially a crime had happened but years later come apart, seemingly without provocation. When public entities fail to recognize the wide range of emotional upheaval that victims experience they often make light of the effects of crime on victims and survivors. This in turn further erodes our trust in our governments, public officials and professionals that is so prevalent in the victim's lifestyle.

Every violent crime victim and survivor is seriously harmed within a few short moments of or learning of a crime. This harm may or may not show, but make no mistake it is there.

The recent debate on discrimination opened this thought. We as victims, and knowledgeable victim advocates have, unwillingly in many cases, a responsibility to educate our governments, lawmakers, enforcement agencies, legal profession and the courts to change the views they foster of the victim and survivor. They must not be judgmental of those effected but must offer all the help available. If no help is available then they must assist in finding and making the support that is needed readily available. They must learn that just as we are unique individuals, so too will we each react differently to violent crime.

In the case of victims and survivors, "ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL!" In fact such an approach only propagates further victimization at the hands of those we are supposed to believe and trust in. 
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