House Briefing on Trauma 

As a nation and as a people, Americans are recognized for their human compassion, their willingness to respond to the suffering of their neighbors, and for their unmatched generosity.  They seem to not only identify with the plight of the unfortunate, but indeed respond with an almost biblical call to action in order to help a fellow human being.  This is true on the local level as well as in those situations that capture the nation’s attention. It is similarly true even when government fails to make a timely response. We have only to examine the record in the aftermath of the Oklahoma City bombing, the Columbine shooting, the September 11th terrorists attack, and more recently, the response to citizens who were left to struggle with the consequences of hurricane Katrina just over one year ago in 2005.  
Yet in every hour of every day, too many of our citizens become victims of violent crime, and all too often are left to suffer the trauma and stigma on their own, often feeling a sense of shame, self-blame and rejection. National statistics tell us that every hour in America, there are:

      • 2 murders • DWI • 28 rapes • 103 abused children • 523 assaults • 157 stalkings 

These crime victims may be the focus of a sensational story on the six o’clock news, may receive 30 seconds of public empathy, but then are left to endure on their own the life changing human cruelty they undeservedly suffered as a result of someone’s criminal choice. 

The trauma suffered by crime victims, whether as a result of robbery, rape, domestic violence, sexual assault, kidnapping or murder, is one of the most urgent issues facing crime victims and their families. Crime does not discriminate … with no regard to age, race, gender or economics, any one of us may fall victim to crime and face undeserved injury, loss and trauma.  Some victims and survivors go without the help they need because of state administered programs that require reporting to police. Often the failure to report crimes to police is caused by fear of retaliation from the perpetrator.  Yet other factors result in victims who are left to cope on their own, leaving them feeling isolated, confused and too frightened to access mental health assistance … assistance that would provide coping skills that would lead to resiliency rather than psychological pathology.  
Trauma awareness and crime victim service programs have dramatically increased in recent years; however, many victims and survivors still seek and are unable to access the healing support they need.  Depending upon the nature and scope of services and affordability of those services in their community, many victims rarely find the mental health services that could bring them new hope and healing. 

Statistics report that in the case of homicide, the majority of marriages end in divorce. Adults and siblings unable to cope, frequently turn to alcohol and drugs to numb their pain, and sometimes end their lives in suicide in utter despair. Domestic violence and sexual assault victims too often become homicide victims when left without appropriate crisis intervention and treatment for trauma. Children who suffer or witness abuse and receive no treatment, often repeat the cycle of violence they witnessed or endured.  

I have been a crime victim advocate and service provider for more than twenty-four years.  My family and I know first hand that the suffering inflicted upon one family member has a destructive impact on each surviving member.  It is like throwing a pebble into a pond … the crime’s effects ripple out and can devastate even the strongest families and marriages.  Our family endured such an experience when our oldest child, a daughter, Stephanie, was kidnapped, brutally raped, tortured and murdered in 1982.  My husband and I sought mental health counseling services for ourselves and our four surviving children almost immediately following the murder of our daughter.  Sadly, therapeutic counseling services for families of homicide victims were largely nonexistent twenty-four years ago. We found ourselves teaching the counselors about the trauma suffered by crime victims.  Struggling to preserve a marriage and find a way to restore hope to our children, we founded a grass-roots non-profit organization to offer compassionate support, assistance and advocacy to crime victims and their families.   Named in our honor of our slain daughter, the Stephanie Roper Committee and Foundation, Inc. established a distinguished record of service that today continues as the Maryland Crime Victims’ Resource Center, Inc. 

Our goal in creating a non-profit victim assistance organization was to lessen the loss and trauma of other victims and families by providing comprehensive free services that would empower victims and their families to become survivors … not life-long victims.  Today the staff of the Maryland Crime Victims’ Resource Center provides services that include:

    • Criminal justice information & education
    • Support & accompaniment at criminal justice proceedings
    • Assistance with & compliance with one’s rights as a victim

    • Therapeutic individual, family & group counseling & peer support groups

    • Legal information, advocacy & representation related to crime victims' rights
    • Advocacy for victims’ rights & services

    • Faith-based & community referrals  

    • Training for allied professionals
The most important lessons that I have learned over the past twenty-four years have come from victims and survivors themselves.  These extraordinary individuals having suffered undeserved injuries, losses and trauma, and have had everything they hold dear challenged and all but destroyed: their trust in people, their dependence upon government and their faith in God.  They ask that they be treated with dignity, compassion and respect.  The trauma they suffered is crippling and as equally deserving of other rights and services to assist them in their journey.  

The organization we founded has overcome many challenges and provided support services to thousands of crime victims and their families. We have successfully advocated for the passage of more than seventy Maryland laws, including a Maryland State Constitutional Amendment for crime victims’ rights. We also were part of the effort that created the federal Crime Victims’ Rights Act, as part of the Justice for All Act of 2004.   Just as those rights and services are essential to victims, receiving support to promote their healing from trauma also should be recognized as a crime victim’s right.  Crisis intervention and longer-term mental health services would not only help to restore crime victims, but would assure them that America cares and will help them to return to cost effective and productive lives. 

