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After a case is prosecuted and the defendant is placed on probation,
what happens to the victim?

The court system, with its own language, acronyms, and procedures, can
be a mysterious and forbidding place for crime victims. By design, the court
system’s focus is on the offenders, not victims.

Before 2015, probation officers often worked on a case-by-case basis to
help victims and their families get their lives back together, drawing from a
mix of informal networks as well as resources such as the Massachusetts
Office for Victim Assistance (MOVA).

But since the creation in 2015 of the Victims Service Unit (VSU), a division
of Massachusetts Probation Service, victims have a team of dedicated
advocates embedded in the court system.

Lead by Statewide Manager for Victims Services Corinn Nelson, the VSU
expanded statewide in 2016 to include five regional Victim Services
Coordinators (VSCs), thanks to a federal grant administered by MOVA.
Since then, the VSCs have assisted in some 3,000 cases. Based on the
Unit’s success, Probation has recently applied for a federal grant to hire
additional VSCs.

Victim Services Coordinators act as liaisons between victims and probation
officers, whose main work is with offenders.



From left, Victim Services Unit team members Courtney Bacon, Corinn
Nelson, Laura Boback, Nicole Hamwey, Lindsey Maxwell and Andrew
Lauranzano.

“With the VSU team, the Trial Court has started to have a continuity of
services for victims,” says Nelson, who adds that process typically starts
when probation officers reach out to victims under certain conditions. The
team is prepared to work with victims from six months to as long as 20
years or more, depending on the severity of the crime.

With five large regions of the state under VSU jurisdiction, and thousands of
cases and probationers, it is an ongoing challenge for the VSCs to connect
with qualifying victims in need of assistance. Team members make initial
contact with victims, accompany victims to court for appearances at
violation of probation proceedings and restitution modifications, and ensure
that victims’ legal rights outlined in the Mass. Victims Bill of Rights are
honored by the Trial Court.

One Victim Services Coordinator recently helped a domestic violence victim
navigate the court system. There had been significant violence throughout
the relationship leading up to the most recent arrest. The VSC helped the
woman create a safety plan and file a police report. When a new incident
occurred, the Coordinator helped the victim get an emergency restraining
order and accompanied her to court the next morning for a detention
hearing. The VSC also connected the woman with the District Attorney’s
office and other resources for housing, victim compensation, counseling,
and resources for her young daughter.

When victims know someone will accompany them to court, they are more
likely to appear when there’s a summons or if they have to testify, says
Nelson. The Unit works with victims beforehand, so they know what to
expect during their day in court. No detail is too small: VSCs will inform
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victims if there’s a no-cell phone policy at the courthouse, as well as where
to park, check-in, or find Separate and Secure Waiting Areas.

“We figure out a game plan for the victim, and take everything into account,
so they know what to expect and can participate fully in the process,” says
Nelson. “It’s really about their safety. Ultimately you want them to feel safe
and participate, and access their rights.”

After a case has been resolved, victims often ask to keep working with their
Coordinator. The Unit also works with other post-conviction agencies to
communicate with victims to ensure that they receive consistent information
about services they are entitled to receive. “Otherwise victims can lose trust
in the system, or be put in an unsafe situation,” says Nelson.

The majority of victims for whom the VSU provides services involve the
issue that brought them to court. However, victimization is not clear cut,
says Nelson, who notes that her team often discovers that there are
multiple incidents and types of trauma that can occur during a victim’s life.

For example, Victim Services Coordinators may meet a victim of a breaking
and entering charge, but after spending some time with the person, they
learn about an underlying domestic violence situation. One Coordinator
worked with someone who was afraid to leave their home until they learned
they could include their pets on a restraining order.

“The court system is very offender-focused and victims feel that,” says
Nelson. The VSU works to empower victims by educating them about the
process and giving them a say.

Some cases, particularly those involving violent offenders, come to VSU
after years of incarceration followed by years of probation, long after the
victims have become adults. These are the types of cases that are
particularly difficult, explains Nelson, because the victims were children at
the time, and may not remember the incident. Their parents were the
original VSU contact, but now it’s their children’s time to decide what’s best
for their families moving forward – including possibly opting out of VSU
services altogether.

“If they say ‘I don’t want to hear from [the VSU] ever again,’ we respect
that,” says Nelson. If victims would like to be contacted by Probation, the
VSU will ask how they prefer to be contacted, and how frequently.

In spite of all the strides that have been made since the birth of the Victims’
Rights movement in the 1980s, “victim blaming” and the shame associated
with being a victim of a crime is still all too common. It can be very powerful
when victims take control of the narrative.

“I’ve known so many survivors who have turned what has happened to
them into incredible things for other people,” says Nelson. She describes



how the VSU has helped victims move forward with their lives by
connecting them with opportunities to tell their stories, volunteer for other
agencies, and mentor others.

And while the work can be difficult, the VSU team stays motivated by the
examples of the victims they help. “It’s pretty amazing to see how resilient
people are,” says Nelson. “It’s inspiring to see the level of human spirt. To
learn that you can recover from tragedies. That’s really beautiful to see.”


