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Heterogeneity in victim 
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perspective on delivering a 
Victim Impact Statement

Kim M.E. Lens, Antony Pemberton and 
Stefan Bogaerts
Tilburg University, The Netherlands

Abstract
A central question in the debate about victim participation in criminal justice procedures is which 
instrument available to victims ‘works’. The purpose of the present study was to examine which 
factors contribute to the likelihood of victims delivering a Victim Impact Statement (VIS). We 
extend previous research in two important regards. First, we examined victims’ perspectives on 
the purposes and function of the VIS. Consistent with previous research (for example, Roberts 
and Erez, 2004), we reveal a distinction between impact-related and expression-related use of 
VISs. However, this study adds a third component to the existing literature: the anticipation of 
negative consequences. Second, we examined which factors influence the likelihood of delivering 
a VIS and found three variables to be positively associated: posttraumatic stress symptoms, the 
type of crime, and the time of victimization. Against expectations, victims’ perspectives did not 
make a unique contribution to the model. Based on these findings, we argue that what is called 
for is a more heterogeneous approach to the study of procedural instruments available to victims.
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Since the 1970s, the position of victims in the criminal justice system has been strength-
ened in many countries (Groenhuijsen and Letschert, 2008; Hall, 2010). Whereas 30 
years ago it was correct to assert that the victim was the forgotten party of the criminal 
justice process, today such an assertion would be at odds with reality. The upsurge of the 
victim of crime has spurned a considerable amount of literature on both the advantages 
and disadvantages of granting victims participatory rights (for example, Ashworth, 2000; 
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Erez, 1999; Groenhuijsen, 1999; Sarat, 1997) and the effectiveness of different victim-
oriented measures (for example, Chalmers et al., 2007; Roberts and Erez, 2010; Roberts, 
2009; Sanders et al., 2001; Sherman and Strang, 2007).

Research evaluating the contribution of victims’ rights to victims’ well-being tends to 
view victims of crime as a homogeneous group (Green, 2007; Pemberton et al., 2007). 
Where distinctions are made within the victim population, they primarily concern crime 
characteristics (for example, distinguishing victims of violent crime from victims of prop-
erty offences) or demographic variables (for example, gender and age of the victim) 
(Pemberton and Reynaers, 2011). Often, references are made to ‘what victims want’ (for 
example, Strang, 2002; Braithwaite, 2002) and to whether measures ‘work’ or ‘don’t work’ 
for participating victims (compare Sanders et al., 2001, with Chalmers et al., 2007).

In contrast, the psychological and therapeutic literature widely acknowledges that 
individual differences in psychological characteristics, personality traits and victimiza-
tion context have a large influence on victimization experience (for example, Bonanno 
et al., 2011), to the extent that two demographically matched victims of identical crimes 
may display different reactions and as a consequence may have different needs (Brewin 
et al., 2000; Ozer et al., 2003). In other words, in therapeutic approaches it makes obvi-
ous sense to match treatment to the individual circumstances of the victim. This article 
argues that this ‘matching’ is also relevant to the intersection between criminal justice 
and victims of crime. Rather than investigating whether an instrument ‘works’ for vic-
tims in general, it is often more fruitful to investigate for which victims or under which 
conditions an instrument works. The instrument of interest in the present article is the 
class of measures referred to as the Victim Impact Statement (VIS).

The Victim Impact Statement: Purposes and functions

Victim participation in criminal justice proceedings can take different forms. One of the 
instruments that enables victims to participate in the criminal justice procedure is the right 
to deliver a VIS. Although the precise form of the VIS can vary – from a written statement 
that primarily serves a function in awarding compensation to an oral statement that may 
influence the sentence given to the offender (also referred to as a Victim Statement of 
Opinion) – all have in common that they allow victims the right to express the harm they 
have experienced as a part of the court proceedings (Erez, 2004). In the Netherlands, the 
right to deliver an oral VIS was afforded to victims in 2005. The implementation of this 
right was accompanied by the possibility for victims to submit a written VIS, which is 
added to the file of the criminal case. In the Netherlands, the content of the VIS is restricted 
in the sense that victims can speak only about the consequences of the crime, and are not 
allowed to speak about the facts of the crime or a desired punishment.

The Dutch Explanatory Memorandum of the Oral Victim Impact Statement Act men-
tions four goals. First, a VIS may contribute to the information provision to the trial judge: 
the VIS may help judges in imposing a ‘just’ sentence (Roberts and Erez, 2004). Some 
even argue that a sentencing decision that does not take into account victim harm is 
incomplete and unfair (Edwards, 2004). The second and third goals refer to its preventa-
tive purposes, which can be, on the one hand, general (that is, establishing societal norms) 
and, on the other hand, specific (that is, decrease the relapse risk of the suspected offender). 
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The fourth goal of the Act concerns the contribution of the VIS to the victim’s emotional 
recovery. In particular, it is assumed that the delivery of a VIS may facilitate recovery 
from the emotional harm that has been caused by the crime. However, the effectiveness of 
a VIS in facilitating recovery is widely debated at a theoretical level (Pemberton and 
Reynaers, 2011). Whereas some argue that the VIS is effective in helping victims to 
recover from the crime, others suggest that the VIS may even be counterproductive, in the 
sense that it may lead to secondary victimization. This is exemplified in contradictory 
statements such as ‘VIS can work, do work (for those who bother to make them)’ 
(Chalmers et al., 2007) and ‘VIS, don’t work, can’t work’ (Sanders et al., 2001).

Victims’ perspectives on criminal justice

The relationship between victims of crime and criminal justice instruments (such as the 
VIS) is complicated. This becomes evident when comparing the legal purposes and func-
tions of a particular instrument available to victims with victims’ perceptions of that 
instrument. For example, victims may expect that their VIS will actually affect the out-
come of the process, when this may not be so (Edwards, 2001; Lens et al., 2010). In a 
study by Lens et al. (2010), around 50 percent of the victims who delivered an oral VIS 
in court declared that one of their motivations was to influence the sentence. However, 
influencing the sentence given to the offender is not mentioned as one of the goals in the 
Explanatory Memorandum of the Oral Victim Impact Statement Act. Moreover, victims 
may differ in their views on the meaning and purposes of criminal justice procedures, 
which makes ‘matching’ an instrument to the victim’s needs complicated: a VIS may 
function as a means to award compensation, to reduce secondary victimization, to facili-
tate communication with the offender and/or allow the court to consider more closely the 
human costs of the crime at sentencing (Erez, 2004; Roberts, 2009; Roberts and Erez, 
2010). Previous research has repeatedly shown that the impact of crime, often defined in 
terms of posttraumatic stress, anger and/or anxiety (for example, Orth and Maercker, 
2009) may influence victims’ perspectives on criminal justice procedures and outcomes. 
For example, increased levels of posttraumatic stress and anxiety will reduce the ability 
of victims to engage directly with the offender in face-to-face mediation (Cheon and 
Regehr, 2006; Winkel, 2007). Moreover, the psychological impact of crime is associated 
with increased feelings of hostility (Orth and Wieland, 2006), revenge and retaliation 
(Cardozo et al., 2003; Orth et al., 2006) and punitiveness (Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009; 
Litvak et al., 2010; Pham et al., 2004), which suggests that the experienced severity 
of crime heightens the importance of retributive justice and consequently of the 
appropriateness/severity of the punishment meted out to the offender (see also Gromet 
and Darley, 2009; Tripp et al., 2007; Wenzel et al., 2008). Conversely, improved adjust-
ment and coping are associated with forgiveness (Orth et al., 2008), which in turn is 
related to a more conciliatory stance towards the offender (Armour and Umbreit, 2005) 
and an increased emphasis on value-restorative outcomes (Wenzel et al., 2008).

In sum, the heterogeneity of victims’ crime experiences expresses itself both in the 
victims’ psychological characteristics and in their perception of instruments available to 
them in criminal justice procedures. In turn, both of these factors may determine whether 
or not victims choose to use the participatory rights offered to them in the criminal 
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justice system. Both factors are explored in this article. Using a sample of victims of 
violent crime (N = 170) eligible to submit a Victim Impact Statement, this article exam-
ines the impact of the background characteristics of the victim and the crime and the 
impact of victims’ perspectives on the purpose and function of VISs on the likelihood 
of their submitting a VIS. Two hypotheses are formulated. First, we hypothesize that 
background characteristics of the victim and the crime influence the likelihood of deliv-
ering a VIS. More specifically, and in line with previous research (Lens et al., 2010; 
Leverick et al., 2007; Roberts, 2009), we predict that the impact of the crime on the 
victim will increase the likelihood of delivering a VIS (Hypothesis 1). Second, we 
expect that victims’ perceptions of the VIS make an additional contribution to the likeli-
hood of delivering a VIS, above and beyond the influences of the crime’s impact on the 
victim (Hypothesis 2). More specifically, we predict that the anticipated negative con-
sequences of delivering a VIS will negatively influence the likelihood of delivering one, 
whereas the anticipated positive consequences of delivering a VIS will increase the 
likelihood of delivering one.

Methods

Participants

Over a period of 12 months, 319 victims eligible to submit a VIS were invited to partici-
pate in the study. Eventually, 170 victims (53.3 percent) filled out the questionnaire. As 
no background information on the non-participants was available, possible non-response 
bias could not be estimated.

Procedure

Participants were recruited through all 19 district court offices of the Dutch Public 
Prosecution Service. To participate in the study, victims had to be eligible to submit a 
VIS and have sufficient mastery of the Dutch language. Furthermore, they had to face an 
upcoming trial. Potential participants received a letter with information about the survey 
from the Prosecution Service and the possibility that they would be further contacted by 
the investigators. A form was included through which they could opt out of receiving 
further information. If this form had not been returned within two weeks, victims were 
contacted by telephone and invited to participate. All participating respondents filled out 
a letter of informed consent. Participants were assured that there were no ‘right’ or 
‘wrong’ answers and that the results of the study would be treated confidentially.

Design

The current study was part of a larger study into the effects of delivering a VIS on the 
emotional recovery of the victim. The original, longitudinal survey used a quasi-
experimental, pre-test/post-test design. This design allowed for a comparison of the 
victim’s situation before and after the trial and between the two subgroups: (1) delivery 
of VIS: those who submitted an oral and/or written VIS; and (2) no delivery of VIS: 
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those who declined to make a VIS, either oral or written. Respondents were asked to 
fill out two structured questionnaires: the first one two weeks before the trial in their 
case (pre-test), and the second one two weeks after (post-test). This article reports the 
results of the pre-test.

Measures

The questionnaire contained the following constructs: demographics, crime features, 
psychological characteristics of the victim, and victims’ perceptions of the VIS.

Demographics and crime features. Respondents were asked for the following demograph-
ics: gender, age, marital status, education level (lower/intermediate/higher education), 
employment (yes/no) and ethnic background (determined by the participant’s own and 
their parents’ birthplace). Furthermore, respondents had to indicate certain features of the 
crime that had been committed: the type of crime, the time that had elapsed since the 
commission of the crime (in months), their relationship (if any) to the offender, earlier 
victimization (if any), and victim vs. co-victim (of homicide). With the latter distinction 
(victim vs. co-victim), respondents were classified as either ‘directly’ or ‘indirectly’ 
harmed by the crime. According to the Declaration of the UN Commission on Human 
Rights, indirect victims are the family members of a direct victim. In the current study, 
this same classification was adopted.

Psychological characteristics. Following previous research (for example, Orth and 
Maercker, 2009), the psychological impact of the crime on the victim was measured by 
feelings of posttraumatic stress, anger and anxiety.

Posttraumatic stress. Using a forward and backward translation method, the Trauma 
Screening Questionnaire (TSQ; Brewin et al., 2002) was translated into Dutch and used 
to measure indications of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This validated, self-report 
screening tool has been adapted from the PTSD Symptom Scale-Self Report (Foa et al., 
1993). The TSQ consists of 10 items that require straightforward ‘yes’ or ‘no’ responses. 
Five items concern re-experiencing of traumatic events, such as ‘Upsetting thoughts or 
memories about the event that have come into your mind against your will’. The remain-
ing five items concern symptoms of arousal, such as ‘Heightened awareness of potential 
dangers to yourself and others’. A sum score of the TSQ is computed by adding the scores 
of the responses (yes = 1, no = 0), creating a continuous variable. The cut-off point of the 
TSQ is five, with six or more ‘yes’ responses indicating possible PTSD (Brewin et al., 
2002). Cronbach’s alpha for the TSQ was found to be 0.88, indicating good reliability 
(Murphy and Davidshofer, 1998; Nunnally, 1978).

Anger. A Dutch translation of the seven-item Dimensions of Anger Reactions Scale 
(DAR; Novaco, 1975) was used to measure feelings of anger. This validated, self-report 
scale consists of seven items that are answered on a nine-point Likert scale, ranging 
from 0 (‘not at all’) to 8 (‘exactly so’). Sample items include ‘When I get angry I stay 
angry’ and ‘My anger has had a bad effect on my health’. Test-retest reliability of the 
Dutch translation of the DAR was examined by Nederlof et al. (2009): they found a cor-
relation coefficient of .84, supporting the reliability of the scale. The DAR provides an 



484 European Journal of Criminology 10(4)

indicator of key aspects of anger dysregulation, including frequency, intensity, duration, 
violent expression and problematic consequences for psychosocial functioning and well-
being (Forbes et al., 2004). The instruction preceding the DAR was altered to ensure that 
respondents would report anger post victimization, rather than anger per se. The author 
of the DAR approved the appropriateness of this adaption (for example, Kunst et al., 
2011). Respondents were asked to indicate whether or not they had experienced feelings 
of anger in the previous two weeks. A sum score of the DAR is computed by adding up 
the scores of all responses. Cronbach’s alpha was found to be 0.89, indicating good reli-
ability (Murphy and Davidshofer, 1998).

Anxiety. Feelings of anxiety were measured with the anxiety subscale of the Hos-
pital Anxiety and Depression Scale-Dutch version (HADS-NL). The HADS-NL was 
translated from English (Zigmond and Snaith, 1983) into Dutch by Pouwer, Snoek 
and Van der Ploeg in 1983 by permission of the publishers and validated with Dutch 
respondents. Test-retest reliability of the total HADS and both subscales were found 
to be good in different groups of Dutch subjects (Spinhoven et al., 1997). The anxiety 
subscale consists of seven self-report items that are answered on a four-point Likert 
scale. A sample item is ‘I can sit at ease and feel relaxed’. Scores range from 0 to 3, 
with a total score of 9 or more indicating a psychiatric state of anxiety. Cronbach’s 
alpha for the subscale anxiety was found to be 0.91, indicating good reliability (Murphy 
and Davidshofer, 1998).

Victims’ perceptions of the VIS. Respondents were asked to score 16 perceptions regard-
ing the purpose or the consequences of submitting an oral or written VIS on a five-
point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (‘totally disagree’) to 5 (‘totally agree’). The items 
were partially derived from the distinction Roberts and Erez (2004) made between 
impact-related and communicative/expression-related use of VIS. In their first model, 
the instrumental model, the key issue is the effect of the statement on the sentence 
imposed on the offender. In the second model, VISs are viewed as vehicles of expres-
sion, and the central issue is the victims’ communication with other participants in the 
criminal justice process, whether that is the judge, the prosecutor or the defendant 
(Roberts and Erez, 2004). Sample items of impact-related use of the VIS included: ‘I 
expect the VIS to influence the sentence given to the offender’, ‘I expect the VIS to 
receive a lot of attention during the process’, ‘I expect the VIS to help me get more 
understanding from the judge(s)/public prosecutor’, and ‘I expect the VIS to posi-
tively influence my entitlement to compensation’. Expression-related use of VIS was 
measured with items related to both emotional recovery and (positive influences of) 
creating understanding. These items included: ‘I expect the VIS to positively influ-
ence my emotional recovery’, ‘I expect the VIS to help me get more understanding 
from the offender’, ‘I expect the VIS to be an emotional burden’ (reversed in analy-
ses), ‘I expect the VIS to prevent recidivism’, ‘I expect the VIS to have a positive 
influence over the expressed emotions/sorrow of the offender’, ‘I expect the VIS to 
help me get more understanding from “others” present in the courtroom (for example, 
family members, press)’, and ‘I expect the VIS to have no influence over my emo-
tional recovery’ (reversed in analyses). Additionally, to measure anticipated negative 
consequences of participating in the criminal justice procedure (for example, 
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Herman, 2003), several items were added to the distinction made by Roberts and Erez 
(2004): ‘I expect the offender to get angry at me (after delivering a VIS)’, ‘I expect 
negative reactions from third parties (after delivering a VIS)’, ‘I expect the offender 
to take revenge (after my delivery of a VIS)’, ‘I expect the VIS to negatively influence 
the process’, and ‘I expect the VIS to misrepresent the case’.

Statistical analyses

As a first step in our analyses, characteristics of the victim and the crime were exam-
ined. Means and standard deviations (SD) were computed for continuous variables, 
and percentages were presented for categorical variables. Second, a principal compo-
nent analysis (PCA) with orthogonal rotation was conducted on victims’ perceptions of 
the VIS. Third, a binary logistic regression analysis was conducted to analyse the rela-
tive contribution of each variable to the likelihood of delivering a VIS. Odds ratios 
were calculated from the logistic regression coefficients to provide an estimate of the 
likelihood of submitting a VIS. In preparation for the logistic regression analysis, and 
to simplify and clarify the interpretation of the coefficients in this analysis, the con-
tinuous independent variable ‘type of crime’ was recoded into six categories: threat, 
stalking, sexual offences, homicide (surviving relative), violent crimes (for example, 
attempted murder, robbery, grievous bodily harm, hostage taking) and traffic offences 
(being guilty of a serious and/or fatal accident). Furthermore, extreme outliers in the 
variable ‘time elapsed since the commission of the crime’ were removed for reasons of 
clarification. Removal of these outliers did not have a significant effect on the model. 
Before conducting the multivariate logistic regression analysis, Pearson’s product-
moment correlation coefficients between the selected variables and the delivery of the 
VIS were calculated. Variables with significant univariate correlations with the target 
dependent variable (delivery of VIS; p < .05) were retained for logistic regression 
analysis and entered into the equation simultaneously.

Results

Demographics

The total sample consisted of 170 victims of serious crimes (73 men and 97 women) who 
were eligible for delivering a VIS. The respondents’ age varied from 14 to 91, with a 
mean age of 37.1 years (SD = 14.2). Minors who wanted to participate in the study were 
asked to fill out the questionnaire with the help of one or both of their parents. Forty-four 
percent of the respondents reported not having a partner, and 24.1 percent were married. 
Of the remaining 31.8 percent, 15.3 percent reported living with a partner, 14.1 percent 
reported being divorced, and 2.4 percent reported being a widow/widower. About half 
(58.2 percent) of the participants completed intermediate education, 20.6 percent com-
pleted lower education and 21.2 percent completed higher education. A majority of the 
participants held a paid job (66.5 percent), and the other 33.5 percent of the respondents 
did not. Seventeen percent of the respondents were of non-Dutch origin (for example, 
Moroccan, Chinese or Polish).
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Crime features

Our total sample (N = 170) consisted of 159 victims, 4 co-victims of homicide, and 3 
family members of a victim who was killed in a car accident; in the remaining four cases, 
an underage victim was represented during the trial by one of his parents. Crime types 
were grouped into six categories: threat (n = 36, 21.2 percent), stalking (n = 29, 17.1 
percent), serious violent crimes (n = 72, 42.4 percent) (grievous bodily harm, robbery, 
hostage taking, attempted murder, and a combination of crime types: e.g. threat and 
assault), sexual offences (n = 20, 11.8 percent), traffic offences (n = 9, 5.3 percent) and 
homicide (n = 4, 2.4 percent). If a victim indicated that he/she had experienced more than 
one crime (for example, threat and sexual offence), he/she was assigned to the most 
severe category. On average, the crime took place 12.2 months (SD = 24.7) before com-
pletion of the pre-test. After removing eight extreme outliers, ranging from 40 to 192 
months, the mean time elapsed since victimization was 7.5 months (SD = 6.8). A major-
ity (60.6 percent) of the respondents knew the perpetrator before the crime was commit-
ted; most of them were acquaintances, friends or family members. Furthermore, 57 
victims (33.5 percent) had previous victimization experiences, either of the same type of 
crime (n = 34, 20.0 percent) or of a different type of crime (n = 39, 22.9 percent).

Psychological characteristics

The mean score on the TSQ was 5.3 (SD = 3.4) and the mean score on the HADS was 
9.3 (SD = 4.9). Following the psychometric characteristics of both scales, about half of 
the respondents (51.2 percent) showed posttraumatic stress symptoms and 54.7 percent 
showed signs of severe, clinically relevant anxiety. Furthermore, participants displayed 
moderately high levels of anger concerning their victimization: the mean score on the 
DAR scale was 20.0 (SD = 14.4). For comparison, Kunst et al. (2011) recently found 
mean posttraumatic anger scores for victims of violent crimes without probable PTSD of 
17.5 (SD = 12.3) and for victims with probable PTSD of 30.6 (SD = 14.3).

Victims’ perceptions of the VIS

A PCA with varimax rotation was conducted on victims’ perceptions of the VIS. Prior to 
performing the PCA, the suitability of data for factor analysis was assessed. First, the 
sample size was examined. Although there is little agreement among authors concerning 
how large a sample should be (Pallant, 2001), our sample size of 170 was suitable to 
meet the standard of a 10 to 1 ratio, that is 10 cases for each item to be analysed (for 
example, Nunnally, 1978). Second, the strength of the relationship between the items 
was examined. Inspection of the correlation matrix revealed the presence of many coef-
ficients of .3 and above, which indicates medium to large correlation effects (Cohen, 
1988). Furthermore, the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin value was 0.76. This exceeds the recom-
mended value of 0.5, which means the sample is sufficiently large to conduct a PCA 
(Kaiser, 1974). Finally, Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (Bartlett, 1950) reached statistical 
significance, supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix. The PCA initially 
revealed the presence of five components with eigenvalues exceeding 1, explaining 28.5 
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Table 1. Factor loadings for factor analysis with varimax rotation.

Expression Anticipation of 
negative consequences

Impact

Emotional recovery .772 .105 .045
Understanding offender .753 −.041 .211
Emotional burden (reverse scored) .701 .253 −.005
Prevent recidivism .697 .004 .232
Emotions/sorrow offender .678 .200 .276
Understanding others .583 −.047 .270
No emotional recovery (reverse scored) −.460 .334 .100
Misrepresenting case −.032 .837 −.011
Negative influence process −.040 .753 .009
Revenge perpetrator .082 .746 .162
Angry perpetrator .168 .710 .247
Negative reactions third parties .068 .544 .097
Influence sentence .022 .031 .837
Attention during process .206 .073 .704
Understanding judges / public prosecutor .368 .167 .624
Compensation .139 .322 .541

Note: Factor loadings greater than .40 are shown in bold.

percent, 16.8 percent, 8.6 percent, 7.7 percent and 6.8 percent of the variance, respec-
tively. Using Cattell’s (1966) scree test, it was decided to retain three components for 
further investigation. To aid in the interpretation of these components, varimax rotation 
was performed. The rotated solution (presented in Table 1) revealed the presence of a 
simple structure (Thurstone, 1947), with all components showing a number of strong 
loadings and all variables loading substantially on only one component.

The three-factor solution explained a total of 53.8 percent of the variance, with com-
ponent 1 contributing 28.5 percent, component 2 contributing 16.8 percent and compo-
nent 3 contributing 8.6 percent. Inspection of the three components revealed coherent 
underlying dimensions. In line with the distinction made by Roberts and Erez (2004) 
between expressive and impact-related VIS functions, component 1 consists of items 
relating to the former function, while component 3 concerns items connected to the 
desire to influence the outcome of the criminal trial. In addition to these components, our 
analysis adds a dimension that could be described as the anticipation of negative conse-
quences: component 2 contains items that concern a negative influence of participation 
on the course or objectivity of the trial, retaliatory responses by the perpetrator, or nega-
tive reactions from the victims’ social surroundings.

Binary logistic regression analysis. As a first step in the preparation for the logistic regression 
analysis, bivariate associations between the independent variables and the dependent vari-
able (likelihood of delivering a VIS) were calculated. Table 2 shows eight factors that had 
significant bivariate associations with the likelihood of delivering a VIS. The following 
background characteristics increased the likelihood of delivering a VIS: gender (woman) 
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Table 2. Bivariate associations with the likelihood of delivering a VIS.

Delivery of VIS, N = 170
OR (95% CI)

Background characteristics  
Gender (women) 3.61 (1.75–7.47)***
Age 1.02 (1.00–1.05)
Level of education  
 Lower (reference) 1.00
 Intermediate 0.49 0(.18–1.36)
 Higher 0.91 (0.27–3.08)
Marital status  
 Single (reference) 1.00
 Living together 1.37 (0.48–3.92)
 Married 1.59 (0.68–3.75)
 Divorced 4.66 (1.24–17.48)*
 Widow/widower 2.21 (0.22–22.48)
Employment (no) 1.23 0(.58–2.62)
Ethnic background  
 Native (reference) 1.00
 First-generation 2.33 (0.48–11.29)
 Second-generation 0.65 (0.17–2.54)
Crime characteristics  
Type of crime  
 Threat (reference) 1.00
 Stalking 6.33 (1.97–20.33)**
 Violent crimes 6.53 (2.46–17.38)***
 Sexual offences 8.17 (2.10–31.76)**
 Traffic offences 16.33 (1.75–152.82)*
 Homicide –
Time elapsed (in months) 1.09 (1.02–1.18)*
Victim (vs. co-victim) –
Relationship with offender (yes) 1.08 (0.52–2.21)
Earlier victimization (yes) 0.93 (0.45–1.92)
Psychological characteristics  
Posttraumatic stress 1.45 (1.27–1.66)***
Anger 1.03 (1.01–1.06)*
Anxiety 1.22 (1.11–1.33)***
Victims’ perceptions of the VIS  
Expression 1.13 (1.04–1.23)**
Fear negative consequences 0.96 (0.88–1.04)
Impact 1.11 (0.99–1.24)

Note: OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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and marital status (divorced). Furthermore, the type of crime (stalking, violent crimes, 
sexual offences and traffic offences) was bivariately associated with the likelihood of 
delivering a VIS, as were the time elapsed since victimization and symptoms of posttrau-
matic stress, anger and anxiety. From victims’ perceptions regarding the VIS, only the 
‘expression’ component had a significant bivariate association with the likelihood of deliv-
ering a VIS. Because the total sample contained only four co-victims of homicide, the 
assumption of the minimum expected cell frequency was violated. Therefore, bivariate 
associations with the likelihood of delivering a VIS could not be computed for this group.

As a second step in the preparation for the logistic regression analysis, Pearson’s 
product-moment correlation coefficients were calculated for the remaining eight varia-
bles. Whereas correlations ranged from small (r = .025) to large (r = .783), correlations 
between the psychological characteristics were very high: very strong (see Cohen, 1988) 
positive mutual correlations were found between indications of posttraumatic stress 
symptoms, anger and anxiety, ranging from r = .619 to r = .783, with significance values 
less than .01. The magnitude and sign of the associations of these variables are similar to 
those previously reported (Orth and Wieland, 2006). Because the bivariate correlation 
between posttraumatic stress symptoms and anxiety exceeded the recommended maxi-
mum of .7 (r = .783, p < .01: see Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007), the latter was omitted 
from the logistic regression analysis. Posttraumatic stress and anxiety have a correlation 
of .783 and so the value of R2 will be (.783)2 = .61: posttraumatic stress symptoms share 
61 percent of the variability in anxiety scores.

A logistic regression analysis was performed to assess the impact of a number of fac-
tors on the likelihood of delivering a VIS. The remaining seven independent variables 
with bivariate correlations with the likelihood of delivering a VIS were included in the 
model: gender, marital status, type of crime, time elapsed since victimization, indications 
of posttraumatic stress, anger and expression. The full model containing all predictors 
was statistically significant, χ2 (14, N = 134) = 69.91, p < .001, indicating that the model 
was able to distinguish between respondents who wanted to deliver a VIS and those who 
did not. The model as a whole explained between 40.6 percent (Cox and Schnell) and 
56.2 percent (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in likelihood of delivering a VIS, and cor-
rectly classified 80.6 percent of cases. As shown in Table 3, only three variables made a 
statistically significant unique contribution to the model: type of crime, time elapsed 
since victimization and symptoms of posttraumatic stress. These three variables increased 
the likelihood of a VIS being delivered, controlling for all other factors in the model. The 
Hosmer–Lemeshow goodness-of-fit statistic (Hosmer and Lemeshow, 1989) revealed 
the model to adequately fit the data (4.23, p = .836).

Conclusion and discussion

In recent decades, the attention afforded to victims of crime has increased considerably 
(for example, Groenhuijsen and Pemberton, 2009). This upsurge in the victim of crime 
has spawned a considerable amount of literature on both the advantages and disadvan-
tages of procedural instruments available to victims, such as the VIS. However, instead of 
taking into account differences in victims’ characteristics and needs, references are made 
to ‘what victims want’ (for example, Braithwaite, 2002; Strang, 2002) and to whether 
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measures ‘work’ or ‘don’t work’ for victims (compare, for example, Sanders et al., 2001, 
with Chalmers et al., 2007). In other words, individual characteristics and perspectives 
that may determine whether or not a victim decides to participate in the criminal justice 
procedure are neglected. The present study was designed to fill this theoretical and empir-
ical gap by examining which factors contribute to the likelihood of delivering a VIS.

The purpose of this study was twofold. First, victims’ perspectives on the purposes 
and function of the VIS were explored. Factor analysis showed that people’s percep-
tions of the VIS could be divided into three different components, with clear underlying 
topics: expression, impact and anticipation of negative consequences. This finding was 
partially consistent with previous research on motives for delivering a VIS: earlier 
research revealed a distinction between impact-related and expression-related use of 
VISs (Roberts and Erez, 2004; Sanders et al., 2001). Our study, however, was the first 
to reveal a third component: the anticipation of negative consequences. Second, we 
examined which variables contribute to the likelihood of a VIS being delivered. More 
specifically, we considered the impact of both background characteristics of the victim 
and the crime and of the victims’ perspectives on the purposes and function of VISs on 

Table 3. Logistic regression predicting the likelihood of delivering a VIS.

Delivery of VIS, N = 170
OR (95% CI)

Background characteristics  
Gender (women) 2.86 (0.89–9.22)
Marital status  
 Single (reference) 1.00
 Living together 2.72 (0.59–12.62)
 Married 1.23 (0.34–4.53)
 Divorced 4.36 (0.66–28.83)
 Widow/widower 3.21 (0.05–200.36)
Crime characteristics  
Type of crime  
 Threat (reference) 1.00
 Stalking 1.45 (0.28–7.48)
 Violent crimes 7.22 (1.78–29.25)**
 Sexual offences 0.67 (0.07–6.39)
 Traffic offences 6.99 (0.44–110.31)
 Homicide –
Time elapsed (in months) 1.15 (1.02–1.29)*
Psychological characteristics  
Posttraumatic stress 1.58 (1.22–2.05)***
Anger 0.98 (0.93–1.03)
Victims’ perceptions of the VIS  
Expression 0.98 (0.85–1.14)

Note: OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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the likelihood of delivering one. A binary logistic regression analysis revealed three 
variables to be positively associated with the likelihood of delivering a VIS, when con-
trolling for all other variables in the equation: posttraumatic stress symptoms, the type 
of crime committed and the time elapsed since victimization. More specifically, and in 
line with Hypothesis 1, this study showed that the impact of the crime on the victim is 
positively correlated with the likelihood of delivering a VIS; in particular, victims dis-
playing signs of poorer psychological functioning as a consequence of their victimiza-
tion are likely to opt for the delivery of a VIS. This also applies to victims of serious 
violent crimes (for example, grievous bodily harm, robbery, hostage taking and 
attempted murder). Moreover, time since victimization is positively correlated with the 
likelihood of delivering a VIS. This means that victims of more complex, and often 
more serious cases are more likely to opt for delivering a VIS. These findings are in line 
with earlier research, which stated that the seriousness of the crime may influence the 
likelihood of delivering a VIS (Lens et al., 2010; Leverick et al., 2007; Pemberton, 
2010; Roberts, 2009).

Although victims’ perceptions regarding the VIS were bivariately correlated with the 
likelihood of delivering a VIS, they did not make unique contributions to the model when 
controlling for the background variables of the victim and the committed crime (as sug-
gested in Hypothesis 2). In sum, although one might presume that victims’ perceptions 
regarding the purpose and function of victim instruments determine whether or not a 
victim chooses to use these participatory rights on offer, this study showed that in fact 
victims’ choices are strongly influenced by the impact of the crime on the victim. More 
specifically, this study showed that the higher the impact of the crime on the victim, the 
more likely the victim is to deliver a VIS.

Practical implications

Based on these results, we argue that a more heterogeneous approach to the study of pro-
cedural instruments available to victims is needed: instead of looking at what victims 
want, we should focus on which instrument works for whom and under which conditions. 
The results of this research suggest that one must consider the reality that participants may 
differ on relevant characteristics from non-participants and that accounting for heteroge-
neity is an important element of incorporating the victim’s perspective in criminal justice. 
Weighing the advantages and disadvantages of modes of victims’ participation should not 
neglect the heterogeneity in the victim experiences, perspectives and needs we investi-
gated. This study has some important implications. First, and at the most abstract level, 
incorporation of psychological constructs and concepts into the study of victims in the 
criminal justice system allows victimological research to do justice to individual differ-
ences between victims (see also Pemberton, 2009). We argue that the first steps in match-
ing victim instruments in the criminal justice procedure with victims’ needs are to examine 
which victims feel the need to use the participatory rights on offer and why they do so. In 
the Netherlands, for example, only victims of serious violent crimes are allowed to deliver 
a VIS in court. This ‘restriction’ of the circle of rights-bearers of the VIS has long been 
debated: both professionals and lay-people have asked themselves whether victims of less 
serious crimes would have the same need to participate in the criminal justice procedure. 
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This study is the first to show that victims who opt for the delivery of a VIS differ in their 
perspectives regarding the VIS from victims who decline their use of a VIS. However, this 
study revealed that it is not victim perspectives of the VIS but the impact of the crime on 
the victim that determines the likelihood of its use. Second, we argue that this important 
predictor of delivering a VIS (that is, crime severity) should be taken into account when 
determining the legal content of the VIS. Besides the circle of rights-bearers, another 
important debate in the Netherlands focuses on the content of the VIS. In the Netherlands, 
victims are allowed to speak only about the consequences of the crime and are not allowed 
to speak about the facts of the crime or a desired punishment. We argue that victims who 
are severely affected by the crime probably feel the strongest need to ‘stretch’ this legal 
content of the VIS. Research has repeatedly shown that the psychological impact of crime 
is associated with increased feelings of hostility (Orth and Wieland, 2006), revenge and 
retaliation (Cardozo et al., 2003; Orth et al., 2006) and punitiveness (Canetti-Nisim et al, 
2009; Litvak et al., 2010; Pham et al., 2004). Therefore, we argue that victims of serious 
violent crimes (for example rape) are more inclined to give way to these feelings by 
heaping abuse upon the defendant or uttering a wish for a severe punishment. When 
debating the above-mentioned limitations of the VIS it is important to take into account 
these characteristics of both the victim and the crime.

Although this study has important practical implications, some limitations need to be 
addressed. First, this article represents cross-sectional data, which prevents us from deter-
mining causality or the exact nature of the relationships between our variables. Second, the 
psychological state of the victim was measured with the help of self-report questionnaires. 
Therefore, these results must be interpreted with care. For example, the TSQ has been 
developed to measure indications of possible PTSD: we cannot conclude that respondents 
who scored above the cut-off point of 5 really are suffering from PTSD. Moreover, the 
authors of the TSQ recommend that screening be conducted three to four weeks post-
trauma to allow for normal recovery processes to take place (Brewin et al., 2002). Given 
the specific nature of this research, we were not able to meet this criterion. However, speak-
ing against this argument, participants were never asked to fill in a questionnaire before this 
period of three to four weeks post-trauma. Third, although victims’ perceptions of the VIS 
reveal consistent trends with earlier research (Roberts and Erez, 2004; Sanders et al., 2001), 
they are generally solicited after victims have been given information by victim services. It 
can therefore not be ruled out that their views in part reflect official views.
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