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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Background 

This study was commissioned by Victim Support Northern Ireland (VSNI) to better 

understand and describe the adult victim’s recovery journey. The study also served 

to explore the stages of the recovery journey and identify factors that inhibit or 

facilitate recovery. In order to effectively describe and understand the trajectory of 

the recovery journey it was important that the study was ‘victim-facing’ in nature, 

rather than service driven, demanding it was explored through the lens of the victim’s 

lived experience. As such the study sought to gather the views of victims of crime in 

Northern Ireland about their experiences, thoughts and feelings as they sought to 

recover after the crime. This was essential to ensure the findings were reflective of 

their experiences and to ensure the voices of crime victims were central to our 

understanding of the recovery journey. Insights were also sought from 

representatives of agencies who are directly involved in the delivery of support or 

services to victims of crime, or who have experience of the victim’s recovery journey 

through the organisation of provisions for victims in Northern Ireland (NI). 

Methods 

A review of the existing literature in the area of victim recovery was undertaken to 

explore current understanding of the recovery journey and identify key components 

of successful recovery. The literature review served to provide insight into key 

components or ingredients for recovery, providing a good starting point. However, it 

appeared that the recovery journey was not well defined and definitions that did exist 

were either vague or drawn from other sectors such as health. This review provided 

a basis for interpreting and contextualising findings from the current study. 

Twenty-five individuals who had all been victims of crime in Northern Ireland 

provided consent to participate in the study. Individual semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with participants. The interviews were conducted within the trauma 

informed ‘psychological first aid’ model adopted by VSNI. The interviews did not 

seek to ask participants to recount the experience of the crime, but rather focused on 

the impact of the crime and their journey towards recovery.  
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Focus groups were convened with key stakeholders directly involved with the 

victim’s recovery journey or otherwise well placed to discuss the various stages of 

recovery. Focus groups comprised: 
 

- Focus group with VSNI staff/ volunteers (n=8)  
- Focus group with VSNI strategic group/board (n=6)  
- Focus group with aligned support agencies (n=10) 
- Focus group with representatives from criminal justice (n=4) 

An individual interview with a criminal justice representative, unable to attend the 

focus group, was facilitated on the understanding their information would be 

incorporated within those of the main criminal justice focus group. 

Participants 

The sample comprised 11 males (44%) and 14 females (56%); with ages among the 

sample ranging from 20 to 63 years (M=40.72; SD=13.84). For the majority of the 

sample (n=14;56%) the crime occurred within the last 2 years. The majority of 

participants reported experiencing an ‘Assault/ violent crime (n=9; 36%), followed by 

those who experienced Sexual Assault (n=4; 16%) or Domestic abuse (n=4; 16%). 

Fourteen (56%) participants reported that they knew the perpetrator of the crime. 

Four (16%) of the participants reported that they had no social support after the 

crime. Eight participants reported limited support, with their network comprising of 

only one or two key individuals. Participants were asked to rate where they felt they 

were on their recovery journey. They did this using a scale ranging from 0 to 10 (0= 

not yet begun my recovery journey; 10=completed my recovery journey). Scores 

among the participants ranged from 4 to 10 (M=7.68; SD=1.973). Seven participants 

(28%) reported they felt they had completed their recovery journey. 

Key Findings 

The impacts of crime can have far-reaching consequences for the individual, in 

terms of physical, psychological and emotional effects. The psychological and 

emotional impacts were highlighted as being the most difficult to resolve. Those who 

experienced chronic psychological effects, those who had been victims of crime 

previously and those who had experienced severe or prolonged victimisation were 

likely to take longer to describe some of the positive effects reflective of recovery. 
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The recovery journey is a deeply personal one and its stages are not easily 

delineated or compartmentalised. Due to the individual nature of the recovery 

journey, most participants seemed to be at a different point of recovery. This allowed 

for an understanding that the recovery journey seems to be one of change, growth 

and progression. Those who have recovered report feeling the journey was often 

difficult but by its nature lets the individual draw on and develop strengths and 

resources that lead them to a point where they were able to thrive. 

Although some key stakeholders suggested the start of the recovery journey was the 

enactment of the crime, this was not the lived experience of the participants. The 

start of the journey for many was the first disclosure of their experiences, but only 

when these were received in a supportive way, or ‘believed’. For others the 

beginning was associated with restoring safety, or in realising that they needed 

support to start their recovery. It was apparent from discussions with participants that 

whilst the crime was the event that necessitated their recovery journey, it was not the 

starting point of recovery, that was often something more personal. 

It was clear that the recovery journey was not a linear one, it was one that was 

littered with successes and setbacks. As such participants found it hard to describe a 

midpoint on the recovery journey, rather suggesting they preferred to see it as 

“turning points” in their journey. These turning points were more personal and 

reflected what individuals felt was important in moving them forward at key points in 

the recovery.  

For those who could speak to this, the turning points were associated with bigger 

events that provided the opportunity for change. These were deemed to be the court 

case, accessing the “right support” for them at that stage, developing key personal 

resources or characteristics, or being proactive in their own recovery journey. Those 

who had reached the end of their recovery journey highlight the positivity that this 

stage brings. Key aspects of this stage included a sense of thriving, reconnecting 

with the world and moving beyond the court process. Of interest, participants at this 

stage described aspects of empowerment, resilience, control and a sense of 

reclaiming their lives. It was acknowledged that the end of the journey was not about 

a restoration of the person that existed before the crime, but acknowledgement and 

optimism about the individual they were today.  
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There appear to be key components or ingredients for a successful recovery journey. 

Throughout the feedback provided on facilitators and inhibitors of recovery it has 

often been the case that the same component or factor can elicit a different response 

or encourage a different trajectory on the recovery journey depending on the victim’s 

previous experiences, personal characteristics and key external factors. Aspects of 

the crime, the level of an individual’s personal resources (characteristics) and the 

experience of other external factors, depending on whether the victim’s experience 

of that factor is positive or negative, can serve to encourage, stall or reverse 

recovery.  

Model of victim recovery 

 

The model firstly reflects that the recovery journey is not linear, rather exists on a 

continuum that can be affected by personal resources and external factors. As 

indicated by the participants and stakeholders in this study, the victim can have 

successes and setbacks on their recovery journey, even though the recovery journey 

may have commenced it may not always result in a forward trajectory.  
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The model takes cognisance of the victim at the centre of the recovery journey and 

the importance of the personal characteristics in the recovery journey. Often the 

experience of crime can deplete personal resources, with the recovery journey 

serving to reactivate, develop or build the personal resources needed to thrive. The 

recovery journey serves to improve or increase these personal characteristics as 

these are the resources participants describe as the most potent facilitators of 

recovery. Indeed, those individuals who reflected they were on their recovery journey 

were able to reflect on improved resilience, confidence, coping etc. as they moved 

forward on their journey. However, when these same characteristics are at a low 

ebb, or have been eroded by the crime, these appear to require rebuilding or 

development in order to promote recovery. 

The model also includes prior victimisation within the personal aspects. This should 

be considered to operate in the opposite direction from the other characteristics. No 

prior victimisation(s) appears to serve as a protective factor on the recovery journey. 

Whilst prior victimisation, and the number of prior victimisations, appearing to serve 

as a factor that depletes personal resources.  

External factors can also exhibit a positive or negative effect on recovery. For 

example, social support is a key component for recovery, however a lack of social 

support can inhibit recovery, whilst a supportive network can facilitate recovery. 

Experience of formal supports i.e. those offered within the criminal justice process, 

can also be positive or negative influences on recovery: for example, a positive 

response to a disclosure from a victim by police can have an important role in 

recovery, however a negative experience of same can have the opposite effect. If we 

again consider formal supports; sometimes an individual may recognise they need to 

access support to improve their psychological health, however if the formal supports 

are not available for this, then this becomes an inhibiting factor in the individual’s 

recovery. From the perspective of life events, a victim of crime who then experiences 

an adverse life event, e.g., death of a loved one, may take longer to recover due to 

the cumulative impact of this event on top of the crime itself. 

It should be noted that the different components of the model are not independent. 

There is an integration across all areas of the model, with personal resources being 

impacted by factors of crime: type, duration and severity. Those who experience 

ongoing victimisation over a prolonged period of time may have fewer resources to 
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draw on as they have been eroded over time. These in turn can be impacted or 

affected by external factors, e.g., a lack of perceived or physical safety. It is key to 

recognise that the model is a more holistic view of recovery and reflects that 

facilitators and inhibitors of recovery are often polar opposites of each other and 

whilst the components of the recovery journey remain the same, the negative or 

positive nature or polarity of that component is what affects recovery in that direction. 

The model looks to reflect the interplay of each component of the model. Whilst the 

recovery journey is a personal one, it is hindered or helped by the personal 

resources, crime characteristics, individual characteristics and external factors at 

every stage.   

Suggestions 

There were many key suggestions that arose across discussions with participants 

and key stakeholders that would improve the recovery journey for victims of crime in 

Northern Ireland. These are outlined below. 

• Early intervention: In the aftermath of a crime most victims experience 

psychological and emotional impacts that, if unaddressed, have the potential to 

become chronic. It has been noted that these chronic psychological symptoms are 

more difficult to resolve and in some instances impact on the individual’s ability to 

even begin their recovery journey. Early intervention may be appropriate for those 

who find the psychological and emotional affects are not abating or are increasing. 

Early intervention at this stage may be key to enabling recovery and preventing 

the need for intervention at a later stage when these symptoms may be more 

pronounced and problematic to address. 

o Practical intervention: Early intervention may also be more practical and 

therapeutic for some. Information, advice and expertise provided at this 

stage may be helpful in assisting a victim of crime to make decisions about 

the best path to recovery for them 

o Method of Delivery: Perhaps the current pandemic has led to the use of 

more impersonal interactions with victims, however there is an expressed 

need to connect with those offering support. For some a friendly face is 

helpful or an agreed appointment that individuals have time to prepare for so 

they can ask the questions they want as opposed to being caught on the 

hop. The importance of face-to-face contact is essential to foster a positive 
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relationship and allow people to feel less isolated. Technology may assist at 

present with Zoom, Skype or FaceTime offering a connection that can’t be 

facilitated by a letter, leaflet or phone call. 

• Accessible services: There is a need for services to be delivered in a timely 

manner for victims. It is important that when a victim comes forward to look for 

support, they feel the response to their needs and the provision offered is 

appropriate. Waiting lists for service provision provide a barrier to recovery, with 

recovery stagnating for some while they wait for help.  

o Create a ‘Library of resources’: The landscape of services available for 

victims appears fractured, with services operating in silos under different 

directorates or departments and compounded by the fact that services that 

can be accessed in some areas of Northern Ireland (NI) are local provisions 

and can’t be accessed in other locations. An audit of existing services, to be 

updated on a regular basis, would allow for a ‘library of resources’ to be built 

in NI. This already has been piloted in other initiatives in Northern Ireland, for 

example, work done in the field of social prescribing may provide a 

framework for the development of this resource library. This knowledge of 

service availability would allow for a more efficient and responsive service for 

victims, connecting them with appropriate local and accessible supports. 

However, if this is to be actioned it would require an agency to take 

ownership or responsibility for this.   

o Needs change: The issue with placing people on waiting lists for supports is 

that when the service becomes available the victim’s needs may have 

changed. It is important to consider the provision of supports at a time, pace 

and place that are tailored to the needs of the victim when they are assessed 

or identified. 

• After court support: The acknowledgement that for some the court process 

signals the beginning of their journey builds a strong case for provision of support 

beyond the court setting or process. The journey from this point may still take time 

and supports should be available at this stage as the individual takes their initial 

steps to recovery. As some individuals suggest their journey has stalled even after 

court, there is an apparent need for support at this stage. 
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o Practical support: Support of a more practical nature is required after the 

court process completes and a verdict is reached. The court process is a 

foreign one for most victims and the language, policies and processes can 

be confusing. It is important for ongoing recovery that an individual 

understands the decision reached, why it was reached, the implications and 

next steps for them. 

• Improving communication: Improved communication is a powerful tool for 

facilitating recovery. Positive interactions between professionals and victims is 

key. When victims are informed, they feel they have more control and are more 

central than peripheral players in their journey. However, it is more than improved 

communication, the nature of the communication is also key. Positive interactions 

with victims are supports for recovery. It is important to ensure that when 

communication occurs it is meaningful rather than process driven, e.g., provision 

of timely updates is not just a procedural task to be satisfied. 

o Single point of contact: Relationships and trust are important enablers of 

recovery. As such a single point of contact for victims within the agencies 

they interact with is key. Consistency is helpful as victims don’t have to tell 

their story repeatedly, work and information doesn’t have to be duplicated, 

the victim doesn’t have to expend energy running between agencies and 

they feel supported through some of the most difficult times they may have 

experienced. 

o Managing expectations: Better communication is also essential to ensure 

victim expectations are managed. These expectations may be around the 

services they can access, the role of criminal justice and what the potential 

outcomes of the criminal justice process may be. 

• Integrated provision: The provision for victims of crime tends to sit within the 

criminal justice portfolio, however, the recovery journey may require access to 

supports and services that sit beyond this. A more integrated approach to victim 

recovery should be considered, with a move away from provision of support in 

silos to realise a more holistic, multi-faceted offering. 

o Co-production: There is the opportunity to co-produce interventions, training 

and policies with various agencies coming together to share expertise and 

knowledge to help inform better victim provision, e.g., support agencies may 
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be well placed to help with development of trauma informed approaches for 

use by criminal justice. However, to do this effectively they also have to take 

cognisance of the experience, needs, work and time demands on those the 

training is aimed at.  

o Victim voice: Consideration should also be given to the involvement of 

victims in the development of policies, procedures and services that involve 

them. The benefits of co-producing interventions, services and policies with 

service users is advanced in the health arena and can provide a model for 

meaningful work with victims to inform service development or improvement, 

e.g. After court needs.  

• Longer-term therapeutic intervention: For some individuals there is a need for 

longer-term intervention. It may follow that early intervention, as described above, 

may help reduce the number of victims requiring longer-term interventions. 

However, for those who require longer-term provision it would be key to ensure 

that the process is not bounded within a framework of provision bounded by an 

arbitrary number of sessions. Rather that need is assessed, and a prescription 

provided by the practitioner based on that need. Otherwise, it would appear that 

future victims of crime may find themselves providing a similar description of 

service provision as current ones: “I’ve been in and out of counselling over the 

years” as they strive to recover. 

• Raising awareness: Knowledge is powerful. It can help an individual take control 

of their recovery journey and seek out support. When they choose to do this, it is 

key that they know where they can access support and who can help them with 

this process. At present there is a lack of awareness of victim services in NI, with 

people only becoming aware of these through referral from the police or letters or 

calls from VSNI. Public awareness of victim provision is important to ensure they 

feel reassured and empowered that services are there for them if they need them. 
o Victim rights: Within the court process the victims and witnesses have rights 

and entitlements. Whilst these are enshrined within related charters there is 

a lack of awareness of these among those the charters affect. Consideration 

should be given to the dissemination of information governing the rights of 

victims and witnesses via various routes, e.g., with letters relating to any 

court process, within the courthouse in the public areas etc.  
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• A victim-centred approach: Linked to the above recommendations is the need 

for a victim-centred or trauma informed approach when dealing with victims. This 

would be most effective if it encompassed all agencies that interact with victims. 

The systems and processes that exist around victims cannot lose sight of the fact 

that it isn’t a number or case file that is being addressed, rather an individual who 

has been impacted by trauma. Often the criminal justice system feels impersonal 

for the victim. Fostering trauma informed care within this process has the potential 

to ensure the victim remains central in the minds of all. 

o Getting the response to first disclosure right: The response received when 

victims first disclose what has happened to them is a potent influencer of 

recovery trajectory. A trauma informed approach to victim disclosure from 

the professionals interacting with the individual is essential, should that be a 

counsellor or first responder. While it may be more difficult to affect changes 

in this aspect in families, formal support should look to ensure this disclosure 

is respectful of the victim and the trauma they have endured. The victim 

needs to feel they have been listened to, heard and believed. 

o Personal impact statement: The victim having a voice throughout their 

recovery journey is important. The personal (victim) impact statement written 

by the victim has been described in both positive and negative terms. Whilst 

this mechanism is not for everyone, it is important that when the victim 

engages with this mechanism it is used as the powerful tool that it can be. 

The impact statement can be the only voice some victims feel they have in 

the legal process. The impact statement places the focus of the impact  on 

the victim, rather than the crime and as such is also a process by which the 

victim can reflect on the crime. The use of this tool as a mechanism by which 

victims can tell their story should not be stifled. 

• Peer support: There is room for exploring the role of peer support within the 

recovery journey. Victims already draw strength from informal supports such as 

family and friends. However, there is an opportunity for peer support to be a 

facilitator for recovery. The benefit of peer support is well explored in other 

disciplines, e.g., cancer support groups. The benefits of peer support in this 

instance could be two-fold: 1. People who have been through the recovery journey 

have unique insights that could be helpful for others who are still on their journey 
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and 2. Those who have recovered are an example that recovery is achievable. As 

with all supportive intervention it should be considered based on the ‘fit’ for the 

client as appropriate. 

• Funding: Resourcing is always a concern for victim provision and whilst this 

remains difficult and is likely to become more so in future, it would be wrong to 

ignore the need for properly resourced provision against this backdrop.  

• Metrics – Capturing change: Linked to the above is the need to evidence 

service effectiveness in addressing victim recovery. It is a complex issue that 

relies on finding a single measure of recovery that does not yet exist in the 

literature. However, what does exist within the literature are a range of reliable 

and valid measures of the personal resources which improve as the individual 

moves through their recovery journey. The benefit of using reliable and valid 

measures is that these have been found to consistently measure the construct of 

interest across time and among various populations. There were a number of 

important indicators or metrics of recovery highlighted by participants. The most 

commonly endorsed on the recovery journey were coping, resilience, anxiety, 

growth and self-esteem. With this in mind suggestions/examples of brief, 

appropriate measures of each are listed.  

o Coping: The Multidimensional Coping Inventory (MCI) is a 15-item measure 

of coping used to identify 3 coping styles: a) task-orientated coping, b) 

emotion-orientated coping, c) avoidance-orientated coping. 

o Resilience: The Connor Davidson Resilience Scale. The 10-item measure 

may be most appropriate (CD-RISC-10) however, the 2-item version may be 

more suited to a supportive environment (CS-RISC-2). 

o Anxiety: The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) has an anxiety 

subscale which is a robust measure of anxiety used among outpatient 

populations. HADS-A comprises 7 items, scored on a scale (0-21), to 

indicate levels of anxiety. 

o Growth: The most comprehensive measure of growth for victims of crime 

may be the Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI). The scale comprises 

21 items which measure 5 constructs of post-traumatic growth: Relating to 

Others, New Possibilities, Personal Strength, Spiritual Enhancement and 
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Appreciation. This scale also helps highlight those areas of growth which 

may need to be addressed to aid improvements. 

o Self-esteem/Control: The General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE-6) is a robust 

measure comprising 6 items which are reflective of an individual’s self-

efficacy  

• Other measures of change: It should be noted that reviewing progress on the 

recovery journey may be facilitated, with permissions, via review of notes from 

sessions with victims. Progress across sessions could be mapped with noting of 

changing behaviours, mapping of positive language and reflection of developing 

strengths or personal characteristics. 

o Victim impact: The victim’s personal impact statement may also be a tool for 

assessing changes across the recovery journey. While not advocating 

ongoing use or writing of numerous statements, the use of the impact 

statement (or a revised version of this) as a mechanism by which the 

recovery journey could be evidenced is worth considering. The statement 

allows the individual to give voice to their experiences. Whilst only currently 

seemingly used in court proceedings there may be a role for its use in 

reviewing progress over time, e.g., to reflect the reducing impact of the crime 

and its dominance in the life of the victim as they recover.  
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1. BACKGROUND 

What is the recovery? 

The literature on recovery focuses on potential determinants of this phenomenon, 

however the research on key components of successful recovery, what recovery is, 

and even the journey to recovery following a crime, is scant. Flasch, Murray and 

Crowe (2017) argue that most research into abuse and trauma has been directed 

towards understanding and describing the associated symptomology. As a 

consequence, they argue, little work has been undertaken to understand the process 

of recovery. This is echoed throughout the literature with the prevalence of various 

types of crime noted, but an admittance that little is known about recovery, or healing 

(Neuman-Allen & Wozniak, 2010). Equally, models of trauma resolution have, 

traditionally, tended to stray away from definitions of what constitutes recovery 

(Lebowitz, Harvey & Herman, 1993). Models of recovery that are better developed 

tend to cluster in the field of rehabilitation, e.g. addiction or offenders, or are used in 

the arena of mental health where they are more clearly or overtly researched and 

described. This seems to be reflective of the complexity of recovery among victims of 

crime, and the individuality of the recovery journey, with models of recovery having 

to grapple with aspects of emotional, physical, mental and spiritual/religious healing 

within a generalisable model (Salazar & Casto, 2008).  

Definitions of recovery can be drawn from the literature on the journey of recovery 

from psychological disorders, however these again rely on the components for 

recovery rather than what the recovered individual looks like. Recovery in this field 

has been described by clients as including empowerment, control, ability to self-heal, 

involving a sense of hope and “abandonment of the victim role” (Munetz & Frese III, 

2002, p.36). In psychological literature, recovery takes cognisance of important 

factors within the individual, such as their attitudes, perceptions, experiences, 

change, and also highlights the significance of external factors such as 

circumstance, events, processes and policies that can affect recovery (Jacobson & 

Greenley, 2001). These authors emphasise that recovery is not to be considered as 

a cure and recognise that its endpoint may not be a return to how things were 

before. This type of theory seems to offer merit as we look to better understand the 

recovery journey for adult victims of crime in Northern Ireland (NI). It ties in well with 

more current thinking around the personal nature of recovery, and the lack of a ‘one-



The Victim Recovery Journey   18 

size fits all’ service model or provision for recovery. What is clear within the literature 

is that every recovery journey is unique and individual (Strelitz et al., 2018). These 

authors are clear that recovery is a complex journey coloured by a myriad of volatile 

factors reflected in relationships, context and personal experiences and perceptions. 

However, although individual experience differs, similar patterns, processes and 

outcomes can provide indicators of recovery (Newson & Myers-Bowman, 2017). 

Crime and trauma undermine the systems of care, meaning, safety and supports that 

provide a framework for life; the process of recovery allows for the rebuilding of 

these systems (Herman, 1998). 

Nature of the crime 

The nature or type of crime has been shown to impact greatly on an individual’s 

trajectory of recovery. This is probably best understood by the service providers who 

deliver support to victims of crime who have a strong awareness that the needs of 

the victim often vary due to the type of crime experienced (Callanan et al., 2012). 

Many studies on the needs of victims following a crime focus on victims of violent 

crime, rather than non-violent crime, as the evidence suggests this group often has 

more unmet needs following victimisation which can hinder recovery (Huang, 2018). 

For example, sexual violence can have a devastating effect on survivors’ physical 

and psychological health, negatively impacting daily functioning, increasing 

symptoms of anxiety, depression and feelings of fear, anger and shame (Forde & 

Duvvury, 2017).  

Key theorists in trauma and its outcomes have long posited the type of victimisation, 

its severity and duration are key indicators of trauma response and recovery (Gilboa-

Schechtman & Foa, 2001). Those who experience multiple victimisations, including 

victims of domestic violence and hate crime for whom repeated victimisation has 

become a frequent and regular occurrence, can find it difficult to move towards 

recovery even after the victimisation stops (Wedlock & Tapley, 2016). However, not 

all individuals who experience the same type of crime have the same recovery 

journey nor even the same response. The way in which a person responds to a 

crime or traumatic event depends on three things (3 e’s): “the event; the way the 

event is experienced; and the effects on one’s ability to cope” (Anyikwa, 2016, 

p.485).  
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Impact of crime 

Those who are victims or survivors of crime find themselves ‘thrust into a storyline 

they did not choose, nor are they offered the option to decline” (Keck et al., 2017, 

p.3). Crime or victimisation serves to unbalance the individual because harm has 

been inflicted upon them by another, often having a detrimental effect on an 

individual’s psychological and emotional functioning (Poplawsky, 2017; Moshugi, 

2019). Victims of violent crime are at risk of event-related PTSD, depression, low 

self-esteem; but non-violent crime may also elicit an impact on general wellbeing 

leading to a range of outcomes including depression, anxiety and anger (Green, 

Streeter & Pomeroy, 2005; Elliott, Thomas & Ogloff, 2014). It should also be noted 

that the consequences of the crime for the victim may not be restricted to the days 

and weeks following the event, but that these impacts can be felt months and years 

later (Green, Streeter & Pomeroy, 2005).  

Wedlock and Tapley (2016) suggest that the impact of crime is an extremely 

personal experience, in which the individual nature of the response is not based 

solely on crime type or its seriousness. They argue factors such as age, gender, 

socio-economic status, background, and social support may shape the individual’s 

strengths and vulnerabilities, affecting how they respond to and process 

victimisation. This is echoed in the findings of studies that highlight the variation in 

how individuals are impacted by crime, noting different trajectories of psychological 

outcomes following trauma (Lens et al., 2015). Lebowitz, Harvey and Herman (1993) 

reported similar findings in their earlier work noting individual response to trauma is 

complex in nature, influenced by factors such as trauma history; nature of the crime; 

interpersonal and institutional response to the individual. This is supported by 

findings that the level of emotional connection, individual aspects (e.g. previous 

victimisation, personal characteristics) and aspects of the event (e.g. the severity of 

the crime) will affect the scale of their response to the crime (Gilboa-Schechtman & 

Foa, 2001). It is important that many of the factors highlighted as those affecting an 

individual’s response to a trauma or crime, also describe the factors that serve to 

facilitate or inhibit recovery from that event.  

The impact of crime on victims and survivors is better understood, with many 

experiencing long-term consequences ranging from the psychological, such as 

PTSD or anxiety, physical injuries, poorer educational and employment outcomes, 



The Victim Recovery Journey   20 

coupled with an increased risk, for some, of further/additional victimisation (Flasch, 

Murray & Crowe, 2017). The detrimental effects of crime and victimisation tend to 

lead people to seek out help in attempting to address the impact the crime has had, 

with individuals drawing on internal resources, seeking support or treatment from 

family, friends, healthcare professionals, social work, support agencies, advocates, 

police and criminal justice (Anyikwa, 2016).  

Views and experiences of victims  

Interaction with support services and criminal justice  

Interactions with support agencies, criminal justice representatives and criminal 

justice procedures have been shown to have either a positive or negative impact on 

the individual, possibly impacting the speed of their recovery. The emphasis of the 

role of supports in the literature tends to have a short-term focus on the needs of the 

victims with the aim to facilitate immediate safety, e.g. removal from a violent 

situation, or on the symptoms arising from the crime (Flasch, Murray & Crowe, 

2017). This has implications for our understanding of the recovery journey as there is 

less emphasis on the reclaiming or achievement of wellbeing.  

Recovery can be hindered by factors, some of which are outside of the control of the 

individual. For example, some victims of crime suggest it is difficult to move beyond 

the crime when there is an ongoing investigation or pending prosecution which serve 

as frequent reminders of the event and its impact (Strelitz et al., 2018). The 

procedural nature of the criminal justice process, by its nature, can serve to remove 

a sense of personal ownership or control over this aspect, which may stall recovery, 

however victims of crime who feel they have some aspect of control in this process 

show improved outcomes for health and wellbeing (Lens et al., 2015). Studies 

indicate that victims of crime who engage with the criminal justice system have 

needs beyond the verdict of the court. The literature identifies that victims have a 

need for information, communication, and an active role in the process if they are to 

reap the emotional and psychological benefits that can help them move forward 

(Poplawsky, 2017).    

The criminal justice process can present a challenge for many victims who interact 

with it, with some pointing to the fact that involvement in the process can hinder their 

recovery for a number of reasons. Some reasons cited in the literature include: the 
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dissonance between victim expectation of criminal justice and the lived reality; poor 

communication from criminal justice agents, the time the process takes, concerns 

about their safety and seeing the perpetrator, and the perception that the process 

can feel inequitable for the victim (Brooks-Hay, Burman & Bradley, 2019).  

Some report negative experiences of, or dissatisfaction with, interactions with the 

police when reporting crimes of harassment and stalking, suggesting they felt their 

experiences were not taken seriously, or the complex nature of the crime was not 

fully understood by officers (Taylor-Dunn, Bowen & Gilchrist, 2017). However, others 

describe a sense of empowerment from sharing their story which has been important 

in their recovery (Wedlock & Tapley, 2016). The validation of their experiences was 

seen by victims of crime to be beneficial for their recovery as it helped to combat 

some of the negative psychological effects associated with the crime (Elliot, Thomas 

& Ogloff, 2014). Coupled with this, some victims report feeling an increased sense of 

safety after this interaction, again which has been listed as an important aspect for 

recovery (Wedlock & Tapley, 2016). The experience of reporting the crime to the 

police was only found to be helpful in recovery when the response from the police 

was positive and supportive (Elliot, Thomas & Ogloff, 2014). 

The victim’s personal impact statement has been viewed as a mechanism within the 

criminal justice process that can serve to empower victims, share their story and aid 

their emotional recovery (Alexander & Lord, 1994). However, the efficacy of this 

mechanism is disputed, although research has found that it may be helpful for 

victims who have unresolved feelings of anger, anxiety or PTSD symptomology as 

the literature argues these individuals may see a decrease in these factors through 

the perceived benefit of sharing their story or experiences (Lens et al., 2015). 

However, it may be noted that if the environment where their story is shared feels 

threatening, or their voice is stifled, the recovery benefits may not be realised. Many 

victims note they do not engage with the criminal justice system to inflict punishment 

or win compensation, but rather as a mechanism for closure via a public recognition 

of what happened to them, the understanding that this should not have happened 

and a condemnation of the crime and perpetrator (Elliott, Thomas & Ogloff, 2014). 

Limited interaction with criminal justice agents, beyond the police, within the criminal 

justice process has been found to be problematic for some victims, particularly with a 
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focus on the lack of awareness or fulfilment of entitlements of the victim and their 

rights within the criminal justice arena (Wemmers, 2013).  

Crime to closure 

Victims of crime are best placed to describe what recovery looks like, they are clear 

about the fact that recovery is not along a single spoke, e.g. only about lessening 

psychological symptoms; rather it encompasses all aspects of life that the crime has 

impacted, therefore the journey to recovery should be reflected in holistic or 

comprehensive support (Herman, 1998). Indeed, Neville and Heppner (1999) in early 

work with victims of violence highlighted 5 key factors that influenced recovery or 

ability to achieve closure: sociocultural context, characteristics of the assault, person 

characteristics, coping strategies used and social support/supportive interventions. 

One of the more recent aspects of recovery after crime, particularly sexual and 

domestic violence, focuses on the changing perceptions and language of the client 

as they begin to move forward. The language of empowerment is explored in much 

of the literature of recovery and is relevant for those ‘moving forward’ in their 

recovery. Language such as ‘victim’ suggests the individual has a passive role in the 

process, lacks the personal strength or capacity to achieve change (Brosi & Rolling, 

2010). Heywood, Sammut and Bradbury-Jones (2019) point out that victims are not 

helpless, rather they seek out help or justice and exhibit strengths to keep going 

even when the help they seek may not be forthcoming; noting the phrase of survivor 

is more representative of these individuals. However, in seeking to achieve ‘closure’ 

or recovery after a crime the term survivor may be detrimental in preventing an 

individual to move forward as they remain linked to the crime or event they survived. 

It is also not recovery orientated (Merritt-Gray & Wuest, 1995; Allen & Wozniak, 

2010). The term ‘thriver’ is argued to be more indicative of an individual who is now 

growing and flourishing. This sits well within the current understanding of recovery 

and its facilitating components (Heywood, Sammut & Bradbury-Jones, 2019).    

Stages of recovery 

It should be noted that the literature is clear and consistent in its description of the 

impact of crime; crime and victimisation have a deleterious effect on the individual, 

depleting them of their usual strengths and resources. The journey to recovery 

seems to rely on factors which serve to restore, and even enrich, these strengths 
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and resources (Green, Streeter & Pomeroy, 2005). The processes surrounding this 

can be suggested to indicate different stages of recovery. Many of the models of 

recovery do not serve to provide definitions of what recovery is. Instead, they focus 

on suggesting criteria or ingredients that reflect successful recovery. These models 

point to aspects including symptom mastery, self-esteem, and meaning as key 

indicators of recovery (Lebowitz, Harvey & Herman, 1993)   

Models describing the stages of recovery, often emanating from work with victims of 

sexual assault, have been addressed in the literature over the last number of 

decades. The 3-stage model of recovery from sexual trauma, as the name suggests, 

describes 3 phases of recovery serving to empower the victim, provide new meaning 

to their life and experiences and build new connections (Herman, 1992; Lebowitz, 

Harvey & Herman, 1993; Herman, 1998). The model is based upon the notion that 

trauma generates a sense of helplessness, a lack of meaning and a disassociation 

from yourself and others. This model is clear that any intervention that removes 

power from the victim cannot be a positive facilitator of recovery (Herman,1998). The 

stages of the model attempt to address these, with a method of recovery that relies 

on each stage being completed before progressing to the next. Stage 1 of recovery 

relies on the achievement of Safety. Safety in this instance is explored in 3 contexts: 

1. Personal safety: including control of factors within the person such as sleep, 

eating, exercise, positive health behaviours and addressing of psychological 

symptoms. 2. Environmental safety: including exploring a safe and secure home, 

plan to ensure physical safety, security in terms of employment or income. 3. 

Establishing safety in the relationship between the individual and their counsellor. 

Stage 2 in the recovery model looks to explore the individual experience of the 

traumatic event in detail. This Remembrance, Integration and Mourning stage allows 

for an important step in the recovery journey as it enables the individual to begin to 

address the trauma. This stage comes with a note of caution; this stage must only 

progress when the victim is ready. Pushing this stage too early in the recovery 

journey only serves to have a negative impact on recovery. The final stage, 

Reconnecting with Others; encourages social reconnection, revisiting supportive 

existing relationships and seeking out new and positive connections (Herman, 1998).  

Jacobson & Greenley (2001) explored recovery from psychological illness and have 

drawn together a model which seems to align with some of the aspects of victim 
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recovery cited within the literature. This model relies on the recognition and 

interaction of internal and external conditions to affect recovery. They list internal 

processes of importance to include hope, healing, control, empowerment and 

connection. Whilst external conditions to promote recovery include human rights and 

the culture of support landscape. The interaction between the internal and external 

conditions is key, for example: a positive, collaborative relationship between support 

services and the individual can serve to increase empowerment and facilitate healing 

(Jacobson & Greenley, 2001).    

Although not formalised within the literature, there is an emergence of thinking 

around the language used to describe victims of crime with key terms perhaps 

providing a mechanism for more fully understanding the stages of recovery. The 

move from victim to survivor to thriver seems to be reflective of improved personal 

characteristics and strengths such as resilience and growth in the face of adversity 

(Heywood, Sammut & Bradbury-Jones, 2019). The research suggests that as people 

move from survivor to thriver, they are doing more than just getting by or managing, 

they are prospering and living again (Benson & Scales, 2009). This goes beyond 

language and encompasses the rebuilding of the individual’s personal resources and 

in some cases the reimagining of their external environment. This thriving is 

sometimes used interchangeably with terms like post-traumatic growth denoting a 

phenomenon of optimism, better physical and psychological wellbeing, improved 

self-esteem, self-confidence and worth, empowerment, control and an expanded 

social network (Heywood, Sammut & Bradbury-Jones, 2019). These authors 

underline that key conditions need to be available for victims to become survivors, or 

to thrive, these are safety, a mechanism to share their story and positive interactions 

with professionals, friends or family. Neuman-Allen & Wozniak (2010) suggest the 

move from survivor to thriver recognises the growth and change that occurs within 

the individual. They argue a more holistic approach to recovery is necessary rather 

than a ‘fire-fighting’ response geared towards addressing the most pressing need, 

suggesting than improvement in a single facet is not enough to constitute recovery. 

However, they do acknowledge that early groundwork, e.g. establishing safety, is 

key in allowing future supportive intervention, and in some cases therapy or 

counselling, to be more positively received and thus more effective in the recovery 

journey. 
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Lastly, it may be important to note that psychological readiness is a key 

consideration in recovery. It is argued that an individual may move from one stage of 

recovery to another only when they have a readiness to change or progress (Cluss 

et al., 2006). However, just as an individual can move forward in their recovery 

journey it is noted that the process of recovery can be considered as a continuum, 

with an individual possibly moving backwards in their journey as well as forwards, 

based on their internal and external factors, as well as their psychological readiness 

to change (Cluss et al., 2006). 

Inhibiting or facilitating factors for recovery 

Strelitz et al, (2018, p.8) state that victims of trauma, and the agents who support 

them, should recognise the “long journey of recovery”, with ideas that various time-

points like an anniversary of the event should act as a turning-point; or trying to 

identify a time by which victims should move forward, is not in line with how a 

recovery journey is experienced by the individual. These ideas or arbitrary timelines 

may serve to hinder the recovery journey as they may be seen as a failure or a 

reminder that the trauma experienced feels insurmountable.  

Crime type, individual characteristics and access to a support network are all 

suggested to influence how an individual responds to victimisation, how they cope 

with the event, its aftermath and the level of distress it creates (Green, Streeter & 

Pomeroy, 2005). These factors appear to be key moderators in the process of 

recovery, i.e. whether these aspects are supportive or not may depend on the level 

of each. The severity of the crime’s impact, the duration of this impact and time 

needed to recover from it are generally reliant on an individual’s internal 

characteristics, including cognitive function, resilience, coping skills, self-esteem, 

psychological health, perceptions/beliefs, their experiences including prior 

victimisation and physical health and external factors including availability of support, 

culture and other demographics (Jordan, 2003). These factors can serve to ‘buffer’ 

or exacerbate recovery.  

As with theories on the stages of recovery, there seems to be a number of factors 

outlined in the research that are indicative of successful recovery journeys, what 

could be described as the “ingredients of the most effective recoveries” (Strelitz et 

al., 2018, p.2). It is important to note that a dearth of these ingredients (e.g. internal 
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or external resources) may serve to inhibit recovery, where a strengthening or 

improvement on some of these facets can serve to facilitate recovery (Song, 2012; 

Flasch, Murray & Crowe, 2017). 

Resilience, an individual’s capacity or ability to ‘bounce back’ after a difficult event, is 

continually noted as a personal characteristic which can shape an individual’s 

recovery journey (Jordan, 2003). It is also key in helping an individual deal with 

setbacks in their recovery journey more effectively as they move towards better 

health and well-being (Jordan, 2003; Heywood, Sammut & Bradbury-Jones, 2019).   

Coping strategies, styles or skills can have an impact on how equipped an individual 

is to move through their recovery journey. It has been evidenced that coping 

strategies employed by victims can be helpful for recovery, whilst others may hinder 

this. Maladaptive coping strategies (those seeking to reduce distress but that do not 

address the source of distress) have been found to elicit poorer outcomes (Ullman et 

al., 2009; Najdowski & Ullman, 2011; Anyikwa, 2016; Keck, 2017). With the literature 

pointing to the fact that adaptive coping appears to correlate with better outcomes, 

particularly in the longer-term (Najdowski & Ullman, 2011). These authors argue that 

interventions that serve to improve and promote effective coping strategies will 

improve recovery. 

Information and communication is key for individuals on their recovery journey 

(Brooks-Hay, Burman & Bradley, 2019). It appears to act as a reassurance 

mechanism that empowers the individual. Empowerment itself has been found to be 

a key component, and also indicator, of successful recovery (Czerny & Lassiter, 

2016). The notable aspects of empowerment, that perhaps lend this construct to the 

recovery journey so well, are that empowerment demands a move away from feeling 

disempowered; it is a personal construct that cannot be the responsibility of anyone 

beyond the individual and that empowerment is shaped by current context (Murphey-

Graham, 2010). Herman (1998, p.S98) argues that empowerment is one of the core 

enablers of recovery simply because the individual is the ‘author and arbiter’ of their 

recovery. Empowerment, power and self-efficacy seem to be used interchangeably 

within the literature.  

Growth following trauma is an area that has gained momentum in recent years and 

seems to be a salient proponent of recovery. An individual is altered by the trauma(s) 
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they experience, however recovery may realise an individual growth as they gain 

control over internal and external aspects (Czerny & Lassiter, 2016). The 

acknowledgement that positive outcomes may arise in the aftermath of the crime is 

not a suggestion that the trauma is a positive event, rather that the strengths and 

resources the individual recognises or develops in the aftermath serve as the 

positives (Flasch, Murray & Crowe, 2017). The literature highlights some of the 

positives which individuals report following victimisation can be the development of 

strengthened coping strategies, a feeling of thriving, empowerment, improved 

satisfaction with life and improved self-esteem (Nueman-Allen & Wozniak, 2010; 

Song, 2012; Flasch, Murray & Crowe, 2017). This concept of posttraumatic growth 

refers to the self-improvement or positive evolution an individual can experience 

following a trauma, with the individual developing new views and beliefs, an 

appreciation of themselves, a different view on the world, knowledge and an 

appreciation of life (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996; 2004; Keck et al., 2017). 

Posttraumatic growth is not simply a protective factor against the impact of future 

difficult events, but recognises:  

“The difficult process of…recovery transforms survivors into heroes, who have 

developed new skills and become a more authentic version of themselves”   

                 (Keck et al., 2017, p.10). 

Research suggests that many victims of crime find the sharing of their personal story 

has a healing effect as it allows the individual to reflect on the event, find 

perspective, with each sharing of their experiences serving to provide insight into 

their experiences and to recognise their ongoing growth and recovery (Brosi & 

Rolling, 2010). This telling of their personal story has been viewed by some as 

‘social sharing’ which can be a potent enabler of recovery (Curci & Rimé, 2012).  

External factors may also impact victim recovery. Positive social support from family 

and friends has been underlined as a key factor in recovery (Song, 2012). Where 

these groups are identified as supportive, they can provide a trusted and respected 

viewpoint to allow the victim to reappraise or reframe aspects of the event (Jordan, 

2003). This reframing can be a facilitating factor in the recovery journey.  

It should be noted that the services or supports needed by victims will change as 

they progress through their recovery journey and a service or therapeutic 
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intervention useful at one point in the journey may be detrimental for that victim at 

another stage (Herman, 1998). There is a message that comes through about 

receiving the help you need, at the time you need it (e.g. psychological readiness), at 

a level necessary to facilitate change (Cluss et al., 2006). Improved partnership 

working between agencies involved with the victims would allow for a more 

connected provision for victims, but also in ensuring expertise can be shared 

between these groups to improve victim experience, which in turn could benefit 

recovery (Criminal Justice Inspection NI, 2019).  

Core/additional services to improve outcomes for victims of crime  

Victim support services acknowledge the need to ‘evolve to meet the needs of 

victims’ (Victim Support NI, 2019,p.19).  

As indicated above, the journey to recovery can take time, and consideration is of 

the long-term implications of victimisation (Downing, 1988). As victim support 

services are often reflected within the domain of Justice, services are available 

throughout the justice journey but may not be accessible following the completion of 

that. The victim journey can be independent of the criminal justice system as some 

victims of crime may never report the crime. For others the journey may run 

alongside and intertwine at various points, however it is clear that for those who do 

engage in the criminal justice process the end of the court case is not necessarily the 

end of the recovery journey, nor the end of help-seeking or support needs. The need 

for support or intervention can occur at any stage across the recovery journey, from 

the instance that the crime is committed until support is no longer required (Criminal 

Justice Inspection NI, 2020).  

Wedlock and Tapley (2016) point to research which indicates some people may 

choose not to engage with victim support services to deal with the impact of a crime, 

suggesting reasons for this included: seeking assistance from family and friends 

instead, not being alerted to the fact these services were available, it was too much 

trouble to find these services, they had insufficient knowledge about the types of 

supports or services offered by these agencies. Awareness seems to be an 

important indicator for engagement with support services to aid recovery following 

victimisation. 
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Green, Streeter and Pomeroy (2005) argue that due to the role that social support 

can play in recovery, particularly the negative impact of unsupportive responses from 

friends and family, interventions to aid recovery should have a wider scope involving 

the social support network of the victim as well as the victim themselves. 

In the same way that the recovery journey is individual, so too are the needs of the 

victim as they look to achieve this goal. Accordingly, a one-size-fits-all provision is 

not helpful, nor is a general timeline for recovery dictating when or how victims can 

access services. This experience is deeply personal and relies on: 

“Acknowledging that everyone experiences victimisation differently emphasises 

the need for a range of support services that offer accessible and flexible 

services, so that the right interventions can be offered to those who want them at 

a time when they need them most”.  

 (Wedlock & Tapley, 2016, p.10).  

The literature argues that there tends to be a response to trauma or crime that relies 

on a short-term approach, drawing in crisis-intervention and brief intervention aimed 

at alleviating initial presenting issues. One of the criticisms of interventions for 

victims is that they end before an individual can rebuild the necessary components 

(internal and external resources) necessary to facilitate recovery (Neuman Allen & 

Wozniak, 2010). However, there is growing recognition that victims of crime may 

need support in two areas: 1. to cope with or manage the immediate effects of the 

event ,and 2. to recover from the crime (Callanan et al., 2012). Longitudinal provision 

to enable recovery can be challenging, as often the literature focuses on the 

resolution of the immediate symptoms, with intervention effectiveness assessed only 

in the short-term. Assessing longer-term outcomes of intervention for victims of crime 

may provide more understanding of long-term needs and appropriate provision in the 

later stages of the recovery journey. There is a lack of available information to 

support the efficacy of support interventions for victims in relation to meeting victim 

need (Callanan et al., 2012).  

As mentioned above better partnership working between services would allow for a 

more connected provision for victims. This may also serve to reduce duplication in 

the system, improve planning for victims and develop a multi-disciplinary approach 

that mobilises the diversity of knowledge, skills and experiences within each 
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organisation (Victim Support Scotland, 2019). The silos that exist within agencies 

that highlight the importance of a victim-centred approach can often run contrary to 

the goals of victim recovery by complicating aspects of the journey. With that in 

mind, the use of trauma informed models among victims’ services create awareness 

of the impact of trauma which serves to guide interactions with victims. This can be 

especially key for first-responders (Rich, 2019). In essence, behaviours of service 

providers are considered through the lens of the victim, ensuring interactions serve 

to minimise distress and reduce risk for re-traumatising victims (Anyikwa, 2016).  

Measurement /evidencing of same 

Callanan et al. (2012) report that measures could be utilised to more effectively 

capture victim need and experience, which would reflect aspects of change and 

recovery. They highlight 4 types of outcomes that should be collected to monitor and 

improve victim provision and respond to victim need: a) Victim reported outcomes: 

psychometric, reliable and valid measures of important indicators of change, coupled 

with service user questionnaires; b) Practitioner reported outcomes: assessment 

from those working with victims; c) Hard outcomes: tangible or observable outcomes 

e.g. future victimisation; d) Qualitative outcomes: captured via discussions with 

victims to outline aspects of improvement e.g. improved coping strategies, engaging 

with others. The key to assessing change is that the outcomes have a baseline 

assessment against which future outcomes can be measured. 

Some of the key elements which seem to be indicative of successful recovery lend 

themselves to assessment via client reported outcomes and include improved 

resilience, empowerment, health, self-esteem, coping and post-traumatic growth. It is 

important to note that these factors can be rebuilt, or in some cases built, in the 

aftermath of crime. It is important to note that not all victims of crime will have the 

same starting point for recovery. Some may have more personal strengths or more 

effective coping strategies to draw on, however positive changes in these 

characteristics over time would appear to be indicative of a more successful 

recovery.  

The capturing of baseline information for these key ingredients in the recovery 

journey will allow evidencing of change and growth across time, not only for service 

providers, but also for clients. For example, building resilience can be a process 
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which takes time and relies on a strengths-based approach, however the 

improvement in this characteristic has been recognised as a key component for 

recovery (Newsom & Myers, 2017).      
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2. METHODOLOGY 

AIM: To better understand and describe the adult victim’s recovery journey. The aim 

is supplemented by key research objectives serving to explore the various stages of 

the recovery journey and identify factors that inhibit or facilitate recovery journey. 

To achieve this aim, the current study will address the following key questions: 

1. How is the recovery journey to be defined? 

2. What affects the trajectory of the recovery journey? 

3. What are the views of victims of crime on their recovery journey (stages, 

challenges and supports, end of the journey)? 

4. What are the views of the other stakeholders on the recovery journey (stages, 

challenges and supports, end of the journey)? 

5. What else is needed (Suggestions to facilitate/improve recovery)? 

To address the research questions, the study shall comprise of 3 phases: 

2.1. BUILDING AN EVIDENCE BASE 

A literature review was undertaken to explore current evidence on victim recovery 

and their journey towards achieving this. The review highlights findings on recovery, 

and evidences learning and best practice provision from relevant victim related 

research. The literature review reflects current understanding of the various stages 

of the victim’s journey. The literature provides a context in which findings of the 

current study may be more readily interpreted and understood. The review reflects 

the research aims and is structured as follows: 

• Nature of the crime   

• Impact of crime  

• Views and experiences  

• Stages of recovery 

• Identification of supportive/inhibiting factors, core/additional services which 

improve outcomes for victims of crime and measurement /evidencing of same.  

This structure offers a remit broad enough to capture and illustrate the non-linear 

nature of the victims’ recovery journey (Heywood et al. 2019), allowing aspects, e.g.  
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type of crime, impact, access to support, and duration of process etc. to offer insight 

into the different recovery trajectories experienced by victims.  

2.2. DATA COLLECTION  

This phase utilised a phenomenological approach to address the study aim and 

research questions. The phenomenological approach sits within a wider school of 

qualitative approaches but is one which is suited to this particular type of study. This 

qualitative approach relies on the knowledge that, to accurately describe a lived 

experience we need a means by which we can develop a rich understanding of a 

particular event, phenomenon or experience (Braun & Clark, 2013). This rich 

understanding results from in-depth work with a small number of respondents to 

inform findings. The phenomenological approach “focuses on the study of an 

individual’s lived experiences” (Neubauer et al. 2019, p.90) allowing any resulting 

theory, model or map to be guided explicitly by the respondents’ experiences rather 

than being pre-determined by existing service delivery models or policy developers. 

This approach provides a framework within which the research aim and questions 

can be addressed. This was achieved via a number of methods of data collection 

outlined below: 

• Interviews with victims of crime: The criteria outlined by VSNI for this study 

placed the emphasis on the voice of the victim being central in the process, with a 

victim facing approach required to better understand the recovery journey. As 

such, in-depth interviews with victims of crime were undertaken. The purpose was 

to gather information on the victims’ journey from initial victimisation through to 

conclusion of the criminal justice process or perceived closure. Interviews were 

facilitated with victims of various crimes, who fell into 4 main crime groupings: 

sexual violence; assault; burglary/theft/fraud; other (e.g. hate crime). The views 

and experiences of victims of crime were gathered via: 
- Interviews with 25 victims of crime: Individual semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with 25 adults who have availed of VSNI services. The 

interviews were conducted within the trauma informed ‘psychological first aid’ 

model adopted by VSNI. The interviews did not seek to have VSNI clients 

recount the experience of the crime, but rather focused on the impact of the 

crime and their journey towards recovery. As such the interviews explored: 

type of crime experienced, impact of the crime, victim experiences of and 
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interaction with supportive agencies and the criminal justice system, victims’ 

views on the stages of recovery, descriptions of recovery enablers and 

setbacks, resilience and growth, and suggestions for service expansion or 

development to improve outcomes or aid recovery.  

Semi-structured interview schedules were developed by the research team for use 

with the interviewees. Interviews did not exceed 1 hour in duration and were audio 

recorded, with the consent of the participants, to allow for verbatim transcription and 

inductive thematic analysis of the resulting information. Informed consent was 

obtained from all participants prior to commencement of interviews. Potential 

participants were initially approached by VSNI to gauge interest in taking part in the 

study. Potential participants received an information sheet outlining study details and 

the nature of participant involvement. These potential participants were selected at 

random from VSNI records. A VSNI aligned agency followed up with these clients 

and received consent for the research team to contact them to discuss the study 

further. Potential participants were contacted by the research team who provided 

further detail on the study, addressed any questions, and arranged appointments for 

interview with individuals who provided consent to participate. Consent was again 

confirmed at the outset of the interview. Whilst there were no explicit criteria for the 

identification of participants, the research team advised that participants should not 

be approached if they were currently part of ongoing legal proceedings. We also 

advised that participants comprise those who have completed their interactions with 

the criminal justice process. Whilst we are aware not all victims of crime report their 

experiences, and many may not engage with the criminal justice process, those who 

have, represent a group of individuals well placed to discuss all aspects and 

processes that may affect the victim recovery journey. 

• Focus groups with key stakeholders: Focus groups were convened with key 

stakeholders directly involved with the victim’s recovery journey or otherwise well 

placed to discuss the various stages of recovery. The focus groups provided an 

opportunity to gather information on the official processes and associated 

common experiences of the victim’s journey in order to enrich understanding of 

this, elucidate stages of recovery, identify opportunities to evidence impact, reflect 

challenges on the journey and generate suggestions to improve recovery. Focus 

groups comprised: 
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- Focus group with VSNI staff/ volunteers (n=8)  
- Focus group with VSNI strategic group/board (n=6)  
- Focus group with aligned support agencies (n=10) 
- Focus group with representatives from criminal justice (n=4) 

An individual interview with a criminal justice representative who was unable to 

attend the focus group was facilitated on the understanding their information would 

be incorporated within those of the main criminal justice focus group. 

Focus group size was dependent on the number of individuals who have had direct 

experience of or involvement in aspects of the victim’s recovery journey. Focus 

group topic guides were developed by the research team to guide focus group 

discussion. The focus groups each lasted for approximately 1 hour and were audio 

recorded, with the consent of the participants, in order for verbatim transcription and 

inductive thematic analysis of the resulting information. Informed consent was 

confirmed for participants via email to study research team, and again confirmed 

prior to commencement of the focus group.  

All data was collected across the period of December 2020 to March 2021. 

2.3: DATA ANALYSIS  

• Quantitative data: Quantitative data was gathered at the beginning of the client 

interviews regarding location, age, sex, ethnicity, social support, when crime 

happened, locality of crime, crime type, perpetrator and previous victimisation. 

Clients were also asked to rate where they felt they currently were on their 

recovery journey (0=not yet begun my journey; 10= completed my recovery 

journey). This information was analysed using a statistical package, SPSS v.26 

(IBM Corp, 2019) to allow a description of the sample. 

• Qualitative data: All data from interviews and focus groups was transcribed and 

analysed to highlight common themes among the respondents. For the purposes 

of analysing the qualitative data, conventional content analysis will use techniques 

of labelling, coding and categorising. Analysis, in line with the inductive approach 

demanded by the methodological process adopted, allowed for synthesis of 

findings to elucidate key themes and subcategories. The final phase allowed 

drawing of conclusions and verification. This informed the main study findings, in 
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line with the study aim and research questions. The verification of the results 

means the data has been reviewed numerous times to ensure all themes are 

identified and cross-checked against participants’ responses. The only way to 

ensure the validity of the findings is to ensure the themes reported are those 

which are continually confirmed within the data set, arguing that in the case of 

common themes emerging from data, “their confirmability…is their validity” (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994, p.11). Findings will be presented in a structured format, 

drawing on the broad themes outlined as headings for the literature review, 

allowing for the strengthening of the evidence base in relation to the victim’s 

recovery journey, clear and accessible contextualising of findings and a clear 

understanding of the stages of the victim’s recovery journey in line with the 

research aim and objectives.  
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3. RESULTS 

3.1. QUANTITATIVE DATA 

Overall, from those selected at random and contacted by VSNI, 75 were identified to 

the research team as potential participants (one individual contacted the research 

team directly following receipt of the study letter from VSNI). All 75 were contacted 

directly by the research team to allow for more detail to be provided on the study and 

for the researchers to address any questions they may have about the study. From 

the group of 75, 26 respondents provided consent to participate in an interview with 

a member of the research team. Reasons given for individuals not participating are 

listed in Appendix B. 

Of the 26, 1 individual provided consent to participate but then withdrew from the 

interview, leaving an overall sample of 25 participants. The data reported below 

reflects the responses of this group. 

Participants 

The sample comprised 11 males (44%) and 14 females (56%); with ages among the 

sample ranging from 20 to 63 years (M=40.72; SD=13.84). All 25 (100%) participants 

reported their ethnicity as ‘White’. The sample received support via VSNI Foyle and 

Belfast provision, with 19 (76%) participants receiving support co-ordinated through 

the Belfast service and 6 (24%) via the Foyle service. 

Experience of the crime 

Table 1 highlights the amount of time that has passed since the participants 

experienced the crime. For the majority of the sample (n=14;56%) the crime 

occurred within the last 2 years. 

Table 1: When did the Crime Happen 

Crime occurred Number of 
Participants 

Percentage of 
Participants 

In the Last Year 2 8% 
In the Last Two Years 12 48% 
In the Last Five Years 7 28% 
More Than 5 Years Ago                                            4 16% 
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As can be seen in Table 2, the majority of participants reported experiencing an 

Assault/ violent crime (n=9; 36%), followed by those who experienced Sexual 

Assault (n=4; 16%) or Domestic abuse (n=4; 16%). 

Table 2: Type of crime experienced 

Crime Type Number of 
Participants 

Percentage of 
Participants 

Criminal Damage 2 8% 
Burglary 1 4% 
Assault/Violent Crime 9 36% 
Sexual Assault/Abuse 4 16% 
Domestic Abuse 4 16% 
Hate Crime 1 4% 
Harassment 1 4% 
Fraud 1 4% 
Other 2 8% 

 
Table 3 indicates the relationship of the perpetrator of the crime to the victim. 

Fourteen (56%) participants reported that they knew the perpetrator of the crime.  

Table 3: Relationship to the victim 

Relationship Number of 
Participants 

Percentage of 
Participants 

Relative 4 16% 
Spouse or Partner 5 20% 
Friend or Acquaintance 5 20% 
Stranger 4 16% 
Other 7 28% 

 
Fourteen (56%) of the participants reported that they had previously been the victim 

of a crime whereas 11 (44%) stated that they had never been a victim of crime prior 

to this event. 
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Support 

Four (16%) of the participants reported that they had no social support whatsoever 

after the crime. However, 21 (84%) reported that they had varying levels of support 

after the event. 

Table 4: Level of Support 

Support Number of 
Participants 

Percentage of 
Participants 

No Support 4 16% 
Limited Support 8 32% 
Wider Support 13 52% 

 

Eight participants reported limited support, with their network comprising of only one 

or two key individuals. However, the majority of participants (52%) suggested that 

they could draw on support from a wider group of family and friends. 

The Recovery Journey 

The participants were asked to rate where they felt they were on their recovery 

journey. They did this using a scale ranging from 0 to 10 (0= not yet begun my 

recovery journey; 5= midway; 10=completed my recovery journey). Scores among 

the participants ranged from 4 to 10 (M=7.68; SD=1.973). Seven participants (28%) 

reported they felt they had completed their recovery journey. 
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3.2. PARTICIPANTS’ EXPERIENCES OF RECOVERY 

The Recovery Journey 

Participants were clear that they felt there was a difference between the ‘victim 

recovery journey’ and the ‘victim journey’ as it sits within the criminal justice 

procedure. Although they acknowledged that at times the two overlap and outcomes 

in the criminal justice journey can impact recovery. They could articulate clearly that 

the recovery journey was one focused solely on them and their wellbeing. However, 

defining the recovery journey was a bit more difficult.  

Descriptions of the recovery journey seemed to fall into 3 categories, those that saw 

the journey to recovery as unachievable; those who wanted to move beyond what 

had happened, and those who had now begun to thrive. Those who felt recovery 

may be out of reach for them, although a small group within the cohort, viewed the 

recovery journey in negative terms, such as “My recovery from this will never 

happen” or “I’ll never get over this. I just feel lost”. 

Those who wanted to move beyond the crime were more likely to describe their 

recovery journey using phrases such as “moving on”, “moving forward”, “getting on 

with things” and “managing better going forward”. The final group focused more on 

the positive side of recovery, describing the recovery journey in terms of changes 

within them: 

“I’ve used it as a chance to better myself, recovery to me has been about coming 

back better than before”  

“I feel I’ve overcome quite a lot and I feel stronger, but it’s been a very, very long 

journey to get here…That was something that was noticeable throughout my 

journey. I have totally changed. You can recover and move on with life at your 

own pace” 

There was no pattern to why people felt as they did about the recovery journey. 

Those who viewed it in more negative terms were more likely to report unresolved 

emotional and psychological effects associated with repeated victimization or the 

severity of the crime. Those who described their journey more positively also 

included victims of historical sexual abuse and domestic violence, but they reported 

more success in resolving the effects of victimization. Although this road was a long 

and difficult one, they felt they emerged more resilient, confident and knowledgeable.  
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Nature and Impact of Crime 

In relation to the nature and the impact of the crime, there was a common thread of 

shock and disbelief at the unexpected nature of the crime, particularly in instances 

where the individual experienced what was described as “a one-off event”. The key 

themes identified by participants involved were: a) the psychological and emotional 

impact of the crime, b) the issues it elicited, and c) an increased feeling of 

vulnerability or lack of safety.   

The physical impact of the crime was acknowledged but not dwelt on by participants. 

However, the psychological and emotional effects were the most salient issue for 

participants. Nearly all participants reported the crime affected them psychologically 

or emotionally to a greater or lesser degree: 

“I didn’t suffer any physical effects, mostly psychological and emotional” 

“No physical effects, just the mental side of things. The psychological effect 

on me made everything worse”  

Participants were able to describe the physical and emotional symptoms 

experienced citing “depression”, “anxiety”, “distress”, “loss of confidence”, 

“withdrawing from others” which were all commonly recognised and discussed, 

alongside descriptions of intrusive thoughts, avoidance and hyper-vigilant 

behaviours. Those who described lengthier recovery journeys highlighted that the 

psychological and emotional symptoms were longer lasting or more difficult to 

resolve: 

“I feel nervous, (it was) more anxiety and stress I experienced. It’s like PTSD, 

it’s really affected me emotionally and psychologically. It’s still going on”  

“I was afraid to leave the house. I was anxious and quite depressed. This 

lasted for about 6 months after”  

“It was quite traumatizing at the start. (Symptoms) got significantly worse over 

the next 2 years”  

One of the main things that came through from participants was that repeated 

victimisation, severity and duration of the crime/attack seemed to have a strong 

deleterious effect on their usual coping mechanisms, resiliency and wellbeing. This, 

in some cases systematic, depletion of individual strengths appeared to increase the 
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difficulty and duration of recovery. Those who were victims of repeated victimization, 

sexual and domestic abuse reported that psychological and emotional symptoms 

were all encompassing and extremely difficult to resolve, which did impact their 

ability to recover: 

“Quite severe deep mental trauma, depression…I was suicidal at different 

points…it was mostly psychological and mental which went on for many 

years…I sort of withdrew, I struggled with friendships, depression and kept 

myself very isolated. I felt very alone”  

 “The psychological effects were unreal. I’ve had 40 years of them”  

A lack of trust in others also came to the fore for victims following the crime. Those 

who found it difficult to trust others were more likely to report feeling withdrawn and 

reported taking longer to seek help: 

“My confidence was really knocked and being able to trust people. Obviously, 

there were physical effects, but it was more like the mental. Really doubting 

everyone. I think mentally at the time I felt worthless. This feeling went on for 

months afterwards”  

“I find it hard to trust people. I kind of lock myself away”  

The majority of participants reported that the crime had left them feeling vulnerable, 

affecting their feelings of safety and security, particularly for those who had been the 

victim of crime in their own home: 

“It (assault) had quite an impact on me, it was in front of my son...in my 

house. It’s made me feel very insecure in my own home” 

“I didn’t feel safe. I was eventually moved to temporary accommodation to get 

me out of the area”  
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Stages of recovery: Beginning 

Participants were more clearly able to pinpoint the beginning of their recovery 

journey, the moment that they felt they were able to begin to move forward. Perhaps 

underlining the unique nature of recovery, not all recovery journeys have the same 

starting point. Three distinct categories emerged in the discussions about the 

beginning of the recovery journey: a) supportive reception of disclosure, b) restoring 

of safety and security, and c) seeking out professional support. 

The beginning for some participants, particularly those who had been victims of 

systematic victimization, were more likely to indicate the starting point on their 

journey was a supportive response to them when they disclosed the crime and their 

experiences to another person: 

“When I reported it to the police. They sat in my living room and I had 

confidence in how seriously I was being taken”   

It should be clear that the beginning of recovery is not the first disclosure, because 

for some this was not a positive experience with doubts cast on their experiences or 

attempts made to undermine the individual. The key to the disclosure and its role in 

recovery seems to be associated with the nature of the response, i.e. supportive or 

unsupportive:  

“(My journey started) when I reported it to the police, because that was the 

first time I was taken seriously. The police told me they believed me and that 

was the first time anybody had told me they believed me”  

“When I met my partner, initially my boyfriend now my husband, I was able to 

open up to him about it. That was key”  

There is a key starting point for some victims that does not seem to be a concern for 

others and that is being believed. Related to this, some individuals report that they 

couldn’t begin to recover until after the court case with the verdict of guilt serving as 

an acknowledgement of the truth in a more public arena.  

Participants also suggested their journey started with events that reassured them 

about their personal safety and security. For some that came in the form of a 

restraining order, jailing of the perpetrator, police taking control (arrest), or seeking 
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out a safer environment. Those who reported their recovery journey began after the 

court case didn’t express any common correlates in terms of crime type or duration, 

rather did feel this was about restoring safety to begin to recover: 

“Not until the final court hearing when I was told the outcome. Initially when I 

first reported the crime, things actually got worse. Reporting him to the police 

didn’t deter him at all. Even getting a temporary restraining order did not stop 

anything. When he was sentenced, I felt relieved, I felt free” 

“When the police got in touch to say he’d pled guilty and would be sentenced. 

That was a relief and I suppose a starting point”  

Others reported that for them the sense of safety came when “the attacker moved 

out of the area” or “I came over to (different city) just to get away…and begin to work 

through it all”. 

The last group of individuals who indicated a different starting point on the journey to 

recovery were those who took the first steps to seeking out support, recognizing they 

could not progress further without support at this stage. For many this is a big step 

and not all participants sought support from the same sources. It is important to note 

that being aware they can ask for support, or that support is available is key: 

“I started to recover when more people got involved and I realised it wasn’t 

important to punish him, it was more about what I needed to help me recover”  

“The first time speaking to a professional, my GP. That was a big thing telling 

someone official. At the time I didn’t feel that I was on a recovery journey as I 

was in free fall. Looking back on it I think that was the first stage”  

The beginning of the recovery journey is unique to the individual and, from the 

discussions, appears to be dependent on a number of things, including the type and 

severity of crime, reception of crime disclosure, available support, personal 

characteristics (e.g. psychological readiness, self-esteem) and external factors (e.g. 

safety). However, some participants (3 of the 25) identified that their recovery 

journey had not yet begun, citing that they’ve been held in limbo by the psychological 

impact, a loss of self, or by engaging in a drawn-out legal process: 

“I don’t feel I have begun recovery yet or maybe at early stages as I said if I 

get up, get washed, shaved and dressed into clean clothes that is a good day” 
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“I would like to get back to the person I was before this happened. I just don’t 

feel the same person I used to be. I don’t know how to do that or how to get 

there. I don’t think I’ve started on my road to recovery yet” 

Stages of recovery: Turning point 

Participants were keen to stress that the recovery journey is not one that they feel is 

bounded by time or events, so did not think it was appropriate to try to identify a mid-

point in their recovery. This was also underlined by those who felt that they had not 

yet completed their recovery journey and felt it was inappropriate to try to identify a 

midway point when they had no idea how long their journey would last. The 

consensus across the discussions was that the term ‘turning point’ would be more 

indicative of what they viewed as the most important point, affecting the biggest 

change or most forward momentum in their recovery, beyond the starting point. 

Again, key themes emerged in the discussion around the turning point for victims, 

with participants identifying: a) the court case, b) getting the right support, c) 

rebuilding personal resources or recognising change and d) being proactive, as key 

turning points. For around half of the participants the court case, or prosecution, was 

seen as a key turning point in their recovery journey. For a small number this brought 

a strong personal sense of vindication before their peers, friends and family. For 

others it drew a line under the dominance that the perpetrator or the crime had held 

in their lives up until that point: 

“The court and the verdict. It helped in my recovery journey by validating a 

crime actually did take place. I felt vindicated then. I can hold my head up high 

as I’d done nothing wrong” 

“That final court hearing. I knew I could now try and put this behind me” 

“Once he was in jail, prosecuted, I started to turn a corner” 

Participants who felt that accessing support was a key turning point emphasised the 

importance of getting the right type of support, at the right time in their journey, was 

something that moved them forward in their recovery. Some reflected on the fact that 

they were offered support and therapeutic provisions previously, but either the 

offering was not what they needed at the time, or their needs had changed as they 

progressed through their journey and they were now in a place where they were 

ready to engage with the support.  
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“That second lot of counselling was a turning point for me. You come to terms 

with what has happened and how other people have to deal with it. To accept 

that actually I dealt with the abuse and the second was almost grieving for the 

family in the way that they had let me down”    

“For me it was probably after the counselling sessions, I got the right 

counsellor for me, what I needed” 

Participants highlighted the change that had begun in them as a turning point. 

Individuals referenced recognizing they were now “stronger”, “capable”, “more 

confident”, “valuable”. Some suggested they had an awareness that these personal 

characteristics were increasing over time, whilst a few participants suggested there 

was a particular moment when they realized: 

“I don’t know when it happened, but I know what happened. The police gave 

me a little GPS alarm system. I used to carry that everywhere with me and at 

the click of a button the police knew where I was due to GPS and they were 

able to come instantly to me. I carried that with me for a long time and it was 

always on charge at the side of my bed at nighttime. I only noticed one day, 

when I was sorting out drawers in my bedroom and I found it and the batteries 

dead. I can’t remember the last time I charged it or even so much as used it. I 

don’t need it anymore” 

“It probably was about 2 years ago when I overcame the confidence thing, 

thinking that I was worthless. I’m still not completely back to myself. I reached 

a point where I just had to get on with it, get past it. It’s not going to just 

disappear, but neither am I” 

The last theme noted by participants reflected that, for some, feeling they were now 

more proactive in their recovery was a turning point for them. This took different 

forms, in some instances there was a sense of pride and achievement in their role in 

removing the perpetrator from their lives: 

“When we got the guilty plea, I think. I’d spent so long, first of all blaming 

myself for what happened, then my family not believing me, my family turned 

against me...It proved that he had been lying all along. I’d done that. It was 

just such a relief. That was definitely the turning point for me” 
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Whilst for others it was in ensuring they could put in place measures to reassure 

themselves and their family that they were secure. 

“For me it was important that we’ve taken measures to make us feel a bit 

safer. We have cameras round the yard and house so you can’t really move 

around without being seen. It reassures, you can protect yourself”  

Many were at pains to reflect that reaching this point was not easy and in many 

cases reaching this point had taken years. Time was an important factor in recovery; 

time to grieve, time to reflect, time to build internal resources, time to affect change 

in external circumstances, and time to heal. It may be important to note that ‘time’ 

itself was not the healer, rather the proactive steps victims took across time served 

to move them forward in their recovery. 

Stages of recovery: End of the journey 

Not all participants had reached the end of their journey and noted that they were still 

on their journey to recovery. Many reported they had been on that journey for some 

time. For those who did identify an endpoint, different themes emerged relating to 

what was important to reach this stage, or what for them signified recovery. These 

themes were: a) Thriving, b) Reconnecting, c) Beyond the court process. For others 

they did not see an end point in their recovery journey, rather it was something that 

would be ongoing across their lifetime. 

Some who reported they had reached the end of their journey cited feeling “positive”, 

“empowered”, “free”, thriving”, “growth” and “control”. There was a sense that they 

had recovered by developing a new set of strengths, or rebuilt existing internal 

resources, but were adamant that they “were not the person they were before it 

happened”. There was a recognition that the crime had changed them as a person, 

but they had “reframed” the experience and found opportunity and positivity through 

the journey that enabled them to recover: 

“I was a survivor for years and now I’m actually thriving…32 years after the 

crime” 

“I’m feeling really positive… I feel I’ve got a new lease of life. I feel completely 

confident. I feel resilient. That part of my life I can…leave behind now”   

“I feel I was in control of my recovery journey” 
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The theme of reconnection was strong within those at the end of the journey, with 

some seeing the establishing, or re-establishing, of relationships as signifying of the 

end of the journey: 

“(The end was) getting my life back to be honest. I wasn’t allowed to go out 

and see my friends. I wasn’t allowed to see family and it’s taken me until now 

to get all that back and build those relationships again” 

“I feel like I’ve put my career on hold, my friendships on hold during this time, 

like there was this big cloud hanging over me but not now” 

The theme of recovery or closure was different among the group and also the 

experience of the court. Those who described their crime as “one-off” or “not a really 

serious crime” were more likely to report they saw the verdict in the court as the 

instance that provided an end to their recovery journey, “bringing an end to that 

chapter in my life”. However, the discussion on the end of the journey was peppered 

with references to the fact that recovery went on beyond the court proceedings and 

that support was still required to help them finalise their journey long beyond this. 

Lastly, there was a small group of individuals who suggested they felt they couldn’t 

currently reach the end of their journey and in some cases may never find an end 

point. For one individual this was reliant on finding safe accommodation and they 

were still waiting for this. For another, they lived in close proximity to the perpetrator 

and seeing them every day served as a reminder. Those who hoped for a return to 

their previous life or were mourning the loss of the life they could have had, had it not 

been for the crime, or the perpetrator, indicated realising recovery was a difficult 

concept for them: 

“I can’t see it ever ending for me. I think it’s a bit like a death, you learn to live 

with it. You never get over it” 

“I don’t believe you can get closure from something like that… maybe this is 

as far as my recovery goes. Maybe this is it for me. I don’t know” 

 

Facilitators of Recovery 

There were key facilitators of recovery that were identified by participants that were 

helpful in moving them through their recovery journey. These often served as 
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indicators of that progression also. These could be ‘key ingredients of a successful 

recovery journey’. Participants were able to identify numerous factors that served to 

“push me forward” or “definitely helped me recover”. This seemed to be because 

whilst the recovery journey is an individual one, people had different needs at 

different stages of their journey and sometimes early recovery facilitators were drawn 

on again to help them progress. This was felt to be reflective of the nature of the 

recovery journey, which was not a linear one, rather one that had the realisation of 

successes and also of failures. However, it should be noted that participants felt that 

some facilitators of recovery, such as resilience and control, buffered the impact of 

the setbacks. 

The themes arising around the main facilitators of recovery explored: a) Personal 

characteristics, b) Support, c) Sharing experiences/story, d) Information and 

communication, e) Justice. 

Most participants were able to identify personal characteristics that they had, or that 

they had built in response to trauma, presented powerful tools that facilitated their 

recovery journey. They also recognised where these characteristics were often 

depleted due to their experiences as a victim of crime. The language around change 

and personal characteristics were reflected in the use of positive language and 

drawn from a strengths-based perspective. They recognised the importance of their 

own levels of empowerment, strength, control, coping and resilience as key 

resources in their recovery: 

“I have better coping strategies now. I feel stronger. If I can go through that, I 

can go through anything” 

“Quite quickly, I took control. I felt I was able to do things on my terms: seek 

out different levels of support where I needed it and make decisions when I 

needed to. Yes, I was in control” 

“Self-sufficiency and my faith helped me recover” 

Whilst this theme of personal resources recurred, it had a caveat. The process of 

developing or rebuilding some of these resources often depended on external factors 

such as age, duration and severity of the crime, or access to support: 

“I can understand why Historical Child Abuse is being talked about now as it 

takes a long time for you to feel strong enough so you are in a position to 
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report and deal with the trauma of what happened...As a child I couldn’t have 

gone through this. As an adult I was able to navigate my way through the 

system. I’m quite tenacious. I think that a lot of this is down to my personal 

strength”   

Availability of support was also another key facilitator on the journey of recovery. The 

feeling of “not being on your own” or “having someone in your corner” recurred. 

Support was viewed in two distinct categories: 1. Informal social support provided by 

family and friends, 2. Formal support provided by professionals. People were clear 

that family, friends and work colleagues, as a supportive force, aided the recovery 

journey. Many cite the drawing of strength and encouragement from the positive 

support provided by those close to them, who “know them best”: 

“My family and friends were a real source for positivity and recovery. I don’t 

feel I need anything else at the moment, I’ve got that support from my family 

circle” 

“I wouldn’t talk about it, but I did open up to one of my friends about it. That 

was really important for me” 

  “People have reached out…it’s definitely bonded a few strong relationships,

 friends-wise, not family wise” 

Support from community and voluntary agencies, healthcare professionals including 

counsellors, and statutory agencies were also listed as supports in the process. This 

is more formally dealt with in the subsequent sections dealing with victim views and 

experiences. However, the key messages around this were that support of this 

nature was most effective when tailored to the individuals needs at the time, timely in 

its provision, i.e. accessible, allowed for individual choice, was victim-centred and 

trauma-informed in approach.  

 “The counselling helped me progress. Not initial therapy, but as time went on 

the counselling I got. I needed time to think things through…needed to be 

ready” 

“I was offered counselling and I knew it wasn’t the right fit for me. I knew what 

I needed” 
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“It was actually the CBT that was the biggest help. I’d had other counselling 

before but didn’t feel it benefitted me” 

“Victim Support were very good at explaining the court process and give 

advice on things at that stage. I needed that then, it really helped” 

Sharing of their experiences were described as therapeutic or cathartic. For some 

that was the opportunity to speak in court, for others it was to talk to others about the 

crime and the impact on them. This was recognised as a stepping-stone to recovery 

and an essential part of recognising that the event did not define them. Key to the 

effectiveness of this process was the reaction of others. The sharing of their personal 

story was most powerful when individuals felt they were believed, listened to and 

accepted: 

“I’m able to speak to more people about this. At the start I only told one 

person and now all my friends know about it. Feeling that you can actually be 

open about abuse and mental health issues. Being able to talk openly and not 

feel ashamed” 

“It wasn’t that I wanted revenge or for him to go to prison for years, it wasn’t 

that. It was just the fact that everyone else heard my story, believed that it 

happened, and he admitted that it happened” 

“I wouldn’t talk about it a lot, but I did talk to one of my friends about it. That 

was important” 

Information and communication were also deemed to be important in recovery. This 

took different forms, with some people saying the information they received about 

the legal process, their rights and available supports as facilitators in their recovery, 

as it led to them being able to make choices and take control of their recovery 

journey. For others when communication was good between support agencies and 

statutory agencies, they felt provision was better and more beneficial for the 

individual as it remained focused on them.  

Lastly, the theme of justice and its role in recovery was also endorsed. It was seen 

by a number of participants as playing its part in their recovery journey, with some 

stating they felt they were stagnating in their recovery as they waited for “justice to 

be served”. However, the role of justice in recovery was viewed differently by 

participants, with some seeing it as a mechanism that freed them from the influence 
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of the perpetrator, others viewed it as a validation or vindication of their experiences, 

whilst it was also viewed as an opportunity to prevent others from being hurt or 

affected by the perpetrator: 

“I wanted him to go to prison. That was just it…I didn’t care what charges he 

got, I just wanted him to go to prison so he would know I wasn’t going to stand 

for that. He couldn’t affect me anymore” 

“It was bloody difficult…he was convicted…So publicly a judge and jury 

decided that. Although he pleaded not guilty the whole way through. For me 

having that public recognition was a huge healer” 

“I’ve had justice, maybe not the justice I wanted, my feelings have been 

validated now. He did it and he admitted that he did it” 

“For me it was seeing justice done, ensuring that this doesn’t happen to 

someone else in the future” 

 

Inhibitors of Recovery 

Participants pointed out that sometimes what are described as facilitators of recovery 

can also be recognised as inhibitors if they are in short supply, used or experienced 

in a negative way. The key themes emerging from the discussions around inhibitors 

on the recovery journey clustered as follows: a) Unsupportive networks, b) 

Accessibility of support, c) Poor communication, d) Expectations, e) Personal factors 

and  f) External factors. 

Individuals emphasised that simply because they had family did not mean that they 

felt, or were, supported. For some, family were an undermining presence in the 

recovery journey: 

“Family reaction held back my recovery. It sort of tore my family apart. I’m 

completely dead to them even after the court case” 

“My family impacted my recovery, their attitude with trying to keep me quiet 

and brush the whole thing under the carpet and not reach out for help, not to 

speak to the police. I think there was that kind of social stigma in their eyes 

and they thought it would be some kind of shame on the family. I think that 
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societal attitude which I think is very much in NI, you don’t go to the 

authorities, you don’t go to the police”  

In line with the theme of lack of support was the notion that an individual can feel 

very isolated on their recovery journey, partially as a function of the personal nature 

of recovery: 

“I was sat in a wee room (in the court) on my own with nothing but thoughts of 

fear” 

“I feel alone, like I’m the one being punished. I’ve lost so much because of it, 

I’ve lost friends, I’ve lost family, I’ve lost my faith” 

Some of the information regarding the role of support agencies and criminal justice 

as inhibitors in the process is dealt with more fully in the subsequent section but are 

touched on here. The accessibility of support at a time, pace and place that was 

conducive to recovery was noted as the ideal situation, however lack of timely 

provision of supports or services was said to stall the recovery journey: 

“My biggest setbacks were associated with gaps. There was a gap when I 

needed support. There was some miscommunications where I’d had about 6-

9 months with no counselling” 

“I had to fight to get counselling after the court case. Felt this took a lot of 

energy I could have put into my recovery if the support had of been there” 

“I asked the doctor would there be any chance of me speaking to a ‘shrink’ but 

he said it’s quite difficult to get this, so I don’t know where else I can go” 

Poor communication was also a recurring theme. For many they found the lack of 

contact and information provision as something which disempowered them and 

removed control. They felt that the lack of communication in the criminal justice 

process was particularly difficult as they tried to navigate a complex and confusing 

system. The lack of interaction and sharing of information within these procedures 

was also deemed to be problematic, with the victim finding they were informing a 

number of individuals about their experience: 

“What held back my recovery? The lack of communication, lack of 

information, nobody was talking to each other. Seemed there was a 
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prosecution system, a judicial system, a criminal justice system and nobody 

talked to each other” 

“The impact of attack was immediate, and although police were involved and 

the case was brought to court the communication between police, courts and 

me, was not very good and has actually hampered recovery” 

The lack of continuity in the contact person for the victim was also difficult. Many 

pointed to frustrations like these as aspects which made their recovery journey more 

difficult than it should have been. Some noted that the disempowerment felt was 

heightened by the removal of their voice in the process, with experiences of the 

victim impact statement not being read, or barristers “making deals” making people 

feel powerless again. 

Expectations of the individual were also recognised as inhibitors of recovery. Some 

suggested they had expectations of the justice system that were not realised, and 

they found this difficult to accept and move forward from. Some admitted they felt 

that they would experience justice and that would be a panacea which would ensure 

recovery. Some found it difficult to move forward when this was not the case: 

“My hope was obviously that he would admit to the crime, admit to his wrong-

doing. He didn’t. I found that set me back“  

“I’m still angry. I didn’t get justice. I feel because of my profession we are 

overlooked as victims” 

“The only thing that did upset me was that he got a very, very light sentence. 

He got a suspended sentence. The reason they didn’t serve a custodial 

sentence was because of his age and that it happened so long ago. But I felt 

a bit cheated because it doesn’t make it any less of a crime. I find it hard to 

move past” 

In terms of personal factors that hindered recovery, participants referred mainly to an 

inability to cope, psychological distress, disempowerment and fear as some key 

inhibitors of their recovery. It was highlighted that persisting psychological symptoms 

such as anxiety and depression, coupled with intrusive thoughts about the event 

pushing into their mind were factors that meant they felt “a bit stuck” at present in 

their recovery and it was the psychological issues that were inhibiting their recovery: 
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“It’s the mental side of things. If I can’t get out from under it (depression). How 

am I going to move on?” 

“I’m not coping too well, but I don’t know what to do about it. It was worse 

before, but I still avoid walking round that way (where it happened). I try to 

avoid most things to be fair” 

Fear was acknowledged to inhibit recovery, not just following the event, but also as 

an issue associated with the release of a perpetrator or lifting of a restraining order, 

with people suggesting it leaves them feeling “back at square one”. They do 

acknowledge they are stronger now, but still feel they need support at this stage of 

their recovery. 

“I’m starting to get nervous now as the man is due to be released in April this 

year. I’m petrified of him being released… Everybody says he’s going to leave 

me alone, he’s not going to do anything, but nobody thought he was going to 

do that in the first place” 

Lastly, the theme of external factors came to the fore. Issues such as housing, family 

issues, health, employment, loneliness and COVID were all listed as aspects which 

can exert unexpected pressures that prevent people from dealing with important 

aspects of their recovery: 

“COVID has also had a negative impact on my recovery.  I was able to go to 

see the counsellor face to face but that stopped.  I don’t see friends as much. 

They still call from time to time but it is mainly phone calls now, not the same.  

I hope to, in the coming years, regain some semblance of normality and get 

back to a place I feel I can be somewhat like my old self again. Organisations 

need to show more compassion for what victims have gone through, it was 

like a tap was turned off” 

“We still have a lot of problems with my dad’s health. He has Alzheimer’s and 

my sister and I are his carers and I still work. I feel I haven’t had the time to 

process everything. It’s there in the back of my mind…I still feel like I’m a bit 

up in the air with it” 

“I’ve just lost my wee dog and I feel very lonely at the minute. That’s not really 

helping things” 
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Views and Experiences: Criminal Justice  

This section has been included separately as not all victims will experience the use 

of either the criminal justice provision or interact with support services in their 

recovery journey. Key themes were elicited in relation to experiences with the PSNI 

and criminal justice representatives. Interestingly, the themes that arose that helped 

recovery and hindered recovery were very similar. The difference lay in whether the 

experience was positive or negative from the victim’s perspective. As such the key 

themes arising were:  a) Reaction to disclosure, b) Communication, c) Consistency 

or single contact point, d) Loss of voice, e) Sensitivity and f) Delay. 

The majority of participants reported a positive experience of their first interaction 

with the police, reporting of the crime. Many suggested that this reaction was helpful 

in their recovery journey for a number of reasons. It was suggested that they felt 

reassured, secure, listened to and believed when these interactions were positive. 

These aspects were identified as being helpful for recovery: 

“The PSNI took me seriously…my experience with the police was very 

positive” 

“Everything was good, they met my expectations. It definitely helped my 

recovery” 

Those who did not have a positive experience with that first contact reported that 

they felt this did hinder their recovery, particularly when they felt they were not being 

listened to or taken seriously: 

“Reporting to police and going to court didn’t really help with my recovery 

journey. The police came out that night and to be completely honest with you 

that’s when I lost all faith in the police. I knew who done it, they knew who 

done it. They said they couldn’t do nothing, and I felt they didn’t really care, 

you know” 

“I have reported to the police on 2 different occasions and on the first one the 

police officer was really helpful.  The second time I phoned the police I felt 

they didn’t take me seriously. I found that hard” 

Communication between the PSNI and participants was generally viewed in a 

positive light, with many suggesting communication with the police throughout the 



The Victim Recovery Journey   57 

process was important in their recovery. Participants felt that police communication 

was important for keeping them “in the loop” with many suggesting the 

communication made you feel that something was being done, things were 

progressing and they were being taken seriously. 

“The police were absolutely fantastic with me, really, really good. They kept in 

contact really well. They kept me in the loop. They made sure that I knew 

everything that was going on…would have been lost otherwise” 

“The police were always in touch to let me know what was happening, that 

was a great relief to me” 

“The police had a very big role to play in it (recovery). The way that they were 

able to break things down for me. Explain what was happening”  

Those who had a negative experience with police communication reported that this 

had a disempowering effect as the lack of information left them feeling anxious about 

what was happening: 

“The police didn’t keep us informed. It was frustrating” 

Negative experiences of communication with other criminal justice representatives 

were highlighted as aspects which made things more challenging for victims and in 

some cases left them feeling on the periphery, rather than central to what was going 

on: 

“I hadn’t met or heard from solicitor until 5 mins before court. I didn’t even 

know how he was pleading. Definitely room for improvement there. He had his 

own private solicitor and had months of preparation. He knew exactly what he 

was doing and who he was calling up as witnesses. That was really bad. I 

didn’t know what kind of questioning my barrister was going to take” 

Interactions with other criminal justice representatives appeared limited. Some 

participants reported positive experiences with other criminal justice agencies, with 

services found to be “professional”. Participants felt that positive interactions with 

their legal representatives and the judge were helpful: 

“Barrister was friendly and helpful” 
 

“PPS were very good, both at Magistrate’s Court and County Court level” 
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“The prosecutor told me I was a credible witness and asked me if I would 

agree to a restraining order, I said, why not? He was extremely professional. I 

do feel the police and criminal justice played an important role in my 

recovery.”  

The benefits of communication with the police were enhanced when there was a key 

point of contact, or a consistent contact for victims. This consistency was 

appreciated by participants as they suggested it helped them to feel they had more 

control. This was cited as helpful in their recovery as the police contact knew about 

the case, they could build some rapport and felt that they had someone they could 

get in touch with if they had concerns or questions: 

 “Police were very good. I was assigned a lady officer who kept in contact with 

me.” 

“A police constable took charge and anytime I had to talk to the police it was 

always him I was dealing with. I had a positive experience with PSNI.  I feel 

that the police were a very big help. They were very good to me especially 

because I was so young at the time as well” 

“The police liaison officer was very efficient and kept us informed, as up to 

date with information as possible. She attended on  the day of the trial as 

well.” 

“The police were really good. The officer I had was great. He worked around 

the clock. He was brilliant. He was consistent the whole way through” 

Equally a lack of consistency around police provision was problematic: 

“To be honest my experience with PSNI was not good. The first officer dealing 

with my case went off on long term sick. Nobody contacted me. There were 

issues with getting the statement sent over. I had to be quite proactive in 

contacting the PSNI myself. Luckily, I was strong enough at that point to do it. 

I couldn’t have done it 20 years ago.” 

A small number of participants found the experience of interacting with criminal 

justice frustrated their recovery. This theme focused on the loss of choice or voice 

within the process.  
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“I felt the processes took a lot of control out of my hands. I could have said a 

lot. I wish I could have spoken at the sentencing. My barrister did do a good 

job, but there was quite a lot going on that I felt I could have spoken about 

and I really wanted my victim impact statement to be read. The Judge said it 

was very personal and very raw. I thought that was the whole point of it and I 

really feel that should have been read out in the court” 

The theme of victim-centred provision or a trauma informed approach to practice 

was raised by a number of participants. Some participants reported they “did not 

know what to expect going in to the process” but they felt the process did try to be 

victim-centric. However, others felt the process could have been more considerate of 

the trauma people had endured and the role of the victim in the process: 

“I don’t feel they were very well trained in terms of sensitivity around dealing 

with victims” 

“I would like them to be a bit more caring for the person that’s been through 

this, not the perpetrator. The perpetrator knows exactly what they’ve done, 

and 9 times out of 10 they’ve done it before, and they’ve done it to other 

people. They can have 50 convictions; I have no convictions and they’re 

questioning me. I am the victim. I should have been treated a bit better” 

 

Views and Experiences: Support agencies 

A number of participants did not engage with support services, with some suggesting 

they had enough informal or social support, or that they were recovering well. Again, 

these individuals were less likely to report prior victimisation, lasting psychological 

effects of the crime, with them stating the crime was an isolated incident that they did 

not feel was “too serious”. The majority of participants interacted to some degree 

with VSNI and could all speak to this. There were a range of other support agencies 

that victims reported interaction with. These included Women’s Aid, Rape Crisis, 

Women’s Centres, Lifeline, GPs, Social Services and Counsellors. Generally, it was 

reported that interaction with these services was helpful in the recovery journey. Key 

themes that emerged included: a) VSNI, b) Communication, c) Client ‘fit’ and d) 

Victim-centred. 
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A few participants don’t recall VSNI being involved or being aware of VSNI. They 

indicated it would have been helpful to know about VSNI. However, VSNI was noted 

as a starting point for many of the participants. They remember being told about 

VSNI by the police or receiving a letter in the post: 

“PSNI referred me onto Victim Support. VS were there in the background…. it 

was nice to know there was someone there” 

The majority of participants suggest it was the VSNI service at the court that they 

found helpful. There was a wealth of positive experiences relayed in relation to this 

provision and what it meant to people at that stage: 

“They (VSNI) really shone on the week in court. There was a person there to 

help me out…She talked me through the court process and what happens 

next and who’s going to be speaking and that kind of thing. She sat with me. 

She was really supportive. A genuine, lovely lady” 

“Victim Support sent me letters and rang me a few times to ask if I wanted 

support. At court the lady took me in and talked me through what would 

happen which put me at ease as I was so nervous. Victim Support played a 

big part in supporting me”  

The communication with VSNI, among those who engaged with them, was generally 

positive. Participants reported that this communication was helpful for them. There 

was appreciation that VSNI could be contacted if needed, that they kept the victim 

informed about sentencing reviews or perpetrator release from jail: 

“They (VSNI) contacted me. It was early on in the process. Good help leading 

up to going to court. I knew exactly what was going on. They always made me 

aware. If there was anything I was worried about, in particular, safety or 

anything. I was able to communicate that. There was always someone there 

to listen” 

“VS have been in touch a number of times since the court case. First when 

Aaron got released, just before his first year on license. Then again when he 

was back in prison…They have been very good at keeping me informed” 

Some raised issue with VSNI contact via leaflets, suggesting that for them, they 

would prefer face-to-face contact, or phone at least so they could discuss things. 
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Two individuals suggested their experience with VSNI was not positive, one rang to 

seek support “some time ago” but no-one has got back in touch. The second 

individual expressed frustration with VSNI due to a very poor experience with VSNI 

in the court setting.  

Participants who were referred to other services appreciated the smooth transition 

from VSNI to the follow-on service, or in some cases, the co-ordinated nature of 

support from both agencies involved: 

“They (VSNI) helped me to deal with things, like how to get through it. They 

put me in touch with Women’s Aid. They knew what I needed. Having support 

there, knowing you could lift the phone to either of them was really important 

for me” 

“VSNI put me in touch with Lifeline, and it really was a lifeline” 

When it came to the effectiveness of other support agencies participants were clear 

that the service accessed had to be “a good fit for the victim”, emphasizing that for 

recovery it was important that you got the right service, at the right time: 

“Lifeline were invaluable. When I was put in touch with them I was suicidal. 

They arranged for me to get counselling…it was good as it helped me express 

how I felt. I didn’t realise I could talk about it. At that time, that really helped” 

“Just before I was to go to court my friend contacted Rape Crisis as I was just 

about worn out with everything. They were absolutely lovely” 

“Things got bad with the depression and anxiety, I went to the doctor and they 

referred me for counselling. I’d been having counselling on and off for years; 

but I now have CBT. My CBT counsellor is amazing. It’s really helped” 

Not everybody found the right ‘fit’ for them, or due to demand there is limited 

availability of certain services, suggesting this was problematic in their recovery: 

“The GP helped, but I have to wait a while to see the ‘shrink’” 

“My experience of counselling would inhibit me seeking that kind of help if 

anything like this happened again. I didn’t think it was very beneficial. It wasn’t 

the right thing for me. It was emotionally draining, working myself up to talk to 

the counsellor and not being able to talk about those things. But I suppose 

every counsellor is different” 
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Supports from these agencies included psychological and emotional support, 

counselling, practical support, education, providing safety, offering information and 

reassurance. The fact that these support services were “dedicated to caring for the 

victim” or “Victim orientated” was vital for victim engagement and recovery. Again, 

whilst participants were grateful for the support some reported they would prefer if 

there was more available than phone calls and letters.  

 

Need for more help at present 

The majority of participants reported that they didn’t need more help at present as 

they felt they had completed their recovery journey or that they were well on their 

way. Some reported they were capable of putting in place effective strategies that 

they had developed as a result of their experiences. Others felt the support they had 

received had equipped them to move forward independently, or within the support 

network they had built: 

“I think there’s only so much that anyone else can do, I think this journey has 

to be about me now and what I can do for me” 

“Time will help me reach the end of my recovery journey” 

“I’m concerned about him getting out of prison. I have everything in place to 

keep myself safe, keep the children safe. I know who to call if things go 

wrong. I have a plan” 

“Nothing really helped me. I was just really strong” 

However, some suggested they would appreciate some additional support. Among 

this grouping two key themes emerged: a) After-court support and  b) Practical 

support.  

The theme of after-court support was identified by participants as some felt that after 

the court process they felt “cast adrift”. However, the after-court support suggested 

differed based on the individual. It did not appear to be aligned with crime type or 

duration, it was more aligned with individual need and their stage of recovery. 

Individuals who felt they were still in the early stages or towards the middle of their 

journey were more likely to identify the need for after-court support, i.e. they felt the 

support would be helpful to move them forward towards completion of their journey.  
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“I don’t think I received the help that I needed to help me in my recovery 

journey. I would have needed more afterwards”   

“I do still need support. I find it hard to get over the fact…he walked free. I still 

fear running into him or his family” 

“I kind of feel that after the court case I was left in limbo. There was nothing 

offered after the court, which was a wee bit disappointing. There was no 

follow-up. I could have done with something before, during and after the court 

case” 

Those who were looking for support of a more practical nature, were focused on 

issues such as moving out of the area they were in, seeking help with compensation 

applications and increasing security measures at home.  

Suggestions for improvement 

Perhaps unsurprisingly due to the individual nature of the victim recovery journey 

there were numerous suggestions about how the recovery journey could be 

improved and better facilitated for victims of crime in Northern Ireland. Participants 

were quick to state that they understood there would always be issues with services 

that were dependent on funding as the funding would dictate what they could offer. 

Whilst some did suggest that shortening the court process would have allowed them 

to recover more quickly. They also recognised that the criminal justice system has 

structures in place that can be hard to overhaul and that they were not making 

suggestions such as this, rather smaller, practical suggestions that would have aided 

recovery. 

The suggestions for improvement were best encapsulated within the following 

themes: a) Early intervention, b) Accessible services, c) After court support, d) 

Awareness, e) Better communication, f) Being truly victim centred, g) Personal 

contact and h) Peer support 

The first theme of early intervention was associated with the provision of supports as 

quickly as possible. Some felt that early intervention from healthcare professionals 

would allow for quicker resolution of psychological symptoms. This theme reflected 

those participants who reported their psychological symptoms had taken a long time 

to resolve, with the chronic nature of these symptoms affecting their ability to even 

begin their recovery journey: 
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“I think if I had the counselling immediately after the crime that may have 

helped more, straight away not waiting for everything to settle” 

“If there had of been a verbal conversation, not leaflets, quickly after the crime 

reporting, more so for my parents who would have maybe engaged in the 

counselling services which I think they needed at the time” 

“I think maybe getting talking to the likes of VSNI quickly after the crime 

because I didn’t go to counselling until nearly 2 years after it actually 

happened. A lot of damage had already been done by that stage. If you went 

in straight away when things are still fresh and you can talk to someone that 

would definitely help”  

Participants were aware that their needs change across their recovery journey and 

that supports needed would also differ: 

“I felt at different stages I needed to access different supports…The different 

parts, I felt I needed to access different supports” 

“Improvements? If there were things in place at different stages, it would have 

helped. I wouldn’t have felt on my own so much” 

However, the accessibility of these services across the duration of the recovery 

journey was emphasised. Improving accessibility of, or access to, supportive and 

therapeutic services was suggested as an important improvement to victim provision 

which was believed would positively impact victim recovery: 

“GP’s, free counselling services that you get over here, yes. That was helpful 

but waiting was always an issue” 

“Getting to see a “shrink”. I had PTSD before and speaking to the shrink for 

half an hour was a big help… the system seemed to be a lot better then. The 

doctor was able to refer me to the mental health department and now it’s a 

much more lengthy process. If that could be improved that would be helpful” 

In keeping with the different stages of an individual’s journey, participants felt an 

improved offering following court would aid recovery. Some wanted different things 

from the after-court support, with some seeking therapeutic intervention and others 

looking for practical support. Those looking for intervention highlighted that the court 
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process is difficult and they felt “abandoned” or “isolated” afterwards, particularly 

those with little or no support network: 

“Everybody’s different, but after the court case, if there was something there 

for victims, somebody to talk to” 

“Definitely afterwards (after court), follow-up support would be key. I think that 

would benefit everybody. Counselling at that stage” 

Those who wanted a more practical approach focused on what people might need to 

know after the court ruling, suggesting having someone to “debrief me on what just 

happened” would be great in helping people move forward: 

“Although when I got the court date I got a tour of the court; but an informal 

chat about what to expect then would definitely have helped. And maybe 

afterwards I could have done with speaking to someone about the whole 

process, what had happened and what it meant. Maybe explain the legal 

terms I didn’t understand, what all those legal terms flying about the 

courtroom really meant” 

Awareness was a prominent theme also with participants suggesting if they knew 

what services were available and where victims would be able to seek out support 

more readily. Awareness about the criminal justice process from the outset was also 

suggested as a potential promoter of recovery. Participants were clear that 

knowledge and information are powerful enablers: 

“People need to know there are services out there and it’s not all hush, hush. 

It doesn’t have to be a shameful thing to ask for help and I think you do that 

by promoting the services and encouraging people to speak up” 

“More explanation about police evidence, how things are mapped out as you 

proceed. Even just a leaflet to explain the process and journey through the 

courts. Contact numbers. Communication is key” 

“I think it’s important that people know that there’s help there if they need it 

and how to get it. The bodies are there in place if you need it. A lot of people 

don’t know what’s out there” 

Linking to the aspects around awareness, improvements were suggested in relation 

to better communication with the victim from all agencies. A single point of contact 
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for the victim so that they had consistency across the process and a constant who 

they could contact for information and better joint-working across the agencies to 

allow for a more victim-centred provision: 

“The investigative process is very fractured. Cases seem to be passed around 

from officer to officer as opposed to one officer handling a case through to 

completion. Consistency would definitely be helpful” 

“A Police Liaison Officer to liaise between victim and system” 

The importance of the victim in the recovery journey was emphasised throughout 

and the need for a victim centred approach, or more trauma informed care, were 

suggested as potential improvements: 

“The actual court, legal people, lawyers and stuff and the PPS could probably 

be more supportive. Even just be aware that someone has just waited 4 years 

of their life, just waiting for the court case. They sort of forget that there is a 

victim involved here, you are a person. I understand that this is their day job 

and you are just a number to them and they are drudging through another file. 

I feel they could be a bit more person-centred in their approach” 

“Staff, not just counsellors, I’m talking about police and the legal system, need 

to be better trained. They need to remember that there is a person here and 

it’s not just another case and they should be a bit more trauma informed 

practice. They need to be sensitive. You are dealing with somebody who has 

been traumatized” 

Participants stated they were aware of the current restraints and restrictions actioned 

by public health measures around COVID. However, they were clear that victims 

benefit most from a level of personal contact. They indicated their preference from 

agencies would be a phone call or online chat (e.g. Zoom; Skype; FaceTime) where 

they could recognise there was a person there offering support as opposed to a 

letter or leaflet.  

Lastly, some participants highlighted that peer support would be helpful for some 

victims. They stated that sometimes you feel that you are the only person who has 

experienced this, and it would be helpful to chat to or engage with others who have 

recovered as this would allow people to see that recovery was possible. Although not 

described as peer support, the idea reflected this concept. People who had 
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recovered, gone from victim to thriver, may be well placed to help others navigate 

their way through the recovery journey. 

 

Capturing recovery – Measures and metrics 

Throughout the discussion participants highlighted aspects that had changed for 

them across the recovery process to either help or hinder their progress. They were 

also asked specifically about how they would measure recovery. A synthesis of 

information drawn from answers to this question and also from throughout the entire 

interview has led to a number of key recovery indicators. The majority of indicators 

could be listed as psychosocial aspects or personal characteristics. In order of most 

endorsed to least these potential measures or metrics of recovery were: 1. Coping, 

2. Resilience, 3. Anxiety, 4. Growth, 5. Self-esteem/Control, 6. Depression, 7. Life 

satisfaction/Quality of life, 8. Empowerment, 9. Wellbeing and 10. Health.  

 

Advice to victims of crime in Northern Ireland 

Participants were asked, reflecting on their recovery journey, what advice they would 

give to victims of crime in Northern Ireland. The advice was realistic, practical and 

positive in nature about the options open to people, the importance of support and 

offering reassurance: 

“Only go to police if you’re feeling strong enough to move forward. 

Prosecution is not for everyone. Definitely reach out to Victim Support and 

other counselling services” 

“You would need to ring for support. Try and get as much support as you can 

as quick as you can” 

“Definitely come forward, there’s nothing to be scared of. It’s not an easy 

process, but when it works it works really, really well” 

“Things do get better. Facing up to it is better, rather than hiding it away and 

letting it effect you every day; not letting the abuse hold the power” 

“Go for it. It’s hard and it takes a lot out of you but it’s worth it” 
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3.3. FOCUS GROUPS WITH KEY STAKEHOLDERS 

The Recovery Journey 

The focus groups highlighted that they felt the recovery journey was “individual” and 

“personal” and as such would be different for everyone, with their journey shaped by 

the experiences they have, the services and supports they engage with as they 

strive to “be free of the trauma they might have incurred as a result of a criminal act”. 

They agreed that recovery was an “ongoing process” that cannot be considered in 

terms of “timeframes”. It was acknowledged that the recovery does not appear to be 

linear in nature and that individuals would “transgress or progress” over their 

recovery journey as they experienced promoters, positive outcomes or setbacks 

along the way.  

The descriptions of the recovery journey resulted in four key themes emerging:               

a) Individual resources; b) Interaction with services; c) Holistic; d) Change and 

Acceptance. 

The individual nature of the recovery journey, underlined by the fact that “no two 

victims are the same”, was emphasised, with groups clear that the victim was not a 

passive entity in the recovery process. Rather victims may find their journey is 

shaped by their own previous experiences, resources and context: 

“I think it would be very individual to the person concerned…It depends on 

their previous experiences, their life experiences and choices and things like 

that” 

“I think recovery is…about your starting point of resilience and the starting 

point of the strengths and supports and family that you have around you, and 

how…your resilience, as well as experience, and your inner strengths allow 

you to respond to the crime” 

Within the groups, the theme of pathways to recovery emerged with the explanation 

that victims of crime may not all have similar recovery journeys due to some of the 

choices they make, the agencies they interact with as a result and the effects of 

same: 

“My understanding is the experience of the victim at the various stages of their 

travel throughout that, from becoming a victim at the very outset, dealing with 
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the various agencies at each of the stages that they come across as a direct 

result of that assuming that it goes into the criminal justice system. Who is 

there to support them? How they experience each stage of that” 

Building on this was the idea that recovery is multifaceted and that a more holistic 

view of recovery may be important: 

“There is a number of strands within that recovery journey. One strand would 

be where they would want to have access to justice and that would be going 

through the CJ process. Another strand would be in relation to their health 

and their mental wellbeing. I think there would be a range of strands 

depending on the circumstances individually” 

The final theme that emerged from discussions was that the recovery journey was 

not about returning the individual to the “person they used to be”, but to recognise 

the crime will have affected the individual, shaping their views, attitudes and 

behaviours. As such, the groups suggested that the recovery journey encompassed 

change within the individual and acceptance of this was part of recovery: 

“(Recovery is a) Process by which an individual is able to move to a better 

place after a traumatic experience. That better place might not be 100% 

recovery. It may be that they’re able to move on and live a more productive 

and fruitful life, accepting that whatever happened them might still be there in 

the background” 

 
Stages of Recovery: Beginning, Turning point, End 

The stages of recovery were difficult for the groups to clearly pinpoint. This reflected 

some of the factors raised in the earlier descriptions of the recovery journey. More 

specifically the individual, non-linear nature, which made it more difficult to 

categorise these stages. The themes that emerged in this part of the discussion 

were: a) Beginning, b) Progression and growth and c) Victim viewpoint. 

The beginning of the journey to recovery was more clearly defined, with general 

consensus that the beginning of the recovery journey was when the crime occurred: 

“In terms of engagement with the system that might begin when a crime is 

reported. That’s not when it begins for the victim. It begins much before that, 

bearing in mind that a lot of people don’t report, and so there must be 
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something about that victim recovery journey being before the system begins 

and when the crime happened” 

“Certainly, my belief is the journey begins in the immediate aftermath of the 

trauma and so the intervention should start there, in an ideal world” 

“When the crime happens, that’s when it starts” 

The stages beyond the start of the journey were more difficult to capture. 

Descriptions of the subsequent stages of recovery were discussed in terms that 

described the changes in the individual as they progressed through their recovery 

journey. Phrases such as “re-connect”, “re-empower”, “grow”, “change”, “reflection”, 

“getting stronger and “better wellbeing” were used when describing a victim of 

crime’s move towards recovery: 

“You do see a change in people from the early intervention stage, particularly 

if you’re working with them for, in my case 2 nearly 3 years, so for me I do see 

big changes in people” 

“It’s not really focusing on the victim side of it. It’s the strengths side of 

it…about the strength that comes from undergoing things that you’ve not 

asked to suffer or to be part of. But going through that process gives a certain 

amount of strength that can be demonstrated as a result of coming through 

that” 

There was consensus that the stages of recovery may look different for everyone, 

depending on what individuals wished to achieve, so perhaps the victims of crime 

would be best placed to suggest where the turning point or end point was. However, 

it was noted that one of the reasons that made this difficult to define may be due to 

the lack of the voice of the victim in the development of a lot of victim services: 

“The thing that shocked me a bit when I looked at the victim’s charter: it’s 

really about the process of criminal justice and the different actors and the 

different components. And it struck me that it was a victim’s charter, the victim 

has got more than that. It’s ok for us as police to say ‘I want this, or I want 

that’ but the victim’s got greater needs than that and I didn’t see it – I didn’t 

see that quite apparent as it should be, in my opinion, it should be stronger 

about their journey” 
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Facilitators and Inhibitors of Recovery 

The groups were able to clearly articulate the key facilitators and inhibitors of 

recovery. Some of the facilitators and inhibitors are generally the same, but the 

negativity or positivity of each seems to dictate their influence on recovery. The 

salient themes were: a) Response to disclosure; b) Personal resources; c) External 

factors; d) Intervention; e) Language; f) Victim-centred; g) Expectations 

The response to disclosures made by victims were viewed as a key facilitator if the 

interaction was positive, where victims felt heard and believed. The first response 

was viewed as important for recovery with suggestions that positive interactions 

supplied individuals with AIR: answers, information and reassurance. This was vital 

for individuals who had chosen to share their experiences: 

“I think anything that happens after the crime takes place will be coloured by 

the initial response. The attitude of the victim will be coloured by the initial 

response…That first response needs to promote feelings of security and 

safety” 

“There’s something for victims around being believed and being taken 

seriously in that response. Whether that’s from criminal justice; family and 

friends” 

Alternatively, a negative response to disclosure was seen as an inhibitor of recovery, 

in essence affecting the opposite of the positive response: 

“Sometimes someone’s reaction to disclosure of you being a victim of crime 

can further harm, or hinder your recovery from that crime; because they’ve 

maybe blamed you or been disbelieving; maybe isn’t conducive to you 

recovering from that harm”     

The personality and personal characteristics of a victim of crime were also 

highlighted as potential promoters or inhibitors to effective recovery. The emphasis 

was on the personal resources held by the individual, or those that can be built or 

learned, that play a key role in recovery. Those with fewer resources to draw on, or 

maladaptive coping styles were suggested to be those who may struggle more on 

the recovery journey: 
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“I think that it depends on the personality type of the person as well. How well 

or not they recover from the crime…sometimes the severity of the crime bears 

no resemblance to the way a person reacts. Some struggle to deal with a 

minor crime whilst others can move through what we would deem a more 

serious crime more quickly” 

“Their own strengths within (them). Most victims don’t see this, and I think it’s 

always important at the outset to point out their strengths and what they’re 

doing to help themselves” 

These personal factors were also important when considered within the external 

factors in the victim’s life. The external factors could be seen as facilitators (e.g. 

supportive family) or could serve as inhibitors (lack of safe accommodation; duration 

of the crime). The interplay between these personal resources and external factors 

was stated to also affect recovery: 

“A number of factors, how much a person has endured in their life; and you 

talk about support factors, if there’s a lot of family and friends and supportive 

factors outside of other professional agencies that’s usually a good indicator 

in terms of someone’s recovery. We come across people who don’t have 

many people in their lives, living in hostels, it’s unsafe, they don’t have a safe 

home or place to go back to, they will struggle” 

“I think there are a number of factors. It depends how long they have been 

enduring the crime, if it’s been ongoing issues like domestic violence or if they 

have been subjected to a number of traumas in their past as well; you can 

quite often see differences in clients at the start. Some people really, really 

struggle to engage…Whether it’s to do with their mental health or they just 

find it difficult to talk about” 

“I do think the recovery journey itself, depending on circumstances and what’s 

going on for that person and the duration and severity of the crime is a big 

factor” 

Waiting was also acknowledged as a key inhibitor for recovery, whether it be waiting 

lists for access to services or the duration of a trial. There was consensus that delays 

in process and provision generally equated to delays in recovery.  
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“Timeliness is a big barrier within criminal justice. The delays are quite 

significant” 

“The timescale is a complicating factor for recovery. Lives are complicated 

and they’re weaving their lives in and around the different criminal justice 

stages” 

Alongside timeliness of provision, the effectiveness of intervention in the recovery 

journey was also explored. There is a need to move away from an idea of “an 

average victim” as everyone experiences trauma differently and this will affect how 

they recover from it. Accordingly, there can be no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. 

However, it was identified that the provision of supports needed should be timely and 

appropriate. It was felt that when this wasn’t the case the opportunity to positively 

affect recovery was compromised and could prolong the recovery journey: 

“The critical, meaningful work which can be so meaningful and so effective at 

that early stage and that will dictate the journey’s end as well because early 

intervention where a lot of things can be normalised will stop a lot of the stuff 

being repressed, only to be triggered at a later stage, hence prolonging the 

journey. I don’t think we are particularly good at capturing that window of 

opportunity and I think the actual length of the journey will depend on that” 

“It’s important that if they need counselling, they get counselling” 

The language around recovery was also considered to “frame” the role of the 

individually more positively. Whilst it was acknowledged that some individuals were 

not bothered by the labelling as a victim, for some this had connotations that were 

problematic for recovery. The concept of how long someone remains a victim and 

the notion that a victim lacks control or power were considered to be something that 

often put individuals ‘off’ even engaging with services. An alternative language 

around recovery, survival, strengths and growth were suggested to be more 

restorative for the individual.  

This also fed into the theme of victim centred provision or trauma informed care. It 

was noted that when the victim was central to the process and the interactions were 

cognisant of their trauma, the outcomes were often better and more beneficial for 

recovery. The awareness of the central nature of the victim in any “process” was 
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highlighted as key, particularly where the victim felt they had an opportunity to be 

heard: 

“It’s just to go back to being mindful about participation in that system and it 

being respectful of the victim’s trauma and not retraumatising and mindful of 

even how that situation might replicate the dynamics of what they had been 

through. Different parts of that process that perhaps hadn’t picked up on their 

trauma and being attuned to that. I think everyone in the system being better 

attuned to that and the needs of the victim” 

“We do see some victims being very happy that they got to have the 

opportunity to make the victim impact statement and certainly where the 

sentence is delayed pending a report from probation on the defendant helps; 

it’s as if they’re getting their voice as well in whether or not that person is 

sentenced, that it’s geared to them” 

Victim expectations were also highlighted as key facilitators or inhibitors in the 

recovery journey. Expectations that were unrealistic were recognised inhibitors of 

recovery: 

“Their expectation of outcomes versus the reality can be problematic. It’s a big 

hurdle on their recovery journey” 

“We would find a lot of witnesses, especially when it comes to sentencing are 

very disappointed, which can really set them back. They’re expecting extreme 

sentences, and especially say for historic sex crimes they’re not going to get 

what they expect” 

However, if expectations were effectively managed through provision of information 

or reframing, it was felt that more realistic aspirations could have a positive effect: 

“In the counselling role, I feel there are certain clients who come in and they 

are quite fixated on justice and the pursuit of justice and I actually think that 

hinders their progress……. It’s when they begin to move away from needing 

that to inform their recovery that they start to move forward. So, the ones you 

may be hearing from who say they won’t be able to recover until I get justice. 

Part of your work is helping them to see, is there another way they can look at 

that? It’s more realistic at times” 
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“Need to be very honest with the victims as to the criminal justice 

outcome, that we can’t guarantee one; and that’s something police 

officers have to do to manage expectation so that (they’re) not 

inhibiting recovery by creating a false expectation or that this is going 

to magically get them back to where they were. It might help but it’s not 

going to potentially completely fix everything” 

 
Benefits for Victims: Engagement with Supports and Criminal Justice 
There were key benefits evidenced, for victims, through their engagement with 

criminal justice and support services. From the role of providing the individual with a 

voice, providing an opportunity to share their story, addressing psychological and 

emotional distress, to redressing imbalances and facilitating recovery. The emerging 

themes were: a) Therapeutic intervention; b) Practical intervention; c) Victim voice; 

d) Trauma informed care 

The discussions highlighted that being a victim of crime can have a huge impact on 

the individual. The effects of crime can be physical injury, but also psychological 

affects and emotional turmoil that can be difficult to cope with and process. It was 

highlighted that individuals can benefit from positive interactions with therapeutic 

offerings and interventions at this stage. Often taking the first steps on the “road to 

recovery” can require the input of other agencies to help process and “unpack” what 

has happened: 

“People don’t know what they are going to do now this has happened 

because they can’t get back to who they were. A lot of it is about talking about 

‘who you are now can be just as valuable and who you were maybe precrime’. 

Sometimes it’s talking to them about how they reacted and why; because 

there’s so much guilt that comes with being a victim of crime which is almost 

counterintuitive – but so many people who have been a victim of crime go into 

this cycle of blame and self-doubt; so much of it is about getting them to the 

point where they understand they are not the guilty party; and moving them to 

a place where they can see it wasn’t their fault and being able to reconcile 

that” 

There was a difference drawn between the interventions or supports an individual 

may need in the early stages of recovery and those that they require as they 
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progress. Initial “crisis intervention” support can be helpful in alleviating immediate 

symptoms, providing perspective and professional opinion. It was noted that for 

some victims, based on their personal circumstances, this may be enough. However, 

for other victims it was noted that this may be the basis for ongoing or future 

therapeutic work: 

“There’s the short-term crisis intervention; then determining the client’s needs, 

giving them a say and listening to them. But some (clients) may gradually 

need to move on to specialised counselling aspect so they can have that 

longer-term support” 

This benefit of crisis intervention and then of referral onto longer-term interventions 

was seen as a benefit for those recovering after crime. However, it was noted that 

this benefit could sometimes be undermined by a lack of service availability or the 

lack of long-term provision resulting from curtailments to services and the number of 

sessions offered due to the difficult funding/resourcing environment that exists 

around victim services. 

Benefits were suggested in relation to the practical support that can be provided to 

victims, for example the role of the police in providing safety, signposting to 

appropriate supports, provision of information and being a ‘constant’ for the victim in 

their journey to recovery. It was acknowledged that it was beneficial that individuals 

were able to access the right type of support for them and that sometimes the 

agency that identifies the need is not necessarily the best placed to address it. The 

role of practical support, at this stage, can even be ‘signposting’ to an appropriate 

service or support: 

“We can sign-post the onward travel to more appropriate services for those 

emotional and pastoral care needs” 

The role of information provision from support agencies or criminal justice 

representatives was noted as a practical support that was extremely beneficial for 

the victim. Information was noted as a source of empowerment for individuals who 

may feel vulnerable after victimisation or who may feel overwhelmed by a ‘system’ 

they now find themselves swept up in: 

“(What we found was) it doesn’t really matter who that person is, but rather 

that they are well informed and engaged and feel we can support them” 
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“That access to information was what people found empowering and could 

help building resilience” 

The provision of information was strengthened, and more beneficial for victims, if the 

source of the information was trusted and consistent: 

“The advantage of having (support services) available is they were a constant 

and I think constant is very important in the recovery journey” 

“I think the value that’s placed on that (consistency/constant), that having 

somebody that can help you navigate through what can be quite a complex 

system” 

It was generally acknowledged that, for some victims of crime, access to the criminal 

justice process was an important part of recovery. There seemed to be a number of 

potential reasons for victim engagement in this process. It was reported that benefits 

arose for victims via this process through the validation or vindication that the verdict 

may bring, for some it was the opportunity for their voice to be heard, whilst for 

others it was in ensuring that the perpetrator was not in a position to “hurt someone 

else”: 

“I think we would have found that it’s different; but for some people that 

criminal justice outcome is incredibly important. For others it’s more that, fair 

opportunity for them to tell what happened to tell their story, in that context” 

It was noted that involvement in the criminal justice process was not key for 

everyone, and it was important for victims to understand more about the process as 

they often invested so much of themselves into this process: 

“Usually in the first appointment they always want to talk about court – it’s the 

first thing that comes out of their mouth ‘I don’t want to go to court’ ‘I’m 

dreading court’; even though that could be 2/3 years away. Usually I find, 

especially with someone that has had a bit of a longer journey, if they’re 

successful in getting a prosecution decision by the time court comes around, 

they nearly don’t want the defendant to plead guilty because they’ve put so 

much energy, they’ve invested so much of themselves into it that they want 

their day in court” 
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Lastly, the groups highlighted that victims of crime would no doubt realise additional 

benefits in a system that was truly victim-centred or with agencies who adopted a 

trauma informed approach to their interactions with victims. This is dealt with in more 

detail in the “Supports and Inhibitors of Recovery section”. 

 

Challenges for Victims: Engagement with Supports and Criminal Justice 

The focus groups were clear that although interaction with support agencies and 

criminal justice could be beneficial for victims of crime, it was not without its 

challenges. Themes that emerged in discussions about the challenges faced were: 

a) Expectations; b) Duration; c) Negative response; d) Risk of secondary 

victimisation; e) Accessibility.  

 It was noted that sometimes their own expectations could be a challenge for victims, 

particularly when the reality of the situation or experience did not match up. A lot of 

the discussion centred on the aspect of expectations of the criminal justice process 

and the victim’s role within it. The process was challenging for victims who had 

expectations of outcomes that were not realised, as well as for those who found their 

role within the criminal justice process was a peripheral rather than a central one: 

“I would have clients say to me ‘why is it more about my attacker than it is 

about me?’ There’s even phrases that are used by the police or the PPS, the 

victim would be told you’re a witness in this case now, the case will go on 

regardless. Sometimes the PPS say to the victim ‘we’re not here to act on 

behalf of you; we’re here to act on behalf of the crown or the magistrates, 

you’re merely a witness’. A lot of the language used and a lot of the processes 

in place do take it away from being about the victim or centred around the 

person this crime has happened to. It does become very procedural rather 

than a recovery journey for anyone” 

“Our adversarial justice system where the onus is nearly always on the victim 

in a lot of cases to prove the guilt of the offender. I appreciate that’s our 

justice system but from the victim’s perspective it goes back to not being 

believed” 
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“I do think it’s different for everyone, but regardless of what that person 

desires in terms of the outcome; to be involved and feel central to it is 

important”      

These expectations were discussed within the knowledge that many victims have 

little or no reference point for involvement in criminal justice proceedings:  

 “Their expectations of the criminal justice process – victims watch TV and 

they think that’s how it’s going to be and some people get a lot of reassurance 

when they get the information about how the process works; but some think 

the process is wrong, the system is wrong, the agencies are wrong and it 

doesn’t matter how much you explain it, they still think it should be a different 

way. If they go through their journey expecting something that’s not 

achievable, that will challenge recovery” 

It was felt some of these challenges could be reduced through the provision of 

information, the highlighting of the rights of victims within the process, and 

discussion of the role of criminal justice: 

“For someone who doesn’t go to court, who has never been in that 

environment, it must be so frightening for them. I think it’s a lot about 

communication at the very outset. We try to do that with the victim and 

witness care unit, and the idea is that one case officer is the same person for 

that victim or witness the entire time. There’s a lot of cases on a daily basis 

and there’s just not enough resources to allow for this” 

“I think there’s a misconception that victims think the prosecution service is 

acting for them. It’s an independent body…ultimately acting for the public. (It 

has) to be independent, fair and present the evidence before a court” 

The duration of the process was also highlighted as a challenge for individuals 

interacting with criminal justice, with the time taken for cases to come before the 

courts, or progress through the courts, viewed as problematic: 

“I think the length of the process is very, very relevant… I‘ve a case at the 

minute that’s been going on for 5 years and there’s absolutely no end in sight 

and there’s 3 victims involved in the case and they all have their own life 

going on as well but they have this constant reminder every 8 weeks that this 
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is still here. I think it prevents people from having any type of recovery when 

you have something like that hanging over you” 

“There’s another feature of this and that’s the length of time that it takes…it’s 

often seen to be quicker to come out of lockdown than it is to get a criminal 

offence filed. 18 months to 2 years is very common” 

The groups all dealt with the impact of negative responses on the victim. This was 

more associated with the challenges around interactions. It was clear that the 

“quality of the interaction” individuals had with either criminal justice representatives 

or support agencies could make recovery more challenging than it needed to be. 

They were clear that the response received to their first disclosure of the crime to a 

professional, and how this was received was vital. However, the quality of interaction 

throughout their recovery journey was also important: 

“Depends on the quality of the interaction. If it’s not a good interaction, then it 

might increase the trauma” 

Aligned with this was the aspect of ongoing communication as a mechanism to 

improve the quality of interactions. Again, the theme of disempowerment arising in 

the absence of information came to the fore: 

“I think in the absence of information I think our mind tries to fill in the gaps 

and your mind goes to places…you end up getting more anxious and 

annoyed about something rather than if you just knew the facts which would 

help resolve that anxiety” 

“For the crime itself, somebody chose to do that; but when agencies don’t 

engage or keep you informed, that’s a failure because that’s preventable” 

There was discussion about how some challenges may be seen as additional 

traumas or stressors, by the individual, and as such perhaps the cumulative effect of 

these could further impact recovery. There was an awareness that there was a risk 

of “secondary victimisation” as an individual moves through a range of processes 

and procedures, particularly, within the criminal justice arena: 

“If the process adds to the trauma that someone is experiencing it may lead to 

withdrawal and all that comes with that” 
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“You have the impact of the crime and you’re trying to address that and next 

of all you have this criminal justice system and in NI that happens to be an 

adversarial system; so in terms of trauma it’s not set up to address that; it’s 

more likely to exacerbate that, so then you’ve got the impact of the system on 

top of the impact of the crime and that layered effect” 

“In many cases, for particularly sexual violence cases, there is a procedural 

difficulty with the jury and a victim may end up giving their evidence many 

times; I think the record is 6 times one victim gave evidence about what 

happened to her in magistrates in crown court. Now to be subjected to  cross 

examination half a dozen times can’t be beneficial to thinking the system is 

working for you” 

The accessibility of services or supports was also noted as a challenge for victims. 

There is a recurrence of the theme of support at “a time, a pace and a place” best 

suited or tailored to the victim’s needs. It’s a frustration for both victims and the 

support agencies that the support needed isn’t always accessible and that 

individuals may be placed on waiting lists: 

“The availability definitely does impact them. If they want counselling, they 

want it immediately; they can’t appreciate they have to wait sometimes and 

sometimes the wait can be so long that they may not feel like doing it when 

the time comes; but you hope they will. At least if we keep in contact as we’re 

trying to get someone to speak to them, that may get them over that hurdle. It 

is difficult”  

Within these discussions the accessibility of support was also framed within the 

issue of victim confidentiality and confidence that can be undermined through the 

disclosure of counselling notes in court. They suggest this can be a real challenge 

for victims: 

“They do have to be careful, if they are coming to court, about whether those 

counselling notes can be used against them by the defence, which happens 

all the time” 

Lastly, in relation to accessibility, the issue of accessibility of after-court support was 

recurring. There was a keen awareness that this can be a real challenge for victims, 

with the “support tap turned off” when they complete their journey through the courts. 
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It was noted that whilst challenging for many victims, it also was an obstacle to 

recovery: 

“Even on the other side of that, some scenarios where there might be a 

conviction, but feeling incredibly lost because they then after that weren’t 

provided with information about what happened or how it came about and 

what the implications of it were” 

Even if it is positive (verdict) they may still be having nightmares from the 

event; the process of giving evidence may have retriggered a lot and that 

journey will continue. So certainly, the criminal justice end I would certainly 

say is not the end of a recovery journey” 

 

Suggestions/ Improvements 

The groups were asked what was needed for victims beyond existing provision? and 

What else was needed to improve the recovery journey in NI? There was quite a 

diverse range of suggestions and these sit within the following themes: a) After court 

support; b) Accessibility of services: c) Information and awareness; d) Integrated 

provision/Partnership working; e) Victim centred practice; f) Funding 

Groups were clear that if the recovery journey is ongoing, then so too should 

provision of support. It was felt that often victims were less able to access support 

after the court process had been completed. It was suggested that for many victims 

the availability of after-court support was essential and also key to ongoing recovery: 

“(After court) it’s a cliff edge. We try not to do that but at the end of the day we 

only have a certain capacity as well and while people can contact us for an 

emotional support appointment; but we can’t provide those on a long-term 

basis. It’s something needed for afterwards because people are still on that 

journey and for some maybe for a year or two afterwards; clients would say to 

me ‘Is there anyone I can talk to? Are there any support groups? are there 

peer support groups?’ At the minute in NI I don’t know if there are even any 

peer support groups for victims” 
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“I do think it’s important that point was made that the recovery goes beyond 

the court outcome, and whatever the decision was in the criminal justice 

system and how to support people beyond that” 

“When the court case closes and when the CJ ends, that victim could still be 

on the journey of recovery and other departments and other bodies and other 

support organisations have a role to play in terms of that” 

Ensuring victims of crime can access services and supports that can facilitate 

recovery is also key. Delays were felt to be problematic for victim recovery. The 

groups pointed to improvements in accessibility of services and also to the need for 

both immediate and longer-term provision. Whilst acknowledging that often 

resourcing made this complicated, it was felt the existing approach was often 

counterproductive: 

“It has been mentioned over the years, it does continually come up. The 

waiting list for counselling is very long; sometimes you lose the moment, 

sometimes the client loses the moment” 

“I think there’s an issue there with short termism. We open up issues and 

we’re not allowed, we’re restricted by funding, etc and we can’t complete the 

work that we have already started. The drive is to lower the number of 

sessions that a person receives, and I can see now with short termism, 

people will come back into the service again. The tactics need to be looked at, 

let’s get this person on the journey, take them to the end of the journey and 

then they can move on under their own steam rather than them keep coming 

back into the service again.” 

The theme of information and awareness explored the need for awareness of 

services, rights among victims and the provision of information to address 

expectations: 

“If they or their family are not aware of the services that are out there it can be 

very difficult for them to get the support they need. We need to do more to 

ensure people know support is out there” 

“That first stage being around this idea of community empowerment, so the 

public and people are aware of what’s available in terms of the charter and 

the standards if a crime is committed, so people are aware of that and what 
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support is out there and that family members and friends are also aware of 

that, the idea of the whole journey” 

However, the theme of information and awareness also extended to the service 

providers themselves and “what is out there to support victims”. It was noted that the 

silo-based working in the sector was problematic and in some instances services 

were available for victims in one area of NI, that those living in other areas could not 

access: 

“If you live in E Antrim, 100% of GPs have an attached counselling service to  

refer to; elsewhere they don’t. You have that postcode lottery thing” 

This was taken further in discussions where it was highlighted that if services were 

better connected it would allow the development of a “library of resources” for victims 

of crime in NI that may allow for more tailored provision for victims: 

“If I experience a crime, I might need housing, I might advocacy, I might need 

support, I might need activities to support me with distraction, I might need 

moved out of the area. I need to be able to reach out and lift those things from 

the library and these things need to relate to each other…but the library is not 

stocked. In some cases, we may not even know what’s in it” 

The discussion on improvements emphasised the need for integrated provision, with 

the agreement that victims had complex needs that may fall into the remit of a 

number of different areas e.g.: housing, justice, health etc. As such an integrated 

approach to provision was considered to be valuable: 

“If I was to look at what do victims need; we need a health system that 

considers the victim’s journey, that’s set up to deal with the victim’s journey. 

The justice system sits in a criminal justice process that may form one part in 

a victim’s recovery piece and obviously there’s a lot of support that’s required 

for victim’s engaging in said system; but actually victims may need to have a 

model of support that probably sits more in health than in criminal justice. That 

responds to their recovery needs and is adequately resourced to respond to 

their recovery needs. So, you don’t have those waiting lists for counselling, so 

that you have access to all the services that you require, based on your 

needs. So that time, place and pace; that’s what needs to be there; but at the 
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moment victim needs tend to fall in under justice and that isn’t necessarily set 

up to respond to that” 

“That’s one thing we have to look at. We have to recognise that everyone is 

an individual. There has to be an integration from what I’m doing, the police 

are doing, the PPS. It should be much more intertwined” 

“It’s not just about criminal justice. It’s about somebody’s life and what’s 

happened and criminal justice is part of that, but there may be health recovery 

required, social services reports and the synergy between all of that and how 

best to ensure and oversee it” 

Suggestions were made to look at a partnership approach or integrating provision, of 

co-producing interventions, supports and services that would take cognisance of the 

victim’s recovery journey and also ensure they had a voice in the development of 

same. However, it was acknowledged that this type of work, although valuable, 

would be difficult if it remained “everybody’s job, but nobody’s responsibility” and that 

was particularly salient if we wanted to be realistic about victim-centred care and 

recovery: 

 “I’m trying to work out the ownership; the ownership in terms of 

recovery…because we signpost and we can manage and look at all these 

different parts; but unless somebody’s gripping it; unless somebody is the 

person responsible for it, it can be problematic. People can fall between the 

cracks. Also, if I would want to know, when I’m forming relationships (with 

victims); when I’m developing relationships I want to know how far; I want to 

manage the expectations of the person I’m dealing with in terms of that 

journey; I want to be able to say ‘I’m here for the recovery bit’” 

Suggestions were made around the language we use and its implications for 

recovery, with suggestions that maybe the label of victim should be considered 

within the recovery journey. The use of a language based or couched within recovery 

was noted as important. The emphasis of victim-centred care was to the fore also, 

with the need for training in trauma informed care/practice suggested for all agencies 

that interact with victims.  

Lastly, funding and in some instances the competitive nature of this led to 

discussions about the fact that services were forced to be more “resource led than 
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needs led”, which was not felt to be in the best interests of the victim. Also, due to 

the competitive nature of the funding application process, it was felt that sometimes 

agencies best placed to cater for specific victim groups were overlooked. However, 

there was acknowledgement that funding is difficult for all and was likely to get more 

difficult moving forward: 

“It’s also how we commission services…Competitive tendering puts us in an 

adversarial position. We’re trying to take business off other agencies when we 

should be actually working together. We’ve had conversations recently about 

looking at getting more departmental funding and that’s the only thing they 

talk about is outcome-based evidence. “ 

“We are looking at funders and departments who are simply focussed on 

statistics and not putting the victims at the heart of the initiatives.” 

The idea of reduced funding after COVID would be extremely challenging in light of 

the perceived tsunami of mental health concerns and potential unreported 

victimisation following repeated lockdowns in response to the pandemic. 
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4. DISCUSSION  

The aim of the project was to better understand the victim recovery journey, the key 

stages and facilitators or inhibitors of recovery. Accordingly, it was important that the 

information to illustrate this was drawn from those who were best placed to describe 

the recovery journey. The study saw the recruitment of 25 participants, who had all 

been victims of crime in Northern Ireland. The participants all took part in semi-

structured interviews with a member of the research team. Participants reflected a 

mix of crime type and also experiences, offering a richer understanding of the 

recovery journey. To provide an oversight into a wider range of experience, key 

stakeholders directly involved in the recovery journey or aligned services were 

invited to participate in focus groups.  

The literature served to provide insight into key components or ingredients for 

recovery, providing a good starting point. However, it appeared that the recovery 

journey was not well defined and definitions that did exist were either vague or drawn 

from other sectors such as health. The stages of recovery also tended to be linked to 

models that sit best within the arena of psychological health, addiction or 

rehabilitation.  However, the current research provides greater insight into the 

recovery journey for victims of crime. The impacts of crime can have far-reaching 

consequences for the individual, in terms of physical, psychological and emotional 

effects. The psychological and emotional impacts were highlighted as being the most 

difficult to resolve. Those who experienced chronic psychological effects, those who 

had been victims of crime previously and those who had experienced severe or 

prolonged victimisation were likely to take longer to describe some of the positive 

effects associated with recovery. 

Recovery Journey: What is clear is that the recovery journey is a deeply personal 

one and its stages are not easily delineated or compartmentalised. Due to the 

individual nature of the recovery journey, most participants seemed to be at a 

different point of recovery. This allowed for an understanding that the recovery 

journey seems to be one of change, growth and progression. With those who have 

recovered feeling the journey was often difficult but by its nature lets the individual 

draw on and develop strengths and resources that lead them to a point where they 

were able to thrive. 
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Stages of recovery: Not all individuals who participated in the research had 

completed their recovery journey, and only some could articulate where the turning 

point on the recovery journey may be. However, the majority could suggest where 

the start of their recovery journey sits. Although the point was made by the key 

stakeholders that the start of the recovery journey was the enactment of the crime, 

this was not the lived experience of the participants. The start of the journey for 

many was the first disclosure of their experiences, but only when these were 

received in a supportive way, or when they were believed. For others the beginning 

was associated with restoring safety, or in realising that they needed support to start 

their recovery. It was apparent from discussions with participants that whilst the 

crime was the event that necessitated their recovery journey, it was not the starting 

point of recovery, that was often something more personal. 

It was clear that the recovery journey was not a linear one, it was one that was 

littered with successes and setbacks. As such participants found it hard to describe a 

midpoint on the recovery journey, rather suggesting they preferred to see it as 

“turning points” in their journey. These turning points were more personal and 

reflected what individuals felt was important in moving them forward at key points in 

the recovery. For those who could speak to this, the turning points were associated 

with bigger events that provided the opportunity for change. These were deemed to 

be the court case, accessing the “right support” for them at that stage, developing 

key personal resources or characteristics, or being proactive in their own recovery 

journey. Those who had reached the end of their recovery journey highlight the 

positivity that this stage brings. Key aspects of this stage included a sense of 

thriving, reconnecting with the world and moving beyond the court process. Of 

interest, participants at this stage described aspects of empowerment, resilience, 

control and a sense of reclaiming their lives. They acknowledged that the end of the 

journey was not about a restoration of the person that existed before the crime, but 

acknowledgement and optimism about the individual they were today.  

The stages of recovery may best be considered in light of the debate in relation to 

the language that exists around the labelling of victims. The beginning of the journey 

to recovery starts with the victim, progressing to the survivor who is recognising the 

personal successes that are moving them forwards, to the last stage of recovery 

where the survivor becomes the thriver.  
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Facilitators and Inhibitors: What is clear from participants, and also the key 

stakeholders, is there appear to be key components or ingredients for a successful 

recovery journey. These components may be best viewed as moderators of 

recovery. Depending on the ‘level’ of that component, it can either serve to facilitate 

or inhibit recovery. Throughout the feedback provided on facilitators and inhibitors of 

recovery it has often been the case that the same component or factor can elicit a 

different response or encourage a different trajectory on the recovery journey 

depending on the victim’s previous experiences, personal characteristics and key 

external factors. Aspects of the crime, the level of an individual’s personal resources 

(characteristics) and the experience of other external factors, depending on whether 

the victim’s experience of that factor is positive or negative, can serve to encourage, 

stall or reverse recovery.  

A growth or increase in the level of personal resources/characteristics have been 

identified as facilitators of recovery, with increased resilience, better coping skills, 

greater empowerment, personal growth and improved wellbeing (physical and 

psychological) all indicators of a forward trajectory. However, when these same 

characteristics are at a low ebb, or have been eroded by the crime, these appear to 

require rebuilding or development in order to promote recovery. There is a similar 

story for external factors. For example, social support is a key component for 

recovery, however a lack of social support can inhibit recovery, whilst a supportive 

network can facilitate recovery. Experience of formal supports i.e. those offered 

within the criminal justice process, can also be positive or negative influences on 

recovery: for example, a positive response to a disclosure from a victim by police can 

have an important role in recovery, however a negative experience of same can 

have the opposite effect. This effect can often be exacerbated by the victim’s 

expectations. Safety and life events also appear to impact on recovery in the same 

way, with more positive experiences of these factors contributing to recovery and 

negative experiences reflecting a poorer response. One thing that should also be 

considered in relation to recovery is the crime itself. From the feedback provided it is 

apparent that crime type, duration and severity all serve to impact recovery. To 

illustrate this more effectively, a model of the recovery journey has been developed 

based on the work done in the current study and with careful consideration of 
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aspects within the literature that were recognised as salient for participants and 

stakeholders in this study.  

Figure 1: Model of victim recovery 

The crime, its severity, duration and type reflect the event that necessitates the 

recovery journey and may also influence the duration. However, due to the personal 

nature of the recovery journey, the model places the victim at the centre of recovery. 

Improving or building key personal characteristics will help to facilitate recovery. 

Positive experience of external factors will also serve to promote recovery. Negative 

experiences can serve to undermine recovery and also deplete personal 

characteristics. It is important to note that components in the model are not 

independent, rather they interact to affect the victim’s movement along the 

continuum of recovery.  
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Model of victim recovery  

The model firstly reflects that the recovery journey is not linear, rather exists on a 

continuum that can be affected by personal resources and external factors. As 

indicated by the participants and stakeholders in this study, the victim can have 

successes and setbacks on their recovery journey, and even though the recovery 

journey may have commenced it may not always result in a forward trajectory.  

The model takes cognisance of the victim at the centre of the recovery journey and 

the importance of the personal characteristics in the recovery journey. Often the 

experience of crime can deplete personal resources, with the recovery journey 

serving to reactivate, develop or build the personal resources needed to thrive. The 

goal of the recovery journey is to improve or increase these personal characteristics 

as these are the resources participants describe as the most potent facilitators of 

recovery. Indeed, those individuals who reflected they were on their recovery journey 

were able to reflect on improved resilience, confidence, coping etc. as they moved 

forward on their journey. 

The model also includes prior victimisation within the personal aspects. This should 

be considered to operate in the opposite direction from the other characteristics. No 

prior victimisation(s) appears to serve as a protective factor on the recovery journey. 

Whilst prior victimisation, and the number of prior victimisations, serving as a factor 

that depletes personal resources.  

External factors can also exhibit a positive or negative effect on recovery, as outlined 

in relation to social support above. If we again consider formal supports; sometimes 

an individual may recognise they need to access support to improve their 

psychological health, however if the formal supports are not available for this, then 

this becomes an inhibiting factor in the individual’s recovery. From the perspective of 

life events, a victim of crime who then experiences an adverse life event, e.g., death 

of a loved one, may take longer to recover due to the cumulative impact of this event 

on top of the crime itself. 

As mentioned above, the different components of the model are not independent. 

There is an integration across all areas of the model, with personal resources being 

impacted by factors of crime: type, duration and severity. Those who experience 

ongoing victimisation over a prolonged period of time may have fewer resources to 
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draw on as they have been eroded over time. These in turn can be impacted or 

affected by external factors, e.g., a lack of perceived or physical safety. It is key to 

recognise that the model is a more holistic view of recovery and recognises that 

facilitators and inhibitors of recovery are often polar opposites of each other and 

whilst the components of the recovery journey remain the same, the negative or 

positive nature, or polarity of that component is what affects recovery in that 

direction. The model looks to reflect the interplay of each component of the model. 

Whilst the recovery journey is a personal one, it is hindered or helped by the 

personal resources, crime characteristics, individual characteristics and external 

factors at every stage.   

4.1. SUGGESTIONS 

There were many key suggestions that arose across discussions with participants 

and key stakeholders that would improve the recovery journey for victims of crime in 

Northern Ireland. It is recognised that these suggestions reflect the importance of a 

multi-disciplinary or multi-sectorial approach which may require involvement of 

various agencies to realise. These are outlined below. 

• Early intervention: In the aftermath of a crime most victims experience 

psychological and emotional impacts that, if unaddressed, have the potential to 

become chronic. It has been noted that these chronic psychological symptoms are 

more difficult to resolve and in some instances impact on the individual’s ability to 

even begin their recovery journey. Early intervention may be appropriate for those 

who find the psychological and emotional affects are not abating or are increasing. 

Early intervention at this stage may be key to enabling recovery and preventing 

the need for intervention at a later stage when these symptoms may be more 

pronounced and problematic to address. 

o Practical intervention: Early intervention may also be more practical and 

therapeutic for some. Information, advice and expertise provided at this 

stage may be helpful in assisting a victim of crime to make decisions about 

the best path to recovery for them 

o Method of Delivery: Perhaps the current pandemic has led to the use of 

more impersonal interactions with victims, however there is an expressed 

need to connect with those offering support. For some a friendly face is 

helpful or an agreed appointment that individuals have time to prepare for so 
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they can ask the questions they want as opposed to being caught on the 

hop. The importance of face-to-face contact is essential to foster a positive 

relationship and allow people to feel less isolated. Technology may assist at 

present with Zoom, Skype or FaceTime offering a connection that can’t be 

facilitated by a letter, leaflet or phone call. 

• Accessible services: There is a need for services to be delivered in a timely 

manner for victims. It is important that when a victim comes forward to look for 

support, they feel the response to their needs and the provision offered is 

appropriate. Waiting lists for service provision provide a barrier to recovery, with 

recovery stagnating for some while they wait for help.  

o Create a ‘Library of resources’: The landscape of services available for 

victims appears fractured, with services operating in silos under different 

directorates or departments and compounded by the fact that services that 

can be accessed in some areas of Northern Ireland (NI) are local provisions 

and can’t be accessed in other locations. An audit of existing services, to be 

updated on a regular basis, would allow for a ‘library of resources’ to be built 

in NI. This already has been piloted in other initiatives in Northern Ireland, for 

example, work done in the field of social prescribing may provide a 

framework for the development of this resource library. This knowledge of 

service availability would allow for a more efficient and responsive service for 

victims, connecting them with appropriate local and accessible supports. 

However, if this is to be actioned it would require an agency to take 

ownership or responsibility for this.   

o Needs change: The issue with placing people on waiting lists for supports is 

that when the service becomes available the victim’s needs may have 

changed. It is important to consider the provision of supports at a time, pace 

and place that are tailored to the needs of the victim when they are assessed 

or identified. 

• After court support: The acknowledgement that for some the court process 

signals the beginning of their journey builds a strong case for provision of support 

beyond the court setting or process. The journey from this point may still take time 

and supports should be available at this stage as the individual takes their initial 
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steps to recovery. As some individuals suggest their journey has stalled even after 

court, there is an apparent need for support at this stage. 

o Practical support: Support of a more practical nature is required after the 

court process completes and a verdict is reached. The court process is a 

foreign one for most victims and the language, policies and processes can 

be confusing. It is important for ongoing recovery that an individual 

understands the decision reached, why it was reached, the implications and 

next steps for them. 

• Improving communication: Improved communication is a powerful tool for 

facilitating recovery. Positive interactions between professionals and victims is 

key. When victims are informed, they feel they have more control and are more 

central than peripheral players in their journey. However, it is more than improved 

communication, the nature of the communication is also key. Positive interactions 

with victims are supports for recovery. It is important to ensure that when 

communication occurs it is meaningful rather than process driven, e.g., provision 

of timely updates is not just a procedural task to be satisfied. 

o Single point of contact: Relationships and trust are important enablers of 

recovery. As such a single point of contact for victims within the agencies 

they interact with is key. Consistency is helpful as victims don’t have to tell 

their story repeatedly, work and information doesn’t have to be duplicated, 

the victim doesn’t have to expend energy running between agencies and 

they feel supported through some of the most difficult times they may have 

experienced. 

o Managing expectations: Better communication is also essential to ensure 

victim expectations are managed. These expectations may be around the 

services they can access, the role of criminal justice and what the potential 

outcomes of the criminal justice process may be. 

• Integrated provision: The provision for victims of crime tends to sit within the 

criminal justice portfolio, however, the recovery journey may require access to 

supports and services that sit beyond this. A more integrated approach to victim 

recovery should be considered, with a move away from provision of support in 

silos to realise a more holistic, multi-faceted offering. 
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o Co-production: There is the opportunity to co-produce interventions, training 

and policies with various agencies coming together to share expertise and 

knowledge to help inform better victim provision, e.g., support agencies may 

be well placed to help with development of trauma informed approaches for 

use by criminal justice. However, to do this effectively they also have to take 

cognisance of the experience, needs, work and time demands on those the 

training is aimed at.  

o Victim voice: Consideration should also be given to the involvement of 

victims in the development of policies, procedures and services that involve 

them. The benefits of co-producing interventions, services and policies with 

service users is advanced in the health arena and can provide a model for 

meaningful work with victims to inform service development or improvement, 

e.g. After court needs.  

• Longer-term therapeutic intervention: For some individuals there is a need for 

longer-term intervention. It may follow that early intervention, as described above, 

may help reduce the number of victims requiring longer-term interventions. 

However, for those who require longer-term provision it would be key to ensure 

that the process is not bounded within a framework of provision bounded by an 

arbitrary number of sessions. Rather that need is assessed, and a prescription 

provided by the practitioner based on that need. Otherwise, it would appear that 

future victims of crime may find themselves providing a similar description of 

service provision as current ones: “I’ve been in and out of counselling over the 

years” as they strive to recover. 

• Raising awareness: Knowledge is powerful. It can help an individual take control 

of their recovery journey and seek out support. When they choose to do this, it is 

key that they know where they can access support and who can help them with 

this process. At present there is a lack of awareness of victim services in NI, with 

people only becoming aware of these through referral from the police or letters or 

calls from VSNI. Public awareness of victim provision is important to ensure they 

feel reassured and empowered that services are there for them if they need them. 
o Victim rights: Within the court process the victims and witnesses have rights 

and entitlements. Whilst these are enshrined within related charters there is 

a lack of awareness of these among those the charters affect. Consideration 
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should be given to the dissemination of information governing the rights of 

victims and witnesses via various routes, e.g., with letters relating to any 

court process, within the courthouse in the public areas etc.  

• A victim-centred approach: Linked to the above recommendations is the need 

for a victim-centred or trauma informed approach when dealing with victims. This 

would be most effective if it encompassed all agencies that interact with victims. 

The systems and processes that exist around victims cannot lose sight of the fact 

that it isn’t a number or case file that is being addressed, rather an individual who 

has been impacted by trauma. Often the criminal justice system feels impersonal 

for the victim. Fostering trauma informed care within this process has the potential 

to ensure the victim remains central in the minds of all. 

o Getting the response to first disclosure right: The response received when 

victims first disclose what has happened to them is a potent influencer of 

recovery trajectory. A trauma informed approach to victim disclosure from 

the professionals interacting with the individual is essential, should that be a 

counsellor or first responder. While it may be more difficult to affect changes 

in this aspect in families, formal support should look to ensure this disclosure 

is respectful of the victim and the trauma they have endured. The victim 

needs to feel they have been listened to, heard and believed. 

o Personal impact statement: The victim having a voice throughout their 

recovery journey is important. The personal (victim) impact statement written 

by the victim has been described in both positive and negative terms. Whilst 

this mechanism is not for everyone, it is important that when the victim 

engages with this mechanism it is used as the powerful tool that it can be. 

The impact statement can be the only voice some victims feel they have in 

the legal process. The impact statement places the focus of the impact  on 

the victim, rather than the crime and as such is also a process by which the 

victim can reflect on the crime. The use of this tool as a mechanism by which 

victims can tell their story should not be stifled. 

• Peer support: There is room for exploring the role of peer support within the 

recovery journey. Victims already draw strength from informal supports such as 

family and friends. However, there is an opportunity for peer support to be a 

facilitator for recovery. The benefit of peer support is well explored in other 
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disciplines, e.g., cancer support groups. The benefits of peer support in this 

instance could be two-fold: 1. People who have been through the recovery journey 

have unique insights that could be helpful for others who are still on their journey 

and 2. Those who have recovered are an example that recovery is achievable. As 

with all supportive intervention it should be considered based on the ‘fit’ for the 

client as appropriate. 

• Funding: Resourcing is always a concern for victim provision and whilst this 

remains difficult and is likely to become more so in future, it would be wrong to 

ignore the need for properly resourced provision against this backdrop.  

• Metrics – Capturing change: Linked to the above is the need to evidence 

service effectiveness in addressing victim recovery. It is a complex issue that 

relies on finding a single measure of recovery that does not yet exist in the 

literature. However, what does exist within the literature are a range of reliable 

and valid measures of the personal resources which improve as the individual 

moves through their recovery journey. The benefit of using reliable and valid 

measures is that these have been found to consistently measure the construct of 

interest across time and among various populations. There were a number of 

important indicators or metrics of recovery highlighted by participants. The most 

commonly endorsed on the recovery journey were coping, resilience, anxiety, 

growth and self-esteem. With this in mind suggestions of brief, appropriate 

measures of each are listed. It may be important to note, coping and resilience 

were the two that recurred most often among the group and thus may be those 

which could offer most insight. 

o Coping: The Multidimensional Coping Inventory (MCI) is a 15-item measure 

of coping used to identify 3 coping styles: a) task-orientated coping, b) 

emotion-orientated coping, c) avoidance-orientated coping. 

o Resilience: The Connor Davidson Resilience Scale. The 10-item measure 

may be most appropriate (CD-RISC-10) however, the 2-item version may be 

more suited to a supportive environment (CS-RISC-2). 

o Anxiety: The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) has an anxiety 

subscale which is a robust measure of anxiety used among outpatient 

populations. HADS-A comprises 7 items, scored on a scale (0-21), to 

indicate levels of anxiety. 
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o Growth: The most comprehensive measure of growth for victims of crime 

may be the Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI). The scale comprises 

21 items which measure 5 constructs of post-traumatic growth: Relating to 

Others, New Possibilities, Personal Strength, Spiritual Enhancement and 

Appreciation. This scale also helps highlight those areas of growth which 

may need to be addressed to aid improvements. 

o Self-esteem/Control: The General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE-6) is a robust 

measure comprising 6 items which are reflective of an individual’s self-

efficacy  

These measures above are included for consideration, however it may be the case 

that more suitable measures for the cohort of clients VSNI support may be available 

and should be evaluated for suitability. However, it is key to ensure where measures 

are used, in order to effectively illustrate progress on the recovery journey, a 

baseline assessment should be taken.  

• Other measures of change: It should be noted that reviewing progress on the 

recovery journey may be facilitated, with permissions, via review of notes from 

sessions with victims. Progress across sessions could be mapped with noting of 

changing behaviours, mapping of positive language and reflection of developing 

strengths or personal characteristics. 

o Victim impact: The victim’s personal impact statement may also be a tool for 

assessing changes across the recovery journey. While not advocating 

ongoing use or writing of numerous statements, the use of the impact 

statement (or a revised version of this) as a mechanism by which the 

recovery journey could be evidenced is worth considering. The statement 

allows the individual to give voice to their experiences. Whilst only currently 

seemingly used in court proceedings there may be a role for its use in 

reviewing progress over time, e.g., to reflect the reducing impact of the crime 

and its dominance in the life of the victim as they recover.  
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APPENDIX A: ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Recruitment: Due to the vulnerable nature of the participants and the sensitive 

nature of the topics to be discussed, it is important that every possible safeguard is 

put in place to minimise the impact of involvement on the participants. Due to 

associated issues around client information and confidentiality it is envisaged that 

VSNI would be best placed to identify and initially approach potential participants re: 

study participation. With initial agreement provided to VSNI, participant information 

sheets and consent forms will be emailed to potential participants to ensure they are 

fully informed of the purpose of the evaluation and relevant aspects. Microsoft forms 

will be used for this purpose, allowing participants to click on a link to confirm they 

have read and understood the information provided and wish to participate in the 

study – provision of name and contact telephone number by the participant will be 

required to confirm consent. These details will be available, via MS Forms, only to 

the research team who will use the details provided to contact participants and 

arrange time for interview. It is anticipated that focus groups will be organised with 

assistance from VSNI. The purpose of the evaluation will also be explained at the 

beginning of each interview/focus group, with participants asked again to confirm 

their willingness to participate, this verbal consent will be recorded. Participation is 

voluntary, and participants will also be advised they can withdraw from the study at 

any time and without having to give a reason. In any report or publication arising 

from the study, data provided by participants will only be reported in an anonymised 

format.  

Data collection and Contingency planning: Given the current restrictions and 

public health advice, it is anticipated that interviews and focus groups will be 

facilitated online using Zoom or MS Teams. If participants don’t wish to be seen, the 

video function will be disabled. Where participants can’t/ don’t wish to participate 

online, interviews will be conducted on the telephone, recorded using a dictaphone. 

Interviews and focus groups: Focus groups were not deemed appropriate for 

gathering information from victims of crime as sensitive information and personal 

experiences will be shared. As such a forum with a number of people involved is 

inappropriate. For this reason, one-to-one interviews will be conducted with this 

group. Focus groups will also be facilitated with the understanding that no one 
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discusses information provided within the focus group outside of the research 

setting. This will be explicitly outlined in the focus group information sheet.   

Signposting: It is recognised that discussing their recovery journey may be 

distressing for some participants. The researchers conducting the interviews are 

experienced in data collection among vulnerable groups and will be vigilant in 

identifying any signs of distress or reluctance to participate and will stop the interview 

if there is any such indication. The PFA approach described by VSNI will also be 

adopted. Participants will be reminded at the end of the interview about the 

availability of services should they feel they require any additional support, with 

appropriate signposting, as necessary. 

Data security: Data recordings (and related electronic data) will be password 

protected and stored on the study lead’s computer. Transcribed interviews will be 

kept in a locked filing cabinet in the research team office. No individual will be 

identified in the analysis of the data presented in any reports emanating from the 

study. Participants will be assured confidentiality of all information provided during 

interview with the only exceptions being where someone’s safety is identified as 

being at risk or where serious criminal activity is disclosed.    
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APPENDIX B: REASONS FOR NON-PARTICIPATION 

 
Note: All potential participants were telephoned by the research team to discuss the 

project and agree consent. Not all participants answered the telephone. A process 

was in place by which each potential participant was telephoned 3 times, with a 

voicemail message left providing identification and contact details for the study on 2 

occasions. If participants did not respond, they were recorded as unable to reach. 

One individual specified only one date on which they would complete an interview, 

but this date had passed when the list was provided to the research team. Three 

individuals declined to take part because they advised they did not receive a 

Participant Information Sheet (PIS) from VSNI. Four participants reported they did 

not feel ready to talk about their recovery at present. 12 individuals discussed the 

study with the researcher, provided consent to be interviewed and agreed a time and 

date for this; when contacted they did not answer; a second interview was scheduled 

for 9 of these individuals, however this appointment was not kept either. It was taken 

they did not wish to participate. Two individuals requested an interpreter, 

unfortunately this was not within our gift. 

 

Reasons Number of participants 

Participated 26 (1 did not complete) 

No PIS received 3 

Declined/didn’t feel ready  4 

Wrong number 5 

Consented, appointment made but did not answer 12 

Unable to reach 21 

Only one date available 1 

Needed Interpreter 2 

Text to confirm who was calling, but did not engage 1 

Total 75 


