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The prosecutor “is in a peculiar and very definite sense the servant of the law, the twofold aim of 
which is that guilt shall not escape or innocence suffer.” Berger v. United States (1935).

Abstract

For most prosecutors, the main focus of their role is centered on whether the prosecutor achieves fair 
and just convictions. Yet, too little dialog surrounds the second aim of the prosecutor—preventing the 
suffering of the innocent. Moreover, many crime survivors cope with the impacts of crime without ever 
laying eyes on the prosecutor or receiving as much as a phone call from the prosecutor’s office. 

A prosecutor has an affirmative duty to represent the interests of all members of a community, including 
both those accused of crimes and those victimized by crime. Prosecutors swear an oath of office that 
they will faithfully and justly support and defend the laws of the community in which they work. The 
oath illustrates the quasi-judicial role of the prosecutor, one focused on neutrality and impartiality in 
executing their duties. Their role is not to prevail or to secure criminal convictions; their role is to openly 
seek justice—a task of great dimension and unlike the role of other lawyers. A prosecutor needs to 
maintain a degree of detachment from advocacy, as judges do, in order to properly fulfill their role in 
seeking justice. 

Although prosecutors bear an unparalleled degree of responsibility to all stakeholders in the criminal 
justice system, that responsibility has been too often quarantined to the courtroom. The traditional role 
of a prosecutor as confined to the courthouse and contained by a criminal indictment has proven far 
too limited and has failed to effectively address the needs of most victims or to advance public safety 
to its full potential. 

This paper proposes that to truly serve the interests of public safety and better address the needs of 
crime survivors, prosecutors must look beyond that traditional role and engage communities beyond 
the courthouse. Rather than relying on police or community members alone to address public safety
problems outside of formally charged cases, prosecutors need to expand their role and take on new, 
nontraditional responsibilities. Although prosecutors must maintain their role in holding accountable 
those who commit crimes, they must also reimagine their service to survivors of crimes for whom 
formal criminal charges are never filed. At stake is not only public safety, but also the community’s trust 
in the legitimacy of our criminal justice and public safety systems.

This paper discusses the current obstacles to supporting all victims, including those of uncharged 
crime, and the impact of those obstacles on victims themselves. It also suggests a path to better 
meeting the needs of all victims by embracing community partnerships, building community trust, 
utilizing data, developing expertise on the impacts of trauma, expanding trauma recovery, developing 
alternatives to traditional prosecution, and utilizing the prosecutor’s voice to garner broad public 
support for change.

Prosecutors and Crime Survivors | 
The IIP Executive Session
Jean Peters Baker and Lenore Anderson



As democratically-elected officials and 
chief law enforcement officials within their 
communities, prosecutors must strengthen 
trust with the communities that they serve. 
When community members—including those 
most impacted by crime—have faith in the 
intention and ability of prosecutors, they are 
more likely to report crimes and to work with 
the criminal justice system to resolve cases. 
By building trust within the community and 
seeking to better meet the needs of crime 
victims, prosecutors will ultimately strengthen 
their office’s legitimacy. This, in turn, increases 
prosecutors’ effectiveness in achieving the 
ultimate collective goal of public safety. 

A prosecutor is typically measured through 
a narrow lens focused on the number of 
prosecutions filed and convictions obtained. This 
practice has led prosecutors to focus only on a 
small percentage of crime, those cases in which 
a conviction is attainable. The failure to seek 
justice in all instances of crime is especially felt 
by low-income communities and communities 
of color that are disproportionately affected by 
crime and have limited access to legal resources 
or services. Aswad Thomas, a nonfatal shooting 
survivor who now advocates for crime survivors 
nationally, describes the impact: 

At age 10, I lost my best friend in 
a senseless drive-by shooting in 
Highland Park [Michigan], where we 
both grew up. Afterward, we had 
no grief or trauma counselors in the 
community or at our school help us 
cope and heal after Reubin’s death. 

Years later, in 2009, I lacked support 
again, when I was shot twice in 
an attempted robbery in Hartford, 
[Connecticut]. I had recently graduated 
from college and signed to play 
basketball professionally in Europe. 
Those bullets ended my basketball 
career. I suffered from depression, 
paranoia, PTSD, and had no place to 
turn for therapy or emotional recovery. 
… Too many crime survivors never 
receive the care and support they need.1 

Given this major gap in support for the majority 
of crime victims, the question is, “should 
prosecutors step in to fill this void?” The answer 
is a resounding yes. Focusing on the harm 
done to all survivors means not only helping to 
repair the bullet wound, but also the collateral 
impact of that harm—including the lost wages, 
the inability to care for other family members 
during recovery, the lasting intergenerational 
and community-wide impact of unaddressed 
trauma, and the chronic stress that too many 
survivors experience. It is also this crime 
survivor who, if better served, could possibly 
prevent the next violent act from occurring. 
If trauma were more quickly identified and 
acknowledged and treatment were more widely 
offered, perhaps there would be fewer victims 
in the first place. 

PRESENT OBSTACLES TO MEETING THE NEEDS 
OF ALL CRIME SURVIVORS

When we seek to address the needs of 
victims of uncharged crime, a number of 
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1Alliance for Safety and Violence. (2018). Crime Survivors Speak: Michigan Victims’’ Views on Safety and Justice. [PDF] Retrieved 
from https://allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/ASJ_MichiganCrimeSurvivorBrief-F2-ONLINE.pdf.

How Can Prosecutors Better Address 
The Needs Of Crime Survivors?
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tensions arise. Tension arises between 
providing greater outreach to both victims 
and the community and the prosecutor’s 
traditional focus on criminal case proceedings. 
Tension may also arise between the goals 
of strengthening community trust through 
enhanced engagement with all victims and 
keeping community relations “at arm’s-length” 
to maintain a quasi-judicial role. There is also 
tension between traditional concepts of holding 
guilty parties accountable through convictions 
and protecting the innocent, grappling with 
what accountability means for victims, knowing 
how to best heal the harm caused by crime, 
and understanding how victims face disparate 
treatment depending on the nature of the crime 
and their demographics. Finally, tension may 
arise between police officers’ perception of the 
expanded role of the prosecutor as a criticism 
of their ability to solve cases, rather than as a 
recognition of the prosecutor’s obligation to fully 
address the needs of chronically underserved 
crime survivors. 

Prosecutors must embrace these tensions. It 
is an unacceptable public safety problem that 
many survivors are left to fend for themselves 
in the aftermath of crime. Trauma is too often 
left untreated, initiating a costly domino effect 
of further harm for a victim, their family, and the 
broader community. 

i. Low Crime Reporting Means Limited 
Engagement Between Victims and 
Prosecutors

Low crime reporting results in a limited capacity 
for criminal justice officials to address crime 
and advance public safety. More than half of 
all crimes go unreported, and, of those that are 
reported, many do not result in prosecution or 
conviction.2 That means that many victims of 
crime do not engage with prosecutors at all. 

This lack of reporting and engagement leads 
to continued public safety problems and a lack 
of accountability that deepens mistrust and 

decreases legitimacy. The result is a “snowball” 
effect wherein prosecutors are unable to serve 
victims adequately because of limited reporting 
and engagement; prosecutors’ inability to 
respond to victims’ needs further diminishes 
the trust that victims have in the criminal 
justice system; the victims’ mistrust further 
hinders victims’ engagement with prosecutors; 
and the limited engagement further hinders 
prosecutors’ effectiveness. 

This cycle compromises both public safety and 
the legitimacy of the criminal justice system as 
a whole. Violence intervention expert and John 
Jay College of Criminal Justice professor David 
Kennedy explains how low rates of arrest and 
prosecution impact communities: “When cops 
lack trust in the tiny geographic areas where 
most shootings occur—and where the penalties 
for talking to police are well understood—lots 
of shootings go unsolved. And that leads to 
more shootings.”3

In many low-income communities and 
communities of color, this cycle is particularly 
exacerbated by unfair and biased criminal justice 
practices. Communities of color have suffered 
from historically unjust policies, ranging from 
slavery and lynchings to racially disparate 
treatment and inconsistent application of 
criminal justice policies.4 Ultimately, if an 
individual is aggressively prosecuted when 
she is a defendant but is not supported or 
treated with dignity when she is a victim, she 
is likely to have even less trust in the criminal 
justice system and to be unwilling to engage 
with the system in the future. National statistics 
demonstrate the disproportionate impact of 
crime and violence on communities of color. 
People of color are 15 percent more likely to 
be victims of crime, with 18 to 24-year-olds 
experiencing crime at nearly twice the rate 
of any other age group.5 Further, the rate of 
victimization among individuals with family 
incomes of less than $15,000 is over three 
times the rate of those with family incomes of 
$75,000 or more.6 
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2U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, National Crime Victimization Survey, 1973-2016. https://www.bjs.gov/
index.cfm?ty=dcdetail&iid=245. 
3Rios, E. and K. Wright (2015) Black Deaths Matter. Mother Jones. 
4Davis, A. (2017). A Presumption of Guilt, The Legacy of America’s History of Racial Injustice. Policing the Black Man: Arrest, 
Prosecution and Imprisonment. (pp. 3 – 31). New York: Pantheon Books.
5Alliance for Safety and Justice. Crime Survivors Speak: The First-Ever National Survey of Victims’ Views on Safety and Justice. 
[PDF]. Retrieved from https://www.allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/crimesurvivorsspeak/.



Because prosecutors rely on the work of police 
departments to bring criminal charges in most 
cases, there can be no charges when a suspect 
is not identified. Typically, the percentage of 
nonfatal shooting cases where a suspect has 
been identified and the case is brought to 
the attention of a prosecutor represents the 
amount of information prosecutors have about 
their communities. 

Although limited, the data we do have paints 
a grim picture of the continuous cycle of low 
reporting rates leading to low prosecution 
rates and communities’ lack of confidence 
in the effectiveness of the criminal justice 
system. For example, the Major Cities Chiefs 
Association reported that in 2017, Chicago had 
328 homicides and, the number of reported, 
nonfatal shootings was 1371—over four times 
the number of homicides.7 This crisis of under 
reporting is demonstrated by a single weekend 
in Chicago in August 2018, wherein 74 
people were shot despite an increased police 
presence in the most at-risk neighborhoods.8 
No arrests were made and no criminal charges 
were filed, prompting the mayor and the police 
superintendent to appeal to the community to 
come forward with information to hold people 
accountable for the carnage, which included 
12 fatalities. Following that weekend, Cook 
County State’s Attorney Kim Foxx reported 
remarked “I think it is disheartening that we are 
at Tuesday after the weekend we had without 
anyone being charged. The feeling that people 
can do this with impunity makes the work that 
much more difficult.”9

Likewise, in 2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, the 
number of nonfatal shootings reported was 
more than triple the number of homicides: 149 
homicides versus 506 nonfatal shootings.10 

Yet, the percentage of nonfatal shooting cases 
where an arrest or identification of a suspect 
was made was less than 50 percent. Between 
2014 and 2017, an average of 422 nonfatal 
shootings per year were reported by the Kansas 
City Police Department. However, an average 
of 74 incidents per year were submitted to the 
prosecutor’s office for formal charges, resulting 
in the prosecution of only 17.6 percent of non-
fatal shootings. Thus, 82.3 percent of shooting 
victims never had their cases addressed by the 
justice system. 

Many other U.S. cities similarly struggle with 
shockingly low clearance rates, especially 
in cases involving gun violence and nonfatal 
shootings. The Federal Bureau of Investigation 
reported that in 2014, police identified a 
suspect or made an arrest in just 39.4 percent 
of aggravated assaults involving a firearm 
nationally. In 2015, this number fell to just 
37.3 percent.11 The inability of prosecutors to 
address such a large number of violent crimes 
further discourages cooperation between 
victims and prosecutors because the likelihood 
that criminal charges will be filed is too low to 
give victims the confidence to bear the risks and 
burdens of cooperating with law enforcement.12

 
Low crime reporting rates also mean that 
many crime survivors never receive services 
to address their trauma. Because many 
victims’ services are only accessed at the 
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6Alliance for Safety and Justice. Crime Survivors Speak: The First-Ever National Survey of Victims’ Views on Safety and Justice. 
[PDF]. Retrieved from https://www.allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/crimesurvivorsspeak/; ; William T. Grant Foundation. (2014). 
Understanding Inequality and the Justice System Response: Charting a New Way Forward. University of Maryland, College Park. 
John H. Laub. Retrieved from http://wtgrantfoundation.org/library/uploads/2015/09/Inequality-and-the-Justice-System-Response-
Charting-a-New-Way-Forward.pdf; Office of Justice Programs, National Institute of Justice. (n.d.). Gun Violence. Retrieved from 
https://www.nij.gov/topics/crime/gun-violence/pages/welcome.aspx.
7Major Cities Chiefs Association. (July 31, 2017). Violent Crime Survey – National Totals, Midyear Comparison, 2017 and 
2016 . [PDF]. Retrieved from https://www.majorcitieschiefs.com/pdf/news/mcca_violent_crime_report_2017_and_2016_
midyear_07312017_update.pdf.
8Sweeney, A., and Gorner, J. Why Violent Crimes Go Unsolved, The Chicago Tribune, Aug. 8, 2018. 
9Ibid.
10Data analysis by the Jackson County Prosecutor’s Office of Jackson County KARPEL data system, conducted on July 12, 2018 
for non-fatal shooting reported between 2014 and 2017.
11Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reporting. (2015). Table 27: Percent of Offenses Cleared by Arrest or Exceptional 
Means. Retrieved from https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2015/crime-in-the-u.s.-2015/tables/table-27; Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, Uniform Crime Reporting. (2014). Table 27: Percent of Offenses Cleared by Arrest or Exceptional Means. Retrieved 
from https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2014/crime-in-the-u.s.-2014/tables/table-27. 
12Kotlowitz, A. (September 20, 2016). Solving Chicago’s Murders Could Prevent More. The New Yorker. Retrieved from https://
www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/solving-chicagos-murders-could-prevent-more.
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point of prosecution, few victims gain access 
to counseling, compensation, or other forms 
of support to recover from the crime incident. 
Thus, many victims are left to suffer from 
unaddressed trauma and to live in fear of 
being re-victimized, particularly when the 
people who perpetrated the crimes are not 
held accountable.13 This unaddressed trauma 
can cause a lifetime of challenges, such as 
economic or familial instability, mental health 
or substance abuse issues, re-victimization, 
and even future criminal involvement.14

ii. The Prosecutor’s Focus on the Courtroom 
Fails to Acknowledge the Victim as a Whole

The rights of victims in criminal proceedings 
have changed substantially in the last few 
decades. Historically, the role of the prosecutor 
has been to act as a neutral seeker of justice. 
The client is the community as a whole, not 
any single victim, and the prosecutor has a 
responsibility to vigorously pursue justice in 
each case using her independent judgment. 
While the role of prosecutors as neutral seekers 
of justice remains today, the proliferation of 
victims’ rights laws across the country has 
increased prosecutorial obligations to engage 
with crime victims during the criminal process 
when a criminal indictment is filed. Most 
jurisdictions require that victims be notified of 
criminal proceedings and of their right to be 
present and heard at different stages of the 
process. Victims also have rights including 
restitution and compensation in some 
circumstances and jurisdictions. As these legal 
changes have emerged, prosecutors’ offices 
have adapted. Many now have protocols to 
ensure victims receive proper notification of 
criminal proceedings and many prosecutor 
offices have victim/witness assistance 
departments to help victims with compensation 
applications or restitution procedures. 

Despite these changes in law and practices, the 
prosecutor’s obligation to victims is generally 
limited to instances in which a prosecution has 

commenced. This means that prosecutors 
engage victims with a limited view— adhering 
to basic victim notification laws and focusing 
primarily on how a victim will present as a 
witness in the criminal case, how a victim’s 
participation or testimony will impact the 
probability of obtaining a conviction. 

Although this prosecution-focused engagement 
is important and understandable, a focus on 
the criminal proceedings alone is not sufficient 
to meet the needs of most crime victims or 
advance the broader goal of public safety. 

The emphasis on criminal proceedings prevents 
many prosecutors from seeing victims as whole 
persons and survivors of crimes. For example, 
in cases involving nonfatal shootings, victims 
may be reluctant to cooperate out of a fear of 
retaliation, a lack of trust in the likelihood of a 
conviction, or a fear of their own involvement in 
street-level violence. Prosecutors often believe 
that victims who are reluctant to cooperate will 
not make “good” witnesses because they fear 
that a victim’s reluctance to testify will lead a jury 
to construe the victim as being disingenuous. 
When victims are labeled as either “good” or 
“bad,” the “bad” victims are more likely to feel 
disregarded throughout the criminal justice 
process. Prosecutors struggling with an 
uncooperative shooting victim may decide not 
to bring charges at all, which exacerbates the 
victim’s feeling that she is unsafe. So instead of 
first asking, “is there a case?” perhaps the first 
question should be, “is the victim safe?” Only 
after a victim is safe can recovery occur, even 
if ultimately there is no criminal case. 

iii. Limited Funding Perpetuates Limited 
Victim Support

Despite the growth of victims’ rights in criminal 
proceedings and greater awareness of the 
breadth of victims’ needs in the criminal justice 
system, there is no independently-mandated 
government function to provide holistic support 
to victims of crime. 

13Alliance for Safety and Justice. Crime Survivors Speak: The First-Ever National Survey of Victims’ Views on Safety and Justice. 
[PDF]. Retrieved from https://www.allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/crimesurvivorsspeak/.
14The Council of State Governments Justice Center. (2015). Reducing Recidivism and Improving Other Outcomes for Young 
Adults in the Juvenile and Adult Criminal Justice Systems. [PDF]. Retrieved from https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/11/Transitional-Age-Brief.pdf; Alliance for Safety and Justice. Crime Survivors Speak: The First-Ever National Survey 
of Victims’ Views on Safety and Justice. [PDF]. Retrieved from https://www.allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/crimesurvivorsspeak/.



Although prosecutors’ offices are one of the 
lead criminal justice vehicle through which 
victims access support services the funding 
for prosecutors’ offices do not reflect this core 
function and major public safety need. Instead, 
the funding for prosecutors offices reflects 
the priority and expectation that prosecutors 
are focused on formal criminal proceedings 
in pursuit of criminal convictions. As a result, 
office resources are generally dedicated to 
supporting attorneys in prosecuting cases, 
rather than supporting victims. Indeed, 
budgets are often driven by an analysis of 
attorney caseloads.15 Most prosecutors’ offices 
do not have the resources either to carry out a 
broader mandate to engage with more victims 
outside the courtroom or to offer more holistic 
support at the community level to reach victims 
of uncharged crime. 

Although innovative approaches for reaching 
more victims of crime are emerging in many 
prosecutors’ offices, those innovations are 
often under-supported and not fully integrated 
into the culture of the prosecutors’ office. Many 
survivors of violence face substantial legal, 
financial, and mental and physical health 
issues that require long-term support, but 
many innovations in crime victim outreach are 
of limited utility because of the limited amount 
of support that can be provided by prosecutor’s 
offices. 

iv. Inequities in Victim Treatment Prevent 
Many Victims from Getting Support

The victims’ rights movement has greatly 
improved the justice system’s responsiveness 
to the needs of many crime victims and has 
educated the public on a range of victimization 
issues that were historically misunderstood 
or poorly addressed. Although some crime 
survivors now have advocacy groups that 
speak up for their rights, not all victims have 
a public voice. Specifically, there are few 
established or well-resourced advocacy 
groups for nonfatal shooting victims, despite 

the size of the population. As Crime Survivors 
for Safety’s Aswad Thomas noted, “it’s nearly 
impossible to focus on healing and safety while 
trying to pay medical bills, handle inquiries from 
law enforcement and return to work. Services 
intended to help survivors are unknown or hard 
to find. Meanwhile, community groups that 
have credibility with residents operate with little 
to no support. This must change.”16

In 2011, there were nearly half a million nonfatal 
shootings nationwide, yet victims of these 
crimes are not always perceived of as “real” 
victims of crime.17 This is largely because current 
and historic racial biases have dominated the 
public narrative and categorized some victims 
of crime as unworthy of sympathy. As a result, 
the public narrative prevents services and 
resources from reaching those who need them 
and jeopardizes equal protection under the law. 

Even though some victims are engaged in high-
risk behaviors that can contribute to cycles 
of violence and impact prosecutions, many 
others are not. It is important to recognize that 
an over-emphasis on victim behavior leads to 
disparate treatment of victims. Additionally, 
the complex nature of the cycle of crime is 
difficult to interrupt without interventions that 
adequately engage with and seek to support 
all victims. 

The justice system is adversarial and there is 
often an assumption of a bright-line distinction 
between victims of crime and those who 
commit crime, but in reality, crime cycles 
are more complicated. Much of crime and 
violence occurs between people who know 
each other, and research shows that victims 
and defendants often come from the same 
backgrounds or communities. Many victims 
who have great mistrust of the criminal 
justice system have arrest or criminal records 
themselves, despite also being the victims of 
violence.15 If victims feel blamed by the justice 
system for their involvement or are treated as if 
they are at fault for their victimization, they may 
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1534 U.S. Code, § 20101 - 20144; see also U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Office for Victims of Crime, 
“Grants and Funding,” https://ojp.gov/ovc/grants/index.html.
16Thomas, A. (April 8, 2016). California Crime Survivors Must Speak Out for Smart Justice,” The Sacramento Bee. Retrieved from 
https://www.sacbee.com/opinion/op-ed/soapbox/article70802512.html.
17Office of Justice Programs, National Institute of Justice. (n.d.). Gun Violence. Retrieved from https://www.nij.gov/topics/crime/
gun-violence/pages/welcome.aspx.
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feel isolated and may feel the need to respond 
to instances of violence on their own. They 
may disengage from the justice system or seek 
other avenues to access justice. It is important 
that all crime victims feel treated with dignity 
and concern. 
 
v. The Criminal Justice Process Can 
Exacerbate Victim’s Trauma

People who feel blamed for their own 
victimization may become re-traumatized 
by their interactions with the criminal justice 
system, worsening the impact of the initial 
drama on their overall health and life.

Even initial engagement with the criminal justice 
system can worsen a victim’s trauma. Victims 
may fear system engagement because they do 
not want to relive traumatic events, are afraid 
of exposure to the media or the public, or are 
suffering from traumatic stress that may be 
triggered by the stressful experience of going 
through the criminal justice process. Although 
increased attention has been paid to the impact 
of trauma, there remains a knowledge gap 
among justice system agencies about how 
trauma, especially repeated or chronic exposure 
to crime and violence, impacts crime survivors. 

Most criminal justice agencies do not have the 
competency or capacity to train staff about 
the impacts of trauma for crime survivors or to 
develop trauma-informed systems to help reduce 
stress and limit re-traumatization for victims. In 
turn, victims become more reluctant to engage 
with the justice system, preventing interactions 
between justice system representatives and 
victims that could lead to support. 

vi. A Focus on Convictions over Healing 
Harm Limits Victim Satisfaction

A final obstacle to victim engagement emerges 
when victims do not want to resolve crime 
incidents through traditional criminal justice 
system channels. The emphasis on obtaining 
criminal convictions and sentences of prison or 
probation to hold perpetrators accountable has 
proliferated over decades as state corrections 
systems have grown, and laws have changed 
to mandate specific incarceration or probation 
terms as the required sentences for certain 
crimes. There are limited options to resolve 

criminal cases through alternative solutions, 
despite the fact that many survivors of crime 
would prefer alternatives to these traditional 
sentences. When given options such as 
restorative justice programs or collaborative 
court models that provide holistic responses to 
address crime drivers, many victims experience 
greater satisfaction with the criminal process. 
Additionally, many participants in these 
programs experience lower recidivism rates than 
similarly situated people who are sentenced to 
incarceration. Yet, the opportunities for victims 
to advocate for alternative resolutions are 
limited because few jurisdictions have such 
options available. Additionally, the prosecutorial 
obligation to make impartial decisions about 
how to pursue accountability independent 
of a victim’s wishes limits consultation with 
victims regarding alternative options they may 
be interested in pursuing to resolve a case. 
Prosecutors should be educated about the 
potential benefit of alternative models as a 
way of improving victims’ experiences with the 
justice system, and should learn to explain such 
options to victims. 

BETTER PATHS FORWARD

Although none of these challenges are easy 
to address, there are promising efforts already 
underway that can pave a path forward for 
prosecutors to strengthen community trust and 
better meet the needs of survivors, especially 
victims of uncharged crime. 

i. Increase Access to More Comprehensive 
Data on Victimization

As prosecutors increase their role in supporting 
victims beyond the courtroom, the need for 
more complete and accurate data about 
crime victims becomes increasingly evident. 
Data across different communities on rates 
of victimization, how victims access services, 
and victim satisfaction within the justice system 
can help prosecutors better understand crime 
survivors’ needs and aid the justice system 
in refining its strategies for improving public 
safety and reducing victimization. 

Because many instances of criminal conduct 
and violence are not reported, other local 
systems like the public health system often 
have information about victimization patterns or 



neighborhood violence that the justice system 
often lacks. For example, hospital emergency 
room data generally indicates that the rate of 
intimate relationship violence is four times higher 
than what is reported in the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics’ National Crime Victimization Survey. 

Studies have demonstrated the benefits of 
sharing data between emergency rooms 
and law enforcement to combat crime and 
address the needs of those most impacted 
by crime. Decisions justice system leaders 
need to make related to resource deployment, 
community outreach, and the expansion of 
violence prevention strategies can be greatly 
improved through communication with local 
hospitals, schools, and other public systems to 
understand safety patterns and needs.  

Few local or state jurisdictions regularly 
collect or maintain information about victims 
or victimization trends, further limiting the 
effectiveness of criminal justice responses. 
Beyond collaborating with other public systems 
that may have more information, prosecutors can 
also help address the data gap by advocating for 
state and local jurisdictions to conduct annual 
victimization studies. These can be modeled 
after the national annual crime victimization 
survey, a comprehensive national survey about 
who experiences crime and violence, which 
helps paint a holistic picture of victimization 
without relying solely on reported crime.18 

In an effort to build trust and identify victims’ 
needs, prosecutors can increase transparency 
by sharing internal data and statistics with the 
public. In 2017, for instance, Cook County, 
Illinois State’s Attorney Kim Foxx made the 
unprecedented move of releasing over six 
years of felony criminal case data. Delineated 
by intake, initiation, disposition, and sentencing, 
Foxx’s data report included more than 45 million 
data points presented in a format that allowed 
the public to understand and track prosecution 
information that had not been publicly available 
in the past. The Cook County data showed that 
in 2013 only 11 percent of nonfatal shootings 
resulted in an arrest, and in 2014 and 2015 the 
percentages of arrests in nonfatal shootings 
fell to 10 percent and 7.5 percent, respectively. 

This data highlighted the urgent need for 
increased resources for victims of nonfatal 
shootings in Cook County. With over half a 
million cases per year, the release of this data 
served to enhance transparency regarding the 
decisions and outcomes of the State Attorney’s 
Office and enabled the Office to use data to 
track the impact of its prosecution priorities 
and to communicate with the public. 

ii. Prioritize Community Partnerships to 
Develop New Approaches to Reach Survivors

One key to strengthening trust and supporting 
more victims is the recognition that a focus 
on convictions and prison time cannot solve 
public safety crises. The more prosecutors 
embrace community partnerships as central 
parts of local public safety strategies, the more 
collective action beyond the courtroom can 
grow to support victims and stop cycles of 
crime. Engaging at the community level and 
emphasizing support for victims of uncharged 
crime is a large shift. It is one that needs to 
be understood as a core concern for achieving 
safety and must be embraced by partners in the 
criminal justice system, community partners, 
and state and local administrators who provide 
funding for local prosecutor offices. 

Prosecutors can embrace and support 
community partnerships by building relationships 
with community leaders, championing and 
investing in community-led safety initiatives, 
and joining with other elected officials and 
justice system leaders to collaborate with 
community partners and launch new public 
safety strategies. 

Some jurisdictions offer pioneering examples 
of the kind of community partnerships that 
prosecutors and elected officials should 
embrace. In Newark, New Jersey, for instance, 
Mayor Ras Baraka, in partnership with violence 
intervention expert Aqeela Sherrills implemented 
the Newark Community Street Teams to work 
with young people impacted by gun violence. 
Through this initiative, community members are 
trained in trauma-informed care as “mediators 
and interrupters” who engage in outreach and 
de-escalation to help resolve neighborhood 
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conflicts and provide mentoring and support for 
life skills development for young people. The 
“interrupters” are on call 24 hours a day and 
inform the community about access to resources 
for crime victims and their families while also 
proactively working to prevent future violence.19 

Advance Peace, created and led by Devone 
Boggan, a violence prevention expert, in 
Richmond, California, seeks to interrupt gun 
violence by providing conflict mediation, 
mentoring, and financial support. The goal 
of Advance Peace is to disrupt the cycle of 
retaliatory gun violence by offering “peacemaker 
fellowships” to those young people who are at 
the greatest risk of becoming either a victim or 
perpetrator of gun violence. The peacemaker 
fellows pledge not to engage in gun violence 
and are given job training and a stipend if they 
demonstrate positive behavior.20

In Watts, California, homicide rates dropped 
dramatically after community leaders came 
together to create the Watts Gang Task Force, 
which formed a partnership between law 
enforcement and other public agencies. The 
reductions in nonfatal shootings and homicides 
have been credited to the relationships between 
community and law enforcement forged by 
community need.21

Initiatives like these have reduced neighborhood 
violence rates by building relationships with 
survivors of uncharged crimes and using 
nontraditional strategies rooted in community 
trust. Prosecutors are in a key position in the 
justice system to legitimize and cultivate support 
for these and other nontraditional strategies. 

iii. Build Community Trust

Beyond embracing community partnerships 
as a core public safety strategy, prosecutors’ 
offices can also directly engage with survivors 

of uncharged crime to build trust with the 
communities they serve. 

Prosecutors can build mutual understanding 
through direct outreach and by providing 
support. For example, in Jackson County, 
Missouri, County Attorney Jean Peters 
Baker- a co-author of this paper- and other 
prosecutors are partnering with community 
organizations to reach out to witnesses and 
survivors of crime. Through a program called 
Caring for Crime Survivors, which aims to help 
victims of nonfatal shootings within days of the 
crime without regard to whether the case was 
solved or charged, prosecutors and community 
partners knock on doors and coordinate 
support and services to address the victims’ 
and witnesses’ immediate needs.22 The primary 
focus is addressing needs, not investigation. 
When prosecutors demonstrate a commitment 
to the needs and perspectives of those directly 
impacted by crime, victims experience dignity, 
support, and concern, and prosecutors 
build trust. These creative strategies enable 
prosecutors to understand survivors of crime 
beyond traditional investigative strategies and 
better enhance public safety. 

For another example of District Attorney-
community partnership, consider District 
Attorney Hillar Moore of East Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana, who in collaboration with the National 
Network for Safe Communities at John Jay 
College, coordinates outreach and home visits. 
The aim of these “custom notification” home 
visits is to make contact with individuals who 
may be at high risk for becoming either victims 
or a perpetrators of gun violence. The goal is 
to deter all parties from engaging in violence 
and to offer services and support, including 
education, counseling, and job training.23

Offering services directly to survivors of 
uncharged crime has the immediate positive 

19Carter, Barry. “Newark Street Team Builds Trust with Youth to Prevent Violence.” Nj.com, Nj.com, 28 Mar. 2017, www.nj.com/
essex/2017/03/newark_street_team_builds_trust_with_youth_to_prev.html.
20Advance Peace. (n.d). The Solution. Retrieved from https://www.advancepeace.org/about/the-solution/.
21Revoyr, Nina. (June 6, 2015). How Watts and LAPD Make Peace. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved from https://www.latimes.com/
opinion/op-ed/la-oe-revoyr-lessons-from-watts-gang-task-force-20150607-story.html. 
22Jackson County Prosecutor, MO. (n.d). Victim and Witness Services. Retrieved from http://www.jacksoncountyprosecutor.
com/163/Victim-Witness-Services
23Toohey, Grace. (June 16, 2018). “That Personal Aspect:” Baton Rouge Officials Ramp Up Custom Home Visits Hoping to 
Intervene in Group Violence. The Advocate. Retrieved from https://www.theadvocate.com/baton_rouge/news/crime_police/
article_eb6817f6-6b2f-11e8-b621-e76ed1185bf2.html. 



impact of supporting people in the aftermath 
of traumatic incidents and sending messages 
of care and concern, which are frequently 
missing from the experiences that survivors 
of uncharged crime have when engaging with 
the criminal justice system. It is important to 
urgently get help to those in need, thereby 
supporting survivors and increasing trust 
between communities and the justice system. 
This expansion of trust can help improve 
prosecutorial outcomes as well. When 
community members – including those most 
impacted by crime – have faith in the intent 
and competency of the criminal justice system, 
they are more likely to report crime and work 
with prosecutors to solve cases, increasing 
public safety and law enforcement legitimacy. 

iv. Develop Trainings on Trauma and Trauma-
Informed Practices

Growing research on the physical and 
mental impact of trauma on crime survivors 
demonstrates that survivors experience a wide 
range of challenges that have dramatic impacts 
on wellbeing, stability, and life outcomes. 
Unfortunately, these impacts are rarely 
understood by the public systems with which 
victims interact. Survivors are more likely 
to utilize the justice system to get help and 
experience the justice system positively if 
system officials are trained in and capable of 
engaging with survivors through a trauma-
informed lens. 

Understanding the impact of trauma on the 
brain and body can help prosecutors better 
moderate their interactions with crime survivors 
and more comprehensively meet their needs. 
Training and the development of trauma-
informed practices can reduce re-traumatization 
for victims, increase collaboration between 
victims and prosecutors on cases, and expand 
opportunities for victims to gain the long-term 
support needed to recover from crime.

Some prosecutors’ offices are beginning 
to train staff and partners in responding to 

the needs of traumatized victims and are 
taking steps toward revamping prosecutorial 
practices to be more trauma-informed. 
Manhattan District Attorney, Cyrus Vance Jr., 
for example, initiated trainings through the 
Special Victim’s Bureau for prosecutors on 
the effects of trauma on the brain, including 
a discussion of how trauma impacts victims’ 
memory and reactions to stress.24 Through the 
office’s Criminal Justice Investment Initiative, 
the District Attorney is also investing millions of 
dollars in expanding best practices to address 
trauma among underserved crime victims, 
provide support to nonprofit organizations 
that help survivors recover from trauma, and 
train justice system personnel to recognize the 
signs and symptoms of trauma.25

v. Advocate for Greater Victim Access to 
Trauma Recovery Support

Despite growing awareness about the 
debilitating impacts of trauma, especially for 
people exposed to chronic or repeat violence, 
very few crime survivors have ready access 
to trauma recovery support. Fortunately, new 
models are emerging that can provide holistic 
mental health and recovery support services 
to survivors to improve wellbeing and life 
expectancy outcomes. As chief public safety 
leaders, prosecutors are well positioned to 
advocate for the development of partnerships 
that can expand trauma recovery support. 

For example, the Trauma Recovery Center 
(“TRC”) Model emerged from a partnership 
between local health and criminal justice 
system leaders to provide holistic, wrap-
around, and long-term services for victims 
of violence. It is focused on providing mental 
health treatment, justice system navigation, 
and family support services to victims at the 
community-level, through community-based 
organizations, universities, hospitals, and other 
clinical service providers.26 This collaborative 
model began in San Francisco as a pilot 
program for victims of sexual assault, a crime 
for which there is often very low reporting and 
prosecution. The TRC model has evolved into 
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25“Frequently Asked Questions.” Criminal Justice Investment Initiative, cjii.org/about/faqs/.
26Alliance for Safety and Justice. “Trauma Recovery Centers,” https://www.traumarecoverycentermodel.org/.



PROSECUTORS AND CRIME SURVIVORS | 11

an example of how to deliver trauma recovery 
support for all types of victims of violence 
across the nation. Its dual aims are to reduce 
cycles of violence and address the trauma 
caused by them. 

Initially, while there was some concern that this 
model would further hinder victim engagement 
or cooperation with the criminal justice 
system, the opposite has happened; the San 
Francisco TRC has seen a significant increase 
in victim engagement with law enforcement 
for victims who went through the TRC as 
compared to those that did not. With health 
care professionals and social workers trained 
in case management and crisis intervention 
support, victims have access to evidence-
based services and build relationships with 
trusted service providers. This model has 
helped improve crime reporting, access to 
services, and victim satisfaction with justice 
system interactions, and has also helped 
reduce the debilitating impacts of trauma.27

The TRC Model has been adapted in Ohio and 
Michigan, with a particular focus on victims of 
traumatic violent crimes such as gunshot and 
stab wounds, gang violence, sexual assault, 
human trafficking, domestic violence, and hate 
crimes.28 Further, each replication of the model 
has enhanced partnerships between service 
providers, communities, and the criminal 
justice system, with particular benefits for 
prosecutors’ case resolution. 

Hospital-based violence intervention programs 
offer another example of groundbreaking ways 
to engage with survivors to address trauma. 
Hospital-based violence intervention programs 
are dedicated to engaging hospital patients 
in the immediate aftermath of violence when 

they are recovering in the hospital after a 
violent injury, providing trauma-informed care, 
and reducing the chance of retaliation and 
recurrence. These programs engage in direct 
outreach at the point of hospitalization to young 
victims of violent crime to offer wrap-around 
support. Such programs have a strong track 
record of reducing repeat victimization and 
addressing the long-term impacts of trauma.29

Prosecutors can champion the development 
of trauma recovery centers and hospital-
based intervention programs and scale these 
programs to meet local and statewide needs. 

vi. Develop Effective Alternatives to 
Traditional Prosecutions

As the nation grapples with the extraordinarily 
high costs associated with the dramatic 
increases in incarceration, associated 
disparities, and high rates of recidivism, victims 
are calling for new solutions that build stronger, 
safer communities through more balanced 
approaches to public safety.30 People most 
impacted by crime often recognize that safety 
encompasses a broader set of goals than 
justice and desire approaches to public safety 
that emphasize crime prevention, rehabilitation, 
and trauma recovery. For example, the first 
national survey of crime survivors, conducted 
by the Alliance for Safety and Justice, found that 
when weighing the importance of investments 
in public safety, victims prefer restorative 
justice and treatment options to investments 
in incarceration.31 In fact, seven in ten “victims 
prefer that prosecutors focus on solving 
neighborhood problems and stopping repeat 
crimes through rehabilitation, even if it means 
fewer convictions and prison sentences.”32 
Expanding the options available to hold those 

27Boccellari, Alicia. “Trauma Recovery Center Vision and Mission.” Trauma Recovery Center, 2017, traumarecoverycenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/05/01-Mission-and-Vision-v1.pdf.
28Alliance for Safety and Justice. (October 27, 2017). Michigan Launches First Trauma Recovery Center in Flint for Victims of 
Violent Crime. Retrieved from https://allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/press-release/michigan-launches-first-trauma-recovery-
center-flint-victims-violent-crime/; Zeltner, B. (January 31, 2017). Ohio AG Mike DeWine to Award $2.6M for Trauma Recovery 
Center Network. cleveland.com. Retrieved from https://www.cleveland.com/healthfit/index.ssf/2017/01/ohio_ag_mike_dewine_to_
give_26.html 
29See, National Network of Hospital-Based Violence Intervention Programs.
30Office of Justice Programs, National Institute of Justice. (2014). Recidivism. Retrieved from https://www.nij.gov/topics/
corrections/recidivism/Pages/welcome.aspx. 
31Alliance for Safety and Justice. Crime Survivors Speak: The First-Ever National Survey of Victims’ Views on Safety and Justice. 
[PDF]. Retrieved from https://www.allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/crimesurvivorsspeak/..
32Alliance for Safety and Justice. Crime Survivors Speak: The First-Ever National Survey of Victims’ Views on Safety and Justice. 
[PDF]. Retrieved from https://www.allianceforsafetyandjustice.org/crimesurvivorsspeak/.



who commit crime accountable can reduce 
recidivism, increase victim participation in the 
justice system and improve victim satisfaction 
with case outcomes. 

Restorative justice is a leading example of 
an effective alternative to the traditional 
criminal justice case resolution processes. 
Restorative justice is a transformative 
approach to resolving incidents of crime 
and violence that uses dialogues focused 
on solutions to repair the harm caused to 
the survivor and the community, and to 
rehabilitate the person that committed the 
crime. The process prioritizes restoring the 
victim and addresses the root causes that lead 
the person who committed the crime to do so. 
Research indicates that restorative justice 
programs are more effective than traditional 
prosecutions at reducing recidivism and 
improving victim satisfaction than traditional 
prosecutions and sentences.33 

Many local jurisdictions across the country 
are developing and expanding restorative 
justice programs as mechanisms to reduce 
recidivism, support crime victims, and address 
chronic cycles of crime more effectively.

For example, Common Justice, a nonprofit 
organization in Brooklyn and the Bronx, offers 
a groundbreaking restorative justice model that 
operates as an alternative to incarceration and 
provides victim service programing so long as 
the survivors of assault, robbery, and other 
nonfatal violent crimes consent to the Common 
Justice model as an alternative to other available 
sentences. Common Justice operates as a 
diversion program using a restorative process 
that acknowledges the harm done, addresses 
the needs of the harmed person, and develops 
responses to hold the person responsible for 
the harm accountable.34

Additionally, the national nonprofit organization, 
Impact Justice, offers training and technical 
assistance to seven different jurisdictions 
through the Restorative Justice Project’s 
National Restorative Justice Diversion program 
to develop pre-charge diversion programs 
to meet survivor needs through “restorative 
community conferencing” in lieu of traditional 
responses to youth crime. This model is highly 
effective at reducing youth recidivism. It brings 
together the person harmed, the responsible 
youth, family members, and community 
members to talk about what happened and 
its impact. With guidance from the survivor, a 
plan is created for the young person to make 
things right, and, once completed, the case is 
dismissed without being charged.35

Several prosecutors have also pioneered 
innovative restorative justice initiatives in their 
offices. San Francisco District Attorney George 
Gascón, for instance, implemented “Make it 
Right,” a “restorative community conference” 
model in partnership with two community-
based programs.36 The program was started 
with particular attention to ameliorating racial 
disparities in the criminal justice system: 
African-American young people represented 
67 percent of detentions but only six percent 
of the city’s population. Through Make It Right, 
young people aged 13-17 who are facing a 
violent felony charge have an opportunity to 
participate in a facilitated dialogue with their 
victim and their supporters—including family, 
teachers, coaches–with the aim of developing 
an agreement for the young person to “repair 
harm, address root causes, and make 
amends.” With support from a case manager, 
the young person has six months to complete 
their agreement, at which time, if successful, 
the case is not charged. Since Make It Right’s 
inception, 32 youth have completed the 
program, with a 14 percent recidivism rate.37

33Rodriguez, N. (2007) Restorative Justice at Work: Examining the Impact of Restorative Justice Resolutions on Juvenile 
Recidivism, Crime & Delinquency, 53.3; see also The Government of Canada, Department of Justice, The Effectiveness of 
Restorative Justice Practices: A Meta-Analysis, retrieved from https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/rp-pr/csj-sjc/jsp-sjp/rp01_1-dr01_1/
p4.html. 
34Common Justice. (n.d.). Common Justice Model. Retrieved from https://www.commonjustice.org/common_justice_model.
35Impact Justice. (n.d.). Restorative Justice Project: Partnering With Communities to Address Harm Through Dialogue. Retrieved 
from https://impactjustice.org/impact/restorative-justice/. 
36San Francisco District Attorney. (n.d.). Make it Right: A New Approach to Juvenile Delinquency in San Francisco. Retrieved from 
https://sfdistrictattorney.org/make-it-right. 
37Ibid.
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In King County, Washington, Prosecuting 
Attorney Dan Satterberg has implemented 
Peace Circles. This initiative incorporates 
some of the restorative justice principles of 
tribes native to the region, with the aim of 
engaging young people in discussion and 
conflict resolution as an alternative to detention. 
Offered through community service rather than 
detention, over a dozen youth have completed 
Peace Circles, and the program has coalesced 
a diverse group of supporters including public 
defenders, probation officers, Seattle School 
District representatives, victim advocates, and 
faith leaders.38

Similarly, behavioral health courts, mental 
health diversion, community justice, 
neighborhood prosecution programs, and a 
myriad of other alternatives to incarceration 
strive to increase public safety without 
resorting to incarceration. When victims are 
afforded an opportunity to participate in case 
resolutions that both meet their needs and 
address underlying drivers of crime, such 
initiatives can contribute to their recovery from 
the crime incident, reduce the likelihood of 
continued engagement in crime by the person 
that committed the offense, and provide greater 
victim satisfaction with the criminal justice 
process overall.

vii. Use the Power of the Prosecutors Office 
to Give Voice to the Needs of All Victims
 
Even beyond initiatives led from within their 
offices, prosecutors play a very powerful role in 
the public square. As elected officials and chief 
local law enforcement officers, prosecutors 
hold significant influence in shaping both the 
public’s understanding of public safety issues 
and decision-makers’ understandings of crime 
policy priorities. State elected officials rely on 
the voices of prosecutors to understand public 
safety matters that come before legislative, 
gubernatorial, and state administrative bodies. 
Often, prosecutors’ opinions alone can trump 
those of other stakeholders or interest groups 
in determining public safety priorities at the 
state and local level. 

This level of influence is a power that should be 
wielded with careful consideration. Prosecutors 
should utilize this influential role to give a 
voice to the unmet needs of underserved 
crime survivors. When prosecutors speak to 
elevate these needs, they bring those needs 
into focus and help build a coalition around 
increasing support for underserved community 
members. Prosecutors can persuasively call 
for increased investments in community-based 
victim services programs, street outreach 
workers and violence interrupters, hospital-
based intervention-programs, trauma recovery 
programs, restorative justice programs, and 
other largely underfunded strategies that can 
more capably reach and support survivors of 
uncharged crime than traditional prosecution 
models. Advocating for the finances to make 
these strategies a reality would legitimize 
prosecutors among decision-makers and 
the general public, and help innovative 
programming become core public safety 
investments in jurisdictions across the nation.  
  
The power of the prosecutor can also be 
used to bring together stakeholders outside 
of the criminal justice system and develop 
partnerships in crime prevention and outreach 
to victims Prosecutors can offer their subject 
matter expertise on crime and victimization to 
guide collaborative initiatives. For instance, in 
Kansas City, Missouri county attorney, Peters 
Baker launched a program with local schools to 
offer cognitive behavioral therapy and conflict 
resolution to young people in public schools. 
This convening power, like the power to have 
significant influence over public policy, can be 
leveraged to prioritize the needs of victims of 
uncharged crimes. 

CONCLUSION 

Prosecutors are in a unique position to ensure 
that crime survivors, especially those least 
served by and least trusting of the criminal 
justice system, are served and supported. 
Although the role and defining metrics of 
prosecutors have traditionally concerned largely 
charges and convictions, there is an increasing 
recognition by elected prosecutors, as well as 
by the communities they serve, that prosecutors 

38Coalition for Public Safety, “Dan Satterberg,” https://www.coalitionforpublicsafety.org/justice-champions/dan-satterberg.



have an obligation to do much more. By stepping 
beyond the boundaries of the courthouse to 
meet the needs of crime survivors, prosecutors 
can better meet their mission to enhance public 
safety. Through this paradigm shift, prosecutors 
can fully live up to the oath of their office to 
represent the interests of all members of a 
community and to pursue justice.

The cycles of crime and reasons why some 
survivors’ needs are not met are complex and 
nuanced. We have touched on the particular 
lack of support, services, and justice for victims 
of non-fatal shootings, and have unearthed 
some of the dynamics behind this gap. It 
is our hope that this discussion will inspire 
prosecutors to rethink how they address all 
crimes and all community members, regardless 
of whether that person is accused of a crime, 
is a testifying victim of a crime, or is a victim of 
a crime who never sees justice in a courtroom. 

By embracing community partnerships, building 
community trust, expanding the availability of 

data about victimization, developing trauma-
informed office practices, expanding trauma 
recovery and supports, developing alternatives 
to case resolutions beyond traditional 
proceedings, and utilizing the power of the 
prosecutors’ office to bring victims’ experiences 
and needs to light, prosecutors can cultivate a 
breakthrough in how the justice system sees 
and supports survivors of crime. 

At a time of significant attention to the need 
for changes to our nation’s approach to 
criminal justice, it is critical that prosecutors 
seize the moment to transform how survivors 
of uncharged crime, who represents the vast 
majority of victims, are treated and supported. 
By placing the needs of survivors of uncharged 
crime at the center of advancements in victim 
services, community outreach and public 
safety priorities, prosecutors have the potential 
to build a more equitable and effective 
criminal justice system that strengthens trust 
with community and gets us much closer to 
achieving safety for all.
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