Victim Impact Statement Guide for Survivors
A Victim's Right to Speak...A Nation's Responsibility to Listen
The Victim Impact Statement may be the victim's only opportunity to tell the judge about the crime. 
PRIVATE
Victims of crime and their families have the right to participate and to be heard in the criminal justice system through the use of Victim Impact Statements. A Victim Impact Statement provides the victim with an opportunity to address the court prior to sentencing.  This opportunity also allows victims to personalize the crime and express the impact it has had on them and their families. This process may also aid victims in their emotional recovery. It grants the victim not only an opportunity to provide information for the judge to consider at sentencing, but allows the victim to articulate the pain, anguish, and financial devastation the crime has caused. Judges and other criminal justice system personnel have little opportunity to communicate how the crime affected the victim or secondary victims. A Victim Impact Statement provides the court with essential information, which leads to appropriate sentences and suitable restitution orders. 

Preparing a Victim Impact Statement 

PRIVATE
The following are guidelines for preparing a victim impact statement. These guidelines are for statements to be given at the sentencing of criminal defendants. 

General Guidelines for Impact Statements 

· There are no "rules" as to the format. If being delivered in writing, it's generally done in the form of the letter (many jurisdictions may provide a generic form for your use, but some do not). If a statement is just being delivered orally in court, some individuals will speak from the heart without notes; some will prepare an outline. Many do both written and oral statements; this is the best way to impress upon the court the extent of your concern. However, there are judges who will only allow one or the other. Find out from your prosecutor or victim advocate what to expect in your case. 

Consider the following facts when writing or speaking to the court: 
· The physical and emotional injuries incurred

· Effect of sudden death to remaining family members -- spouse, children, parents siblings -- loss of hopes, dreams, companionship, financial security, future
· Loss of ability to work and lost wages, due to emotional trauma
· Change in lifestyle -- ability to work, play, drive, forced relocation
· Impact on other members of the family
· Persisting  emotional trauma -- anxiety, nightmares, desperation
· Describe the ways the crime has impacted your life as well as the lives of your loved ones. Explain the psychological, emotional, or physical harm or trauma your have suffered. 
· Explain the extent of any economic loss or property damage, which resulted from the crime. 

· Give your reactions or objections to the proposed sentence. Jail, prison, work release, and community service can be addressed. Give a concise statement of what outcome you think is more appropriate and the reasons to support this opinion, including support for or opposition to a plea bargain, treatment or community service programs. Give your opinion as to an appropriate sentence, including your wishes regarding the defendant being ordered to pay restitution (restitution is a court order which directs defendants to pay victims back for any financial loss as a result of the crime - it generally does not compensate for pain and suffering, and is not the same as Crime Victim Compensation). Be realistic - ask for a sentence which can be imposed in your jurisdiction; your statement will be more meaningful. The prosecutor or victim advocate working with you should be able to guide you in this respect. Finally, you may ask that your written statement be attached to the pre-sentence investigation report. This is important because the report is not just used for sentencing purposes, but follows the defendant into the prison system for use in determining classifications. It may also be utilized by the board of Executive Clemency in making release decisions. 

· Although there's usually no time limit imposed, it is a good idea to keep your statement short. Five minutes or less is a recommended time frame when delivering a statement in court. If being submitted in writing, keeping it to one page is also advised. Even the most compelling statement may lack impact if it's too long. 

· Here are a few things to keep in mind. Many judges are strict about courtroom decorum; they will expect you to conduct yourself in a dignified manner and may be put off by extreme anger or vengeful comments. Even though they should understand why you would feel that way, they may not be accepting of such emotions. Also, many judges take the position that an impact statement must be addressed to the court, not the defendant (this makes sense since impact statements are intended to help the court in fashioning a sentence). It is usually permissible to make some comments to the defendant as long as most of the statement is being directed to the court. The bottom line - choosing to address the defendant instead of the court could result in you being interrupted to being told to stop without finishing your statement. So, if you feel strongly about saying something to the defendant, it is safest to: 

Keep your comments directed to the judge, saying something like “Your Honor, I’d like the defendant to know that I think....... 

Or, if you feel compelled to say something directly to the defendant, make sure it is the  end of your statement. 
· You are the voice of the victim. You are making this statement as a survivor, because the victim cannot speak for him/herself. Tell the judge about the victim. Tell about their past accomplishments, hopes for the future, goals, hobbies, community activities, relationships with family. Tell the judge all the things that will now never happen. 

· Many survivors provide the judge photographs of the victim. This could be a portrait, or it could be a small collection of photographs. You could put copies of the photos in a small album. No more than ten photos is best. You could write captions beside each photo, describing the photo, i.e. “Our Last Christmas”, “Graduation from High School”, etc. You may want to include photocopies of recognitions or awards that the victim received. The idea is to empress on the judge the human life that was taken, not just a crime that occurred, but a mother, father, parent, son, daughter or sibling. Let the judge know how many family members have been impacted by the criminal act.

· Homicide Survivors has collected Victim Impact Statements from survivors which you can read as examples. Let us know if you’d like us to send them to you. Also please consider sharing your statement to help another survivor in the future. 

