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The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic 
on Crime Victim Legal Services

The Justice Research and Statistics Association, in partnership with the National Crime Victim Law Institute 
recently conducted a formative evaluation of three victims’ rights legal services clinics. This process served 
to clarify the purpose, processes, potential outcome measures, and readiness for more rigorous process and 
outcome evaluations of the three programs via creation of a conceptual model to define program objectives 
and a pilot test of new data collections and protocols based on this model.   

As this work was being conducted, the nation was hit with the COVID-19 pandemic. Realizing that the crisis 
would likely impact not only the formative work, but the work of the three pilot sites and the criminal justice 
system, project staff conducted interviews to better understand the challenges and adjustments taking place. 
Interviews were conducted in August of 2020 with nine staff from the three pilot sites: Arizona Voice for 
Crime Victims, Maryland Crime Victims’ Resource Center, and the Oregon Crime Victims Law Center.  Inter-
viewees described impacts in a number of areas: 
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IMPACTS ON INTERNAL OPERATIONS
• Referrals to all three sites decreased during the first few months of the pandemic, as referring agencies 

were closed or reduced their operations, but then picked up again. 

• Attorneys spent more time educating clients about new protocols and procedures (e.g., virtual hearings), 
and were more cognizant of the need to follow-up with clients.

• Some of the challenges that attorneys faced included being able to: anticipate when cases would be com-
ing to them; track cases through the system; keep victims informed; and enforce victims’ right to be heard 
(e.g., in decisions of release or changes in sentence).

• Social workers/victim advocates reported that COVID restrictions prevented in-person contact with 
clients, which impacted their ability to provide emotional support. One aspect of this, from the clinic 
perspective, was that only victims and attorneys were being allowed into the courtroom when in-person 
hearings did occur. This prevented social workers/advocates from being able to perform their core func-
tion of accompaniment and support for victims due to courtroom capacity limits.

• Client satisfaction surveys, to gain victim feedback on services, were not a priority due to understaffing, 
other more imminent priorities, and burdens related to the task (e.g., manual extraction of clients’ emails 
and printing and mailing surveys from home).

• Survey return rates decreased significantly from pre-pandemic levels for sites that had sent surveys to 
clients.

https://www.jrsa.org/projects/lvs-resources/lvs-formative-eval-fact-sheet.pdf
http://www.jrsa.org/projects/lvs-resources/jrsa-victim-legal-services.pdf
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• Two sites had to cancel their annual fundraising events, which could affect future funding. 

• Each site reported an internal benefit from the pandemic: decreased travel time allowed more time for 
casework; increased use of video conferencing improved interactions with staff at satellite offices; and 
reduced caseload (initially) allowed staff time to take training.  

IMPACTS ON CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM FUNCTIONS
• Two sites reported that violations of temporary protective orders were not treated as seriously as they had 

been pre-pandemic, with one saying that there had been fewer arrests in such cases, and the other report-
ing that those arrested were now being released rather than held without bond. 

• Attorneys noted that, as everyone was working from home, it had been easier for them to contact prose-
cutors and defense attorneys because they are not tied up in court most of the day. They also reported a 
more cooperative attitude as everyone is trying to navigate uncharted waters.

• Release of defendants was a bigger issue: defense attorneys were petitioning for early release of clients 
due to COVID issues, and in one jurisdiction, courts had been instructed not to set bail except in very seri-
ous cases, in order to decrease the jail population during the pandemic.

• When the courts initially closed, court schedules and the format of court proceedings were severely im-
pacted, with hearings held online or by telephone and trials postponed. 

• Due to the sheer volume of cases on the dockets, there were long waits for telephonic hearings. There 
were also problems with some virtual meeting platforms not operating properly.

• As courts began to re-open, social distancing was strictly enforced, with measures such as limiting the 
number of matters scheduled during a day, limiting courtrooms to one case at a time, and limiting the 
number of people allowed in the courtroom at one time.

• Some of the key concerns that needed to be resolved for courts to re-open in compliance with social 
distancing orders included: jury selection, convening grand juries, jury trials, and inclusion/participation of 
non-legal victims (e.g., extended family members).

• The pandemic changes resulted in a heavy backlog of cases in every jurisdiction. 

IMPACTS ON EXTERNAL REFERRALS
• The sites’ referrals to external victim service agencies decreased overall, due to the inability to connect 

with many providers. Calls were unanswered, voicemail boxes were full, advocates were given alternate 
numbers that were disconnected, and providers were not currently accepting clients due to decreased 
capacity.  

• The sites took various approaches to try to address this situation, including calling ahead to verify that 
services were available before referring their clients.
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IMPACTS ON CLIENTS

• Some of the practical changes to court processes and procedures have been positive for victims. In partic-
ular, the use of technology was advantageous in some cases, where clients could appear by video confer-
ence or telephone rather than in-person, and petitions for protective orders could be filed electronically. 

• Some technological changes caused concern, such as elderly clients and those in rural areas without ac-
cess to or comfort in using a computer or the internet, and challenges with telephonic hearings for clients 
who needed an interpreter. 

• Court delays and case backlogs could affect victims’ right to a speedy trial. 

• Changing court schedules and limited in-person hearings raised concerns for upholding victims’ rights to 
be notified, present, and heard, especially at release hearings and sentencings. 

Of particular interest to this project and the conduct of a formative evaluation of victims’ legal services, inter-
viewees did not indicate that the pandemic altered the activities, short term outcomes, or long term objec-
tives identified in the conceptual model. Rather, it altered the way activities were carried out, and the external 
environment in which those activities occurred—indicating that the conceptual model created for victim legal 
services holds even during challenging tims and in changing environments.


