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Ethical Standards for
Victim Assistance
Providers

thical Standards for Victim Assistance Providers identifies behavioral

expectations for victim assistance providers based on core values for the

field. Ethical Standards for Victim Assistance Providers is intended as an
aspirational guideline applicable to a range of issues addressed in daily service
provision. The standards apply only to the victim assistance provider’s work-
related activities; that is, activities that are part of the victim assistance
provider’s functions or that deal explicitly with victim service issues. Included
are activities involved in on-the-job performance and off-duty times when the
victim assistance provider is acting as a representative of the victim service
program (e.g., at professional meetings), delivering victim services in the com-
munity (e.g., on volunteer crisis teams), and responding to professional infor-
mation (e.g., maintaining confidentiality of client information). Work-related
activities should be distinguished from the purely private conduct of a victim
assistance provider, which ordinarily is not within the scope of the Ethical
Standards for Victim Assistance Providers.

Each ethical standard has two components:

®m Standard statement. A declarative sentence outlining a clear expecta-
tion for ethical conduct.

m Standard commentary. The commentary clarifies intent of the standard
by providing narrative and/or examples. Although all examples may not
be applicable to individual situations, the victim assistance provider is
strongly encouraged to comply with principles set forth in the commen-
tary for Ethical Standards for Victim Assistance Providers.

Professionals formally trained in another field (e.g., psychology, social work)
but engaging in victim services will abide by their own professional codes of
ethics. If Ethical Standards for Victim Assistance Providers establishes a high-
er standard of conduct than is required by law or another professional ethic,
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the victim assistance provider must meet the higher
ethical standard. If Ethical Standards for Victim
Assistance Providers appears to conflict with the re-
quirements of law or another professional ethic, the
victim assistance provider should make known his/her
commitment to the Ethical Standards for Victim
Assistance Providers and take steps to resolve the con-
flict in a responsible manner. If neither law nor the
Ethical Standards for Victim Assistance Providers re-
solves an issue, the victim assistance provider might
consider other professional materials and the dictates of
conscience, and perhaps seek consultation with others

in the field.

Section l: Scope of Services

ETHICAL STANDARD 1.1: The victim assistance
provider understands his/her legal responsibilities,
limitations, and the implications of his/her actions
within the service delivery setting and performs du-
ties in accordance with laws, regulations, policies,
and legislated rights of persons served.

ETHICAL STANDARD 1.2: The victim assistance
provider accurately represents his/her professional
title, qualifications, and/or credentials in relationships
with the people served and in public advertising.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider’s job title
and/or professional credentials are to be disclosed to all
the people served and in written professional communi-
cations to avoid misunderstandings and misconceptions
about the victim assistance provider’s credentials, role,
and responsibilities. An exception may be when cre-
dentials are unrelated to the job or role being per-
formed (e.g., one may choose not to list a counseling
degree when employed in a position that does not
allow counseling). The victim assistance provider has
an obligation to inform the victim of the nature of
services to be provided and the purposes, goals, proce-
dures, and limitations that may affect the professional
relationship.

The victim assistance provider’s title is to be included if
the victim assistance provider’s name appears on busi-
ness cards, letterhead, brochures, directories, and adver-
tisements. In advertisements, the victim assistance
provider may describe fees, professional qualifications,
contact information, and services provided. The victim

assistance provider is discouraged from advertising serv-
ices in terms of quality or uniqueness and from using
victim testimonials. Advertisements are to be factual
and are to avoid false promises of cures.

The victim assistance provider is to abstain from fraud-
ulent use of letterhead, business cards, and other pro-
motional materials or of any record, diploma, or
certificate. Fraudulent use includes materials that have
been illegally or fraudulently obtained or issued or
which are misrepresentative in any way.

ETHICAL STANDARD 1.3: The victim assistance
provider maintains a high standard of professional
conduct.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider is to be
respectful of rules, procedures, and decorum before a
court or other adjudicatory body. The victim assistance
provider is to avoid impropriety and the appearance of
impropriety and should not engage in any conduct that
would adversely affect his/her fitness to provide servic-
es. Such conduct may include, but is not limited to vio-
lence, dishonesty, interference with the administration
of justice, and/or abuse of a professional position or
public office. In rare cases, exceptions might include
conduct explicitly directed toward demonstration,
protest, or other forms of social change advocacy; vic-
tim assistance providers are strongly encouraged to seri-
ously consider costs, benefits, and ethical implications
of such actions and to seek consultation and/or supervi-
sion about such advocacy.

The victim assistance provider is not to use his/her offi-
cial position to secure gifts, monetary rewards, or spe-
cial privileges or advantages. The victim assistance
provider is to clearly distinguish his/her personal views
from positions adopted by organizations for which
he/she works or is a member, and is not to communi-
cate personal views on organizational letterhead or any
other organizational communication tools.

ETHICAL STANDARD 1.4: The victim assistance
provider achieves and maintains a high level of pro-
fessional competence.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider is to take
all necessary and reasonable steps to maintain continu-
ing competence in service provision, including knowl-
edge of relevant scientific and professional information
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related to the services he/she renders. The victim assist-
ance provider will recognize the need for ongoing pro-
fessional development and make appropriate use of
professional, technical, and administrative resources.
The victim assistance provider is to obtain supervision
or engage in consultation when necessary to serve the
best interests of a victim.

The victim assistance provider is to limit services to
those permitted in the program position, and service
will be confined to tasks within the victim assistance
provider’s range of knowledge and skill. The victim as-
sistance provider is to make a referral to other profes-
sionals when the services required are beyond the
victim assistance provider’s competence.

When acting as a supervisory authority, the victim as-
sistance provider refrains from assigning a task to an-
other individual when the victim assistance provider
knows that the other individual is not licensed to per-
form the task or has not developed the competence to
perform such a task.

The victim assistance provider will not provide services
while impaired by medication, alcohol, drugs, or other
chemicals, and will refrain from providing services
when experiencing a mental or physical condition that
impairs the ability to practice safely.

ETHICAL STANDARD 1.5: The victim assistance
provider who provides a service for a fee informs a
person served about the fee at the initial session or
meeting.

Commentary: For any billed services, payment must be
arranged at the beginning of the professional relation-
ship. Discussion is to include the use of insurance reim-
bursement and how it will be handled and charges for
missed or canceled appointments, vacations, and any
other financial issues. The payment arrangement must
be provided in writing to the person served. The victim
assistance provider is to furnish, on request from a per-
son served, his/her legal guardian, or other authorized
representative, a written explanation of the charges for
any services rendered.

The victim assistance provider may not accept goods
or services from the person served or a third party in
exchange for the victim assistance provider’s services
(e.g., bartering). Only in exceptional circumstances

would acceptance of goods or services be appropriate

(e.g., when refusal would disrespect culturally specific
customs), in which case the victim assistance provider
is to seek consultation or supervision regarding possible
conflicts of interest.

The victim assistance provider will neither accept nor
give a commission, rebate, fee split, or other form of re-
muneration for the referral of a person served.

Section Il: Coordinating Within
the Community

ETHICAL STANDARD 2.1: The victim assistance
provider conducts relationships with colleagues and

other professionals in a way that promotes mutual re-
spect, public confidence, and improvement of service.

ETHICAL STANDARD 2.2: The victim assistance
provider shares knowledge and encourages proficien-
cy in victim assistance among colleagues and other
professionals.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider possesses
a willingness to transmit his/her knowledge and skills
to others, including paid and volunteer victim assist-
ance providers. This includes attempting to ensure that
volunteers have access to the training, supervision, re-
sources, and support required in their efforts to assist
the people served.

The victim assistance provider is to view his/her role
and responsibilities as part of an overall team effort by
justice and service personnel, with knowledge sharing
directed to delivery of quality victim services. The vic-
tim assistance provider is to interact effectively and
sensitively with all members of the team. This interac-
tion includes use of group skills, such as cooperation,
leadership, and listening; respect for cultural and reli-
gious differences of team members; management of
conflict in the workplace through consideration of oth-
ers’ points of view; and respect for philosophies and
practices of various disciplines.

ETHICAL STANDARD 2.3: The victim assistance
provider serves the public interest by contributing to
the improvement of systems that impact victims of
crime.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider is ex-
pected to participate in professional activities and to
assume community responsibilities when these are
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essential to the attainment of program goals. The vic-
tim assistance provider is to be sensitive to service
needs of the public and to promote the development
and implementation of programs that address such
needs. As allowed by agency policy and/or funding
source, the victim assistance provider is encouraged to
participate in community efforts to prevent victimiza-
tion, improve the justice/services systems, or improve
access to these systems. The victim assistance provider
is further encouraged to work toward change in poli-
cies, laws, and systems that are unjust, discriminatory,
or ineffective.

Section lll: Direct Services

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.1: The victim assistance
provider respects and attempts to protect the victim’s
civil rights.

Commentary: In addition to basic civil rights, a num-
ber of other rights have been prescribed for victims
through state standards, legislative proposals, and other
sources. The victim assistance provider is encouraged
to abide by the following guidelines for victim rights:

B The victim retains all basic civil rights in the pro-
fessional relationship.

m  The victim retains the right not to be discrimi-
nated against on the basis of race/ethnicity, lan-
guage, sex, gender, age, sexual orientation,
(dis)ability, social class, economic status, educa-
tion, marital status, religious affiliation, residency,
or HIV status in the provision of services.

m  The victim retains the right to release her/his
confidential information and records and have
that right protected.

B The victim retains the right to know any and all
exceptions to the confidentiality privilege, includ-
ing state or federal laws governing the victim as-
sistance provider’s duty to report child abuse and
elder abuse.

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.2: The victim assistance
provider recognizes the interests of the person served
as a primary responsibility.

Commentary: Although service provision is dictated
by the limits of ethics, program policy, and state and

federal laws, the victim assistance provider should pur-
sue the best interest of the person served and should
advocate for what the victim desires (see Ethical
Standard 3.4). When conflicts arise between the vic-
tim’s interests and those of the victim assistance
provider or program, the victim assistance provider is
to offer verbal disclosure to the victim, give the victim
a referral for an alternate provider, or seek professional
consultation regarding appropriate resolution of the
conflict.

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.3: The victim assistance
provider refrains from behaviors that communicate
victim blame, suspicion regarding victim accounts of
the crime, condemnation for past behavior, or other
judgmental, antivictim sentiment.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider will make
efforts to suspend judgment in order to maintain profes-
sional trust and to advocate effectively for the victim.

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.4: The victim assistance
provider respects the victim’s right to self-determination.

Commentary: In some cases, the victim assistance
provider’s perception of victim wants, needs, and rights
may not correspond with the victim’s perception.
Unless dictated by program policy, the victim assistance
provider shall under no circumstances use ultimatums
in provision of services (e.g., only providing services if
a battered woman agrees to leave a relationship). The
victim assistance provider is also prohibited from inten-
tionally withholding service information that might
contribute to the victim’s decisionmaking. The victim
has the most informed perspective of his/her own histo-
1y, inclinations, risks, and resources. Accordingly, the
victim carries ultimate authority over his/her own in-
terests. When victim wants are at stark odds with the
victim assistance provider’s perception of the victim’s
best interest, the victim assistance provider can present
information to help the victim gain a fuller perspective.
Nevertheless, the victim assistance provider is to ulti-
mately encourage the victim to make his/her own deci-
sion, and the victim assistance provider is encouraged
to support the victim in this decision.

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.5: The victim assistance
provider preserves the confidentiality of information
provided by the person served or acquired from other
sources before, during, and after the course of the
professional relationship.
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Commentary: The victim assistance provider is to be
aware of and abide by program policy and legal authority
governing confidential information in the jurisdiction.
The person served is to be provided with information re-
garding limits of confidentiality; preferably, this informa-
tion should be provided in the first meeting (unless crisis
circumstances render this infeasible).

Confidential communications are not to be disclosed
except

® In the course of formally reporting to, or confer-
ring or consulting with administrative superiors,
colleagues, and consultants who share professional
responsibility, in which instance all recipients of
such information are similarly bound to regard the
communication as confidential.

m  With the written consent of the person who pro-
vided the information.

B In the case of death or disability, with the written
consent of a personal representative or the benefi-
ciary of an insurance policy on the person’s life,
health, or physical condition. Special considera-
tion may be given to domestic violence cases or
other cases in which disability may have been in-
flicted by the personal representative (e.g., if a
batterer is the personal representative, disclosure
of confidential communications could put the vic-
tim at future risk).

® When a communication reveals the intent to
commit a crime or harmful act and such disclo-
sure is judged necessary to protect any person
from a clear, imminent risk of serious mental or
physical harm or injury or to thwart a serious
threat to the public safety.

B  When a medical emergency occurs and the victim
is not able to authorize the release of information,
information limited to the medical emergency
may be disclosed.

B When the person waives confidentiality by bring-
ing any public charges against the provider.

®m  As appropriate, in accordance with legal authori-
ty, program policy, and in certain exceptional cri-
sis situations.

When the person is a minor under state laws, certain
conditions may warrant disclosure of confidential infor-
mation. Like adults, minors should be forewarned, in
language they can understand, of limitations on confi-
dentiality. The victim assistance provider is encouraged
to make efforts to avoid unnecessary disclosure of vic-
tim confidences, unless a compelling reason exists to
warn parents/guardians of danger to the child or to oth-
ers. If the information acquired by the victim assistance
provider indicates a minor or vulnerable adult was the
victim or subject of an unreported crime, the victim as-
sistance provider may be required to report the crime or
testify by state law.

When confidential communications are disclosed in re-
sponse to the above conditions, the victim assistance
provider is to discuss with the person served the infor-
mation that is being disclosed. Furthermore, the victim
assistance provider should be prepared to address the
reactions evoked by discussion of the disclosure.

[t is appropriate to provide statistical information to an
outside source, without revealing victim identity.

The victim assistance provider shall not use confiden-
tial communications to the disadvantage of the victim
or to the advantage of the victim assistance provider.

Any person having access to records or anyone who
participates in providing services who, in providing
services, is supervised by a victim assistance provider, is
similarly bound to regard all information and commu-
nications as privileged in accordance with the above
conditions.

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.6: The victim assistance
provider avoids conflicts of interest and discloses any
possible conflict to the program or person served, and
also to prospective programs or persons to be served.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider is to act
within the bounds of the law, for the benefit of the per-
son served, and to make efforts to avoid compromising
influences and loyalties. Although avoiding all such
conflicts may be more difficult in small towns, reason-
able efforts are to be made. Neither the victim assist-
ance provider’s personal or professional interest, nor
those of other clients or third persons should compro-
mise professional judgment and loyalty to the person
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served. The victim assistance provider is to avoid con-
flicts of interest that may arise from previous assign-
ments, whether for a present or past employer/program
or person served. The victim assistance provider is also
encouraged to avoid conflicts of interest that arise from
family relationships and from personal and business in-
terests. The victim assistance provider may reveal suffi-
cient nonconfidential information about a person
served (preferably to other program staff) to reasonably
ascertain if an actual or potential conflict of interest
exists.

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.7: The victim assistance
provider terminates a professional relationship with a
victim when the victim is not likely to benefit from
continued services.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider who an-
ticipates the termination of services is encouraged to
give reasonable notice to the victim. As appropriate,
the victim assistance provider is to take reasonable
steps to inform the victim of the termination of a pro-
fessional relationship. The victim assistance provider
should provide referrals as needed or at the request of
the person served. The victim assistance provider is
strongly discouraged from terminating a professional re-
lationship for the purpose of beginning a personal or
business relationship with a person served.

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.8: The victim assistance
provider does not engage in personal relationships
with persons served that exploit professional trust or
that could impair the victim assistance provider’s ob-
jectivity and professional judgement.

Commentary: When a victim assistance provider is un-
able to avoid a personal relationship with a person
served, the victim assistance provider must take appro-
priate precautions, including informed consent and
consultation or supervision to ensure that the victim
assistance provider’s objectivity and professional judg-
ment are not impaired.

The victim assistance provider is strongly discouraged
from engaging in social or business relationships with
clients, both past and present. This does not include
purchases made by the victim assistance provider from
the person served when that person is providing neces-
sary goods or services to the general public, and the
victim assistance provider determines that it is not
possible or reasonable to obtain the necessary goods or

services from another provider. The victim assistance
provider may engage in a professional relationship with
an individual with whom the victim assistance provider
had a previous personal or business relationship only if
a reasonable person would conclude that the victim as-
sistance provider’s objectivity and professional judg-
ment will not be impaired by reason of the previous
relationship.

If the victim assistance provider plans to engage in a
personal relationship with a client, the provider must
seek consultation and/or supervision and must notify
the person served of the termination of the professional
relationship. The victim assistance provider should
continue to consider the best interests of the former
client, and not engage in a personal relationship with
a person served if it is reasonable to conclude that the
person continues to relate to the victim assistance pro-
vider in the victim assistance provider’s professional
capacity. It is the responsibility of the victim assistance
provider to demonstrate that the former client has not
been exploited or abused either intentionally or
unintentionally.

The victim assistance provider is prohibited from en-
gaging in or requesting sexual contact with a person
served under any circumstances. Under no circum-
stance is the victim assistance provider to engage in
verbal or physical behavior toward a person served that
a reasonable person would find to be sexually seductive,
sexually demeaning, or sexually harassing.

The victim assistance provider is not to offer medica-
tion or controlled substances to a person served, or to
accept these substances from a client for personal use or
gain. Under no circumstance should a victim assistance
provider offer alcoholic beverages to a person served or
accept such from a person served.

The victim assistance provider is solely responsible
for acting appropriately in relationships with persons
served. A client or a former client’s initiation of a per-
sonal, sexual, or business relationship is not a defense
by the victim assistance provider for a violation of
standards.

These guidelines also apply to the victim assistance
provider’s relationship with persons supervised, other
staff, and family members or significant others of a
person served.
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ETHICAL STANDARD 3.9: The victim assistance
provider does not discriminate against a victim or an-
other staff member on the basis of race/ethnicity,
language, sex, gender, age, sexual orientation,
(dis)ability, social class, economic status, education,
marital status, religious affiliation, residency, or HIV
status.

Commentary: If the victim assistance provider is un-
able to offer services because of a concern about poten-
tial discrimination, the victim assistance provider is to
make an appropriate and timely referral. When a refer-
ral is not possible, the victim assistance provider should
obtain supervision or consultation to address the
concern.

ETHICAL STANDARD 3.10: The victim assist-
ance provider furnishes opportunities for colleague
victim assistance providers to seek appropriate serv-
ices when traumatized by a criminal event or client
interaction.

Commentary: Although seeing a colleague as a client
may present a conflict of interest, limited resources
within the victim assistance community may necessi-
tate provision of services to colleagues under some con-
ditions. When the victim assistance provider seeks
victim services, it is suggested that he/she attempt to
utilize providers in other jurisdictions or take other
measures to minimize conflicts of professional interest.

Section IV: Administration and
Evaluation

ETHICAL STANDARD 4.1: The victim assistance
provider reports to appropriate authorities the con-
duct of any colleague or other professional (including
oneself) that constitutes mistreatment of a person
served or that brings the profession into dishonor.

Commentary: The victim assistance provider reports to
appropriate authorities clear violations of ethical stand-
ards. Appropriate authorities might be professional
boards, program administrators, funding administrators,
or other entities responsible for adoption of standards.
The victim assistance provider is not knowingly to as-
sist any individual with the commission of an act that
is in direct violation of the standards or governing

laws. A victim assistance provider is encouraged to self-
report any personal action that would require that a re-
port be filed. Generally, reports are to be submitted no
later than 30 days after the occurrence of the report-
able event or transaction.
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Scenarios


1. Lee


Lee has been working as a domestic violence advocate in a community based setting for close to 5 years. She is good at her job and is a domestic violence survivor herself. She has a strong desire to learn more about the law and options for victims and has attended numerous trainings on the law in her state, protection orders, stalking investigations, and child custody. When victims ask about legal advice she has been instructed to refer them to legal advocates who provide referrals to pro bono legal services. Lee recently became aware that the legal pro bono services have a waiting list of about 2-3 months. Rather than ask victims to wait for a few months to speak to an attorney, Lee has begun to respond directly to victims’ questions about the law and their options. 


Practical Considerations




Ethical Considerations


What is the course of action you would recommend for the agency? 


Scenarios

2. June


June lives in a rural community and is the victim liaison for her local police department. She has been working with Alison for a couple of months. Alison has moved away to get some distance from her abusive boyfriend and she asked that June not share her new address and phone number with anyone. One day before leaving, June takes a call from Alison who is upset and very sad. In the course of their conversation, Alison admits to June that she has been thinking about suicide, but begs her not to tell anyone. June explains that she is obligated to report someone who is suicidal and that she will have to give Alison’s name, address, and phone number to law enforcement.

Practical Considerations




Ethical Considerations


What is the course of action you would recommend for the agency? 


Scenarios

3. Joanne


Joanne works for a local domestic violence shelter. Joanne has been working with Marsha for close to two weeks. Marsha is in an abusive relationship, but has been reluctant to leave her abusive husband. One morning Marsha shows up at the shelter and tells Joanne that she has finally left and needs a place to stay. The shelter is filled to capacity and there are not beds available, but. Joanne has a friend who has a vacant spare room. After checking with her friend, Joanne offers the space as a safe place that Marsha can stay until there is room at the shelter. 

Practical Considerations




Ethical Considerations


What is the course of action you would recommend for the agency? 


Scenarios

4. Kevin


Kevin is the supervisor for a large and very busy victim assistance agency for a law enforcement agency. He puts in long hours and even has worked weekends, but he is still behind on his documentation. He decides to bring his “paper work,” home to catch up. After eating dinner with his wife and adolescent sons, Kevin spreads out his papers on the kitchen table where his sons are also busy doing their homework.


Practical Considerations




Ethical Considerations


What is the course of action you would recommend for the agency? 


Scenarios

5. Sandy


Sandy is a victim service provider who is working with Corinne. Corinne is a client in a community-based agency that provides a range of support services for women and children who are victims of domestic violence. She has been a client for several months. Her primary motivation is her desire to provide the best environment for her 7-year old daughter, Nancy. One afternoon, Corinne started to cry during a meeting with Sandy. She had just realized that she would not be able to afford to send Nancy on the school field trip. To make matters worse, she had promised Nancy that she would definitely be able to attend. Nancy has been excited about the trip for over a month. Sandy has just received her paycheck and loans Corinne money for Nancy’s field trip.
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Ethical Considerations


What is the course of action you would recommend for the agency? 
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