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Families utilizing the Homicide Survivors Program will find:
 All services free of charge
 Individual grief support
 Monthly support group
 Criminal Justice System Support for victims
 Assistance with applying for Victim’s Compensation
 Assistance with Community Resources

 Special events that honor lost loved ones

Serving 13 Counties in North Alabama including:


Colbert



Limestone



Cullman



Madison
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Marion



Franklin



Marshall



Jackson



Morgan



Lawrence



Winston



Lauderdale
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Section 1:

BEREAVEMENT
MANUAL
“Grief is the last act of love we have to give to
those we loved. Where there is deep grief, there
was great love”.
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Purpose of Family Bereavement Manual
This portion of the manual is designed to serve as an educational
resource guide to grieving families and provide you with a comprehensive
list of national and local bereavement support services available to assist
you on your journey.
It should be kept in mind that these are just guidelines, and everyone’s
grief journey is unique. Everyone experiences grief in their own way. There
are no “rights” and “wrongs” in grieving, and grief may show up in varying
ways at different times throughout your life. You will grieve in your own
way, and so will your children and other family members.
Grief is not neat and tidy. Therefore, this manual offers some
commonalities and basic information with the hope that this manual will be
helpful to you and your family.
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BEVREAVEMENT
GRIEF AND LOSS
The Grief Experience

Those involved in the tragedy of losing a loved one to a
homicide/vehicular homicide are left behind to mourn the loss of their loved
one are sometimes referred to as ‘homicide survivors’. The survivors’ world
is abruptly and forever changed. Suddenly life has lost meaning and many
survivors report that they cannot imagine ever being happy again. The
grieving process and the feelings of grief are natural reactions to the death
of a loved one. It is a process which can bring about a variety of emotions,
which may remain constant for a period of time or change from day-to-day.

Homicide survivors will each experience the death differently, as each
person had a unique relationship with the victim. The survivors own
personal history of trauma will also affect the manner in which they
experience the death. Homicide survivors must take time to feel the grief
and experience the pain of the loss. There are stages or tasks of grief that
many people go through before, during and after the loss of a loved one.
Though these stages help to explain what may happen during the grieving
process, there is no “proper” or “improper” way to grieve.
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Stages of Grief
Shock and Denial
You will probably react to learning of the loss with numbed disbelief.
Shock provides emotional protection from being overwhelmed all at once.
Many homicide survivors will immediately disbelieve that a loved one
has died. Denial is a coping mechanism that is a normal grief reaction. Not
being able to view the body, either because they were not permitted to or
felt unable to, may complicate and intensify denial for survivors. Accepting
the reality of the loss becomes difficult. Example: “I feel fine.”; “This can’t
be happening, not to me.”

Pain and Guilt
As the shock wears off, it is replaced with the suffering of unbelievable
pain. Survivors may speak of physical pain, such as a ‘pain in my heart’ or
‘lump in my throat’, but it’s only anguish. Although excruciating and almost
unbearable, it is important that you experience the pain fully, and not hide
it, avoid it, or escape from it, with substances such as alcohol or drugs.
It is important for those grieving to express their feelings with others who
knew the loved one and the circumstances of their death, so that they may
help the survivor realistically evaluate their feelings and guilt responsibly.
They may feel guilty about unresolved conflicts with the deceased,
especially if negative feelings existed prior to the murder. They may also
believe that they could have somehow prevented the death.
Survivors often feel additional loss of hope in that they were unable to
make amends before the victim’s death. Example: “If I hadn’t asked him to
go to the store, he would never have been in the car at all that night.” “I
promised my son that we would go to the circus, and I was always ‘too
busy’. I can’t ever get that back.” “The last time my mom and I spoke, we
argued about something stupid. How could I not have just said I love you?”
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Anger and Bargaining
It is normal for anger to be directed at the person or people responsible
for the crime, as well as the entire criminal justice system. It is also normal
for homicide survivors to devise elaborate revenge plans. Verbalizing these
feelings, perhaps within a support group setting, may help victims move
past the anger toward healing. Also, survivors might experience anger
toward the victim for “being in the wrong place at the wrong time” or for
living a lifestyle that may have increased their risk of victimization.
You may rail against fate, questioning “Why me?”. You may also try to
bargain with the powers that be, for a way out of your despair. Examples:
“Why me? It’s not fair!”; “How can he/she leave me alone like this?”; “Who
is to blame?”; “I’ll do anything for a few more years.”; “I will give my life
savings if…”

Grief Spasms
Homicide survivors may experience ‘grief spasms’ many years after the
murder. Grief spasms may involve intense feelings of loss, even years after
the death of a loved one. Spasms can be triggered by nostalgic scents,
tastes, songs, people, places, and dates that may result in suddenly crying
over the loss. Most survivors find that grief spasms lose their intensity and
frequency over time which is a standard part of processing the loss of a
loved one. Many survivors have said that they know they are doing better
when they begin to have more good days than bad.
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Depression, Reflection, Loneliness
Citation: Crisislink.org. 2009.Arlington, VA. http://crisislink.org/resources/mental_health/index.html

Just when you think you “should be” getting on with your life, a long
period of sad reflection will likely consume you. This is a common stage of
grief that others will likely try talking you out of, but their encouragement is
not helpful to you during this stage of grieving. Family and friends avoid
talking about the murder because they are unaware of the appropriate
things to say. You may begin to notice they also stop mentioning the
victim’s name and stop asking how you or the survivor(s) are doing, which
may be hurtful. Some people do not understand that memories of the
victim’s life are often comforting, and so “living in the past” can often be a
healing mechanism. Homicide survivors should be aware that people often
search for ways to distance themselves from such tragedy.
During this time, you may come to realize the magnitude of your loss.
You may isolate yourself, reflect on things you did with your loved one, and
focus on memories of the past. You may experience emptiness or despair
that might be expressed as: “It’s hard to even get out of the bed in the
morning. I’m so sad, why bother with anything?”; “I miss him/her so much
so why go on?”; “My stomach is constantly in knots. I have to force a little
bit of food down each day.”
Depression is common with grief, especially in the early stages.
However, if the individual experiences severe and persistent feelings or
behaviors of depression for an extended period of time, seeking further is
necessary.
Signs of major depression (when displayed for 3 months or more at a time)







Sadness
Irritability
Loss of interest in usual
activities
Low energy and/or
restlessness
Poor concentration
Sleeping too much or too
little







Dramatic weight gain or
loss
Otherwise
unexplained/chronic
physical ailments
Feeling hopeless and
helpless
Feeling worthless and
guilty
Thoughts of death or
suicide
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Anxiety Disorder
An anxiety disorder may be characterized by excessive and persistent
fears and worries that interfere with an individual’s ability to cope effectively
with everyday life.
Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) is excessive, uncontrollable worry
about daily functioning in life. Specific areas in life inducing anxiety can
alternate, usually focusing on issues like job, finances, health of both self
and family. However, it can also include more mundane issues such as
chores, car repairs and being late for appointments. The intensity, duration
and frequency of the concern are disproportionate to the issue and interfere
with the sufferer’s performance of tasks and ability to concentrate.
Panic attacks, which are defined by the abrupt onset of episodes of
intense fear or discomfort, include at least four of the following symptoms:
 A feeling of imminent danger or
doom
 The need to escape
 Palpitations
 Sweating
 Nausea or abdominal discomfort
 Dizziness or lightheadedness
 A sense of things being unreal,
depersonalization

 Trembling
 Shortness of breathing or a
smothering feeling
 A feeling of choking
 Chest pain or discomfort
 A fear of losing control or “going
crazy”
 A fear of dying
 Tingling sensations
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can occur in anyone who has
experienced a severe and unusual physical or mental trauma. The severity
of the disorder increases if the trauma was unanticipated, as with murder
(“Anxiety Disorders,” American Psychiatric Association, 1994). PTSD can
occur at any age, from childhood to old age and traumatic stress can be
cumulative over a lifetime. Responses to trauma include feelings of intense
fear, helplessness, and/or horror. If these symptoms of depression and/or
anxiety are being displayed by those you love or if you are experiencing
them for prolonged periods of time and you feel unable to cope with
everyday life, please seek the help of a professional.
The diagnosis of PTSD (“Anxiety Disorders,” American Psychiatric
Association, 1994) is made when symptoms last for at least one month with
disturbances adversely affecting important areas of functioning.
1. Recurrent and intrusive re-experiencing of the traumatic event,
such as dreams or “flashbacks”
2. Avoidance of places or events which serve as reminders if the
murder; and
3. Ongoing feelings of increases arousal such as constant vigilance
or an exaggerated startled reaction.
“If a family member witnessed the murder, the nightmares and
flashbacks often revolve around details of the killing. For other survivors,
the moment when they first learn about the murder becomes the traumatic
event, relieved again and again; Hearing about the murder over the phone
or through the media adds significantly to the trauma” (A Grief Like No
Other, Eric Schlosser, 1997).
Significant events following the death of the victim such as birthdays,
anniversaries or holidays, as well as reminders of the event in the news,
may be a stressor for the homicide survivor.
Children suffering from PTSD are irritable, violent and often have lower
I.Q.’s. They have issues with concentration, a foreshortened sense of the
future, and lack of aspirations and dreams. Children with PTSD may have
difficulty getting along with other children, and are often misdiagnosed with
ADD/ADHA, conduction disorder, learning disabilities and affective
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disorders. Because they are difficult, these children are vulnerable to
further abuse in their homes and institutional settings.

*If these symptoms of depression and/or anxiety are being
displayed by those you love or if you are experiencing them for
prolonged periods of time and you feel unable to cope with
everyday life, please seek the help of a professional
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Acceptance and Hope
During the final stages of grief, you may begin to see a positive, upward
shift in your life as you adjust to the loss of your loved one. Physical
symptoms begin to subside as you find calmness throughout your day-today life and activities. This stage should also ignite solutions to financial
woes as you begin to reconstruct your life and anticipate your future.
During this time, you can learn to accept and deal with the reality of your
situation, although acceptance does not necessarily mean instant
happiness. Given the pain and turmoil experienced, life may not return to
the carefree, untroubled YOU that existed before this tragedy, but you will
find a way forward. Example: “It’s going to be okay.”; “I know I can’t get
him/her back, but I can find ways to remember all the good things and
preserve wonderful memories.”; “Even though she is gone, I must go on.”
You will start to look forward and actually plan things for the future.
Eventually, you will be able to think about your lost loved one without such
intense pain; sadness, yes, but the retching pain will be gone. You will once
again anticipate some good times to come, and yes, even find joy again in
the experience of living.
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REACTIONS TO GRIEF
Although these stages help to explain what may happen during the
grieving process, there is no formal process on how to grieve. Everyone
grieves at their own pace and in their own way. You may feel all of these
things or may only feel a few of them. We are not attempting to tell how to
grieve – only showing you a glimpse of the grieving process to help you
understand how you are feeling.
Grief may provoke intense stress reactions such as:
Emotional
Emotional reactions to grief may include shock or numbness, disbelief,
extreme sadness, hopelessness, anxiety, frustration, despair, anger,
loneliness, guilt, tiredness, etc. There can also be emotions such as relief
of freedom, especially if the loved one suffered from a mental or physical
illness. All of these emotions are appropriate.
If the death is accidental or sudden, the shock/denial stage may last
longer, as may the anger stage. Because the ones left behind have not had
time to prepare, believing and accepting that the person is truly gone may
be more difficult. Everyone’s grieving process may be different; For
example, your reaction (anger) might be different from that of your child’s
(sadness) or your spouse’s (shock).
Intellectual
Intellectual reactions or thoughts may be present during the time of grief.
These barriers may include difficulty remembering things, disorganization,
inability to concentrate or retain information, becoming easily frustrated or
impatient, day mares (disturbing memories and dream-like fantasies during
the day that may be related to the death), lack of interest or motivation in
hobbies you or your loved one had shared, or rational and irrational fears or
worries. It may take you much longer to perform a task that typically would
only take minutes. This happens because your body and mind are working
overtime to cope with your loss.
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Below are strategies that may help:

 Allow ample time to complete
tasks.
 Write down important things.
 Establish routines and
schedules.
 Be patient and gently refocus
yourself on your child
 Work on task for 10-20-minute
segments with 5-minute breaks
(this is particularly helpful with
homework for children).
 Remind yourself and your
children not to take your grief
out on others.

 Break directions down into
smaller segments when giving
them to your children (Don’t tell
them several things to go do at
once. Give them one at a time.)
 Read aloud
 Practice how to ask for help
and understanding
 Give yourself moments alone to
relax, meditate, or just cry

Spiritual
Following the death of a loved one, you or members of your family may
resent religious deities or God. Questions like:
o
o
o
o

Why did (God) let him die?
Why have I been left alone?
What did I do to deserve this?
Why is (God) punishing me?

There are no precise solutions but expressing your faith and beliefs may
help you sift through these types of questions and feelings you
experience during the grieving process.
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Physical
Our minds and bodies are inevitably connected. Grief not only affects
our emotions and thought processes, but also the physical aspects of our
bodies.
All of the following symptoms can be present during the grieving process:









Extreme fatigue/Oversleeping
Loss of appetite or overeating
Headache
Stomachache
Dry mouth
Uncontrollable emotions
Increased noise sensitivity
“Sympathy pains” (i.e. stomach cancer in a lost loved
one may cause you stomach pains)

Children may regress or display behavioral characteristics of children
younger than them. Some examples include bedwetting, clinginess,
whining, crying, etc. Children and particularly teenagers may display risktaking or impulsive behaviors that are out of character. While some of this
is normal, it is vital to be open and discuss this behavior when initially
noticed to avoid dangerous situations or consequences.
It may become difficult for you or family members to leave the bed or
function outside of the home. However, the more you interact with the world
in a positive, pro-social way, the better it will help you cope. Remember the
importance of taking care of yourself and to give yourself permission to
take a day when needed.

HSP TRIAL & BEREAVEMENT GUIDE

18

COPING EXERCISES
Deep Breathing Activity
(Prepared by Karla Helbert, MS, LPC)

1. Sit in a comfortable position with your hands relaxed, either in your
lap or on your knees.
2. Relax your shoulders by pulling them up towards your ears and then
allow them to drop, creating space between your ears and your
shoulders.
3. Breathe normally in and out for a few breaths. Notice how your belly
rises and falls easily as you breathe naturally. Your chest should not
rise a great deal as you breathe in and out. Place your hand on your
stomach to notice the movement.
4. Breathe in; on the next exhale, breathe out slowly through your nose,
counting to five. During this exhalation, tighten your abdominal
muscles, and pull your diaphragm inward to help release the excess
air out of your lungs. Afterwards, pause for two counts and repeat this
deep breathing process 5-10 times.
If your mind wanders during this exercise, simply bring your focus back
to your breathing and begin your counts to five again.
You may find it helpful to think of a happy color or a calming color as you
breathe in and a dreary or sad color as you breathe out.
Muscle Relaxation Activity
Once you grasp the concept of deep breathing, it can be beneficial to
incorporate muscle relaxation to your breathing.
1. Focus on a particular muscle or area of the body.
2. On your inhale, squeeze tight a particular muscle that feels tight or
hurts.
3. Release the muscle on your exhale.
4. Continue to focus on releasing tension from the muscle as you let all
of the air out of your lungs on each exhale.
Repeat this until you feel the muscles relax or improve.
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Factors Influencing the Grieving Process
Homicide grief expert Lu Redmond (1989) describes many factors that
influence the grieving process for homicide survivors including:






The age of the survivor and the victim at the time of the homicide;
The survivor’s physical and emotional state before the murder;
The survivor’s prior history of trauma;
The way in which their loved one died;
Whether the survivor can make use of or had any social support
systems;
 Cultural and social factors may also have a great impact on the
grieving process.
Immediately following the homicide
“In the day and weeks right after a murder, the victim’s family is often in
a state of shock, feeling numb, sometimes unable to cry. The murder of a
loved one seems almost impossible to comprehend. Life seems unreal, like
a dream. Survivors may need to go over the details of the crime again and
again, discussing them endlessly, as though trying to put together the
pieces of the puzzle, struggling to make sense of it all. They tell
themselves, “This can’t be true.” After other kinds of crimes, the victim lives
to tell how it happened and to describe how it felt. A murder often forces
the victim’s family to reconstruct events. They ask, how did this take place?
Why? Did my loved one suffer?” (A Grief Like No Other, Eric Schlosser,
1997)
A homicide creates unwanted and untimely demands on the family. The
survivors may be faced with the task of identifying the victim’s body,
making funeral arrangements, handling medical bills and the media. The
survivor’s family may notify other friends or family of the news, as well as
hosting friends or family in their home for the funeral.
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Homicide survivors may require help with funeral arrangements. The
victim’s family may seek information regarding having an escort to the
morgue, being provided with information concerning their options for
funeral homes and funeral services, as well as burial services. If the victim
was murdered in his or her own home, the survivors may also need
assistance with clean-up services. Survivors may also require assistance
with organizing the personal belongings of the victim, due to the anxiety,
fatigue or depression that comes with this task. It is important to urge the
survivors to consult with their loved ones before making any major
decisions.

How to Grieve
Although the grieving process is different for each person, the following
list provides some important steps for healing:













Do NOT blame yourself
Be honest about your feelings
Find a safe way to release your anger
Admit that you may need help
Allow yourself to cry
Allow yourself time to recover
Do not compare your grief with that of others
Surround yourself with supportive people
Treasure your memories and share them with others
Write down your feelings
Be patient and tolerant with yourself- recovery is not an
overnight phenomenon
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IMPACT ON THE FAMILY

Each member of the family will grieve differently, which may cause
conflict with other members of the family. It may be difficult for one person
to comprehend why another is “dwelling on the murder” or involving
themselves in the victims’ rights movements.
After the murder, family members may have to take on new
responsibilities within the family unit. Some examples include:
 A father may now have to assume child-rearing responsibilities
while also being the primary source of income.
 A woman may have been a wife and must now adjust to be a
widow.
 Older siblings may have to help raise younger siblings.
If the victim was murdered by another family member, for example a
spouse or brother, surviving family members may feel additional confusion,
guilt, anger, blame, betrayal, and may take sides for or against the victim.
This serves to split family ties and may ultimately result in the family being
torn apart. It may be that more than one family member is killed through
violence, increasing the enormity of the loss. This sort of crime may also be
more sensational in terms of media and community interest.
Victim blaming is not uncommon. In some instances, the victim may
have made certain lifestyle choices that differed from the family’s values
and beliefs. Sometimes people who are grieving assume that the victim
was somehow responsible for his or her own death. This information may
cause survivors to express additional feelings of confusion, anger, and/or
blame.
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Parents
Parents may find that they re-experience feelings of loss many years
after the murder, such as when they see friends of their murdered child
graduate from high school, get married or start a family. Some parents
may experience difficulty dealing with the loss of their child as their
assumption is that they will outlive their children.
Men may have difficulty grieving because it is not considered socially
acceptable to express feelings and emotions, which may be interpreted
as a weakness. Men should be encouraged to openly discuss their
feelings and express their grief. Fathers might also feel an additional
burden of responsibility as if they failed in their role of protector. “The
murder of a child looms as a profound failure of parental responsibility,
regardless of whether or not that murder could have been prevented.”
(“A Grief Like No Other,” Eric Schlosser, 1997)
Siblings
It is common for the victim’s siblings to feel guilt when moving on with
their lives. For example, important life stages like getting married or
having children. Moving on with life can be especially difficult if the victim
died before they could experience similar stages or plans. Siblings are
often very close and losing one’s confidant or best friend leaves the
survivor feeling very alone. Siblings of the victim may feel neglected by
their parents or suddenly overprotected.
Children
Rachel Burrell, Director of Fernside “A Centre for Grieving Children”,
believes that it is a myth that children bounce back from tragedies. Their
grief is cyclical, coming and going amid intervals of play. Children whose
parents have been murdered exhibit a wide range of behavioral and
developmental problems. They may suffer from psychosomatic ailments,
such as headaches, stomachaches, dizziness and uncontrollable
trembling. They may be teased or avoided at school. Their self-esteem
may plummet and also their trust in authority. There is also evidence to
suggest that children who are directly exposed to violence are much
more likely to commit violent acts as adults. Children who are dealing
with loss, especially the death of a family member, are likely lacking the
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emotional maturity and coping capability to work through the grief. The
death of a family member is a confusing and freighting experience for
anyone, particularly for young children. Children may respond differently
to death depending upon the developmental stage they are in. It is
important for adults to be honest, to listen, to be supportive and to be
there for children during this difficult time. This will help to facilitate a
healthy process of grieving.

The developmental stages of grief are outlined below and should be
used as a reference tool only. Every child is different, therefore their
experience with a significant loss will be unique.
Birth to one year:
 Some professionals believe that infants do not respond to
death, as their memory capacity for relationships has not yet
developed. Others believe that infants may feel anxiety and
tension as these can interfere with their basic needs like sleeping
and gating schedules.
Two to five years of age:
 Children at this age cannot yet comprehend the meaning of
death, perceiving it as not being permanent. Preschool children
understand that a person who has died is either asleep, broken, or
gone away.
 Children may:
o Notice a difference in the family or home.
o Regress in behavior or become more demanding.
o React to the emotions around them.
Explaining what happened in short, clear ways can be helpful.
Six to nine years of age:
 At this stage of development, children begin to develop an
understanding of the irreversible nature of death. Curiosity about
details might be stronger at this age level. As they process the
loss, fears may arise therefore, clear conversation and support are
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necessary. Watch for continued tendency to blame themselves
because they still believe thoughts make things happen.
 It is common for children in the age range to experience:
o Denial
o Difficulty expressing their feelings for loss
o Difficulty eating and sleeping
o Physical ailments such as stomachaches and
headaches
o Fearfulness
o Decrease in school performance
o Inability to concentrate
o Anger directed towards teachers and classmates
o Inappropriate classroom behavior
Pre-adolescent and adolescent (10-18 years of age):
 Children of this age typically understand the permeance of
death but may feel removed from the experience. Interest in vivid
details may be stronger as they reach to understand what has
happened.
 These children may experience:
o Guilt or confusion
o Depression
o Shock
o Crying
o Stomachaches/headaches
o Insomnia or exhaustion
o Dramatic reactions such as not sleeping or eating
o Decrease in school performance
o Change in peer group
o Possible drug use and/ or sexual promiscuity
Often, teens lean on their friends more than family as they grieve.
However, it is important to ensure they know you are available to talk and
offer support.
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CHILD & ADOLESCENT DISCUSSIONS
It is important to talk to children about death to normalize it and to be clear
about what it means. If death is not discussed at all, it may affect the child’s
life negatively when death occurs.
There are many wonderful books that help families explain death and
dying to children. Here are some helpful suggestions about how to talk to
children about death:
Strategies for Talking to Children Ages 2-6
1.
2.

3.
4.

5.

6.

7.

Start early: Talk about death starting at an early age by using
everyday examples from television or the death of animals. This will
help them view death as part of the natural life cycle.
Tell it how it is: Use simple, truthful words like “dead,” “dying,”
“died,” or “cremated.” Dead means not moving, not breathing, not
seeing, and not feeling. The person’s or animals’ body does not work
anymore. Though it may sound gentler to use phrases that make
death sound less final, it can be very confusing to the child.
Tell the truth: Be honest about what is happening (in age
appropriate terms) and let them see you express your emotions.
Define new words that they may be hearing.
Encourage questions: Ask for questions the child may have but do
not volunteer complex information the child has not asked. Tell them
the main facts and answer all their questions simply and promptly. If
you do not know, it’s okay to say that you don’t know. Ask the child
what he or she thinks the answer might be.
Allow all feelings: Encourage the child to express feelings openly.
Crying is normal and healthy. Many children express anger towards
the person for dying and leaving them. It is important to allow them to
express these feelings and let them know it is okay.
Express yourself: Share your feelings with the child. Seeing you
upset will not make the child worse as it lets them know you are
hurting too. Allow the child to comfort you; this makes them feel
helpful and needed.
Be patient: Know that children need to hear what happened and to
ask the same questions again and again. This is how they are
processing it.
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What if’s: “Are you going to die too?” “What will happen to me if die?”
If the child is worried about the surviving parent or siblings dying, tell
the child who will take care of them in that case but offer reassurance
that they are not likely to die anytime soon. Point out elderly people
the child knows or sees and discuss how many people live to old age.
Exposure: Limit the amount of exposure to television if the death is
being publicized. This can increase nightmares, worry, and expose
children to knowledge of unnecessary details.
Reassurance: Reassure the child of their safety at home and at
school.
Outlets: Maintain daily routines as much as possible, as this signifies
safety to a child. But, allow your gut to guide you about when you
need to be flexible. Give the child a chance to play and spend time
with you, as this is how the child will express what is going on inside.
More specific suggestions for constructive outlets for grief are
discussed in the section of this manual entitled “self-care”.

Strategies for Talking to Children 7-12
1. Use of all the information from “talking to children ages 2-6” but be
prepared to go into more detail and answer more questions.
2. When children ask “morbid” or “distasteful” questions about the body
and death, it is best to answer them promptly, simply and to the point.
3. In order to determine how much information a child can handle, notice
how she or he reacts to the simplest information before going into
details. Do not be too graphic (particularly in the case of accidents and
violent deaths) as this will only create difficult mental images for the
child.
4. If the child is experiencing unrealistic feelings of guilt because he or she
thinks they somehow caused the death, discuss the feelings with the
child and help them clear up this misconception.
5. Many children express anger towards the person for dying and leaving
them. It is important for them to express this feeling and let them know it
is okay to have these emotions.
6. If the child is worried about the surviving parent or siblings dying, tell the
child who will take care of them but offer reassurance that they are not
likely to die anytime soon. Point out elderly people the child knows or
sees and discuss how many people live to old age.
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7. Don’t be afraid to share your own feelings of grief and sorrow with the
child. By allowing the child to see your tears, you teach the child that it is
acceptable to their emotions too. By watching you move through stages
of your grief and begin to heal, the child learns that life goes on and that
people can recover to rebuild their lives while still keeping the deceased
in their hearts.

Strategies for Talking to Adolescents
Adolescents or teenagers may differ because of the desire to fit in with
their peers and becoming independent from the family. A death in the
family challenges this role. Adolescents may feel different from their peers
due to the death, so they may suppress many of their feelings of grief in an
attempt to fit in. Naturally changing hormones and mood swings may
increase the intensity of the grief at times, making it even more difficult to
cope. The following may help in talking to adolescents during this time:
1. Educate them about normal reactions to grief so they know they are not
going crazy and can trust the way their minds, bodies, and emotions are
reacting. If this is difficult, provide movies or books they can look at on
their own.
2. Encourage them to express what the grief experience is like for them.
Recognize and affirm that the experience is likely to be different from
other’s the family. Model appropriate expressions of emotion yourself so
that they can follow you example. If they prefer not to talk, suggest using
other outlets: a journal to write, art, photography, sports, music, etc.
3. Tell stories about the person who died. Keep photos of them up and
around the house. Discuss going to the grave site. Listen to what your
teen says will be helpful to them. This may take time.
4. Talk about how you do not expect your teen to take on an adult role now
that someone important has died. Encourage normal teenage activities
once he or she is ready to reengage in them. They may be ready right
away and use them as a coping mechanism or it may take time, grieving
takes a lot of energy. Be encouraging and let them know you love them
and will support them always.
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The Parent or Guardian’s Role
The “Grief at School” program from Hospice of Virginia succinctly
describes a number of things that parents can do to help children through
the grieving process:
 Focus on your children. Watch for unusual behavior or physical
symptoms.
 Reassure them of your loved and their safety.
 Make time to talk to monitor.
 Be a good listener, without judging.
 Allow feelings to be expressed.
 Stay physically close to your children. This will assure them and
allow you time to observe their behavior.
 Limit the amount of television exposure if the event is publicized. If
the event is not publicized, also limit televised programs that may be
scary or traumatic.
 Maintain daily routines but be flexible.
 Spend extra time with your children- reading, playing, games.
 Protect their health- make sure children are getting the appropriate
amount of sleep, exercise, and nutrition. If any or all of these remain
difficult after a few weeks, consider consulting professional help.
 Provide a positive outlet of expression of grief: creative projects,
family time, or religious rituals depending on your personal beliefs.
 Involve the school. Find out what resources your child’s school has
available. Call your child’s school counselor for ideas and advice, as
well as resources and referrals. The more the school knows about
the tragedy and how your child is coping, the more the staff can help.
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Supporting Your Child Through the Death of a Parent or Immediate
Family Member
Follow guidelines in “The Parent’s Role” but also keep these issues in
mind:
 Manage your own grief: Many children do not begin to truly grieve
until their parent(s) are further along in their own process. By
managing your own grief and taking care of yourself, you model good
coping skills for your children and help them grieve themselves.
 Talk if they need to talk and even if they don’t: If you are open and
honest about the feelings you experience, your children will feel safe
in sharing their feelings with you. It is okay to cry together, tell them
when you are feeling sad, and share age-appropriate thoughts with
them. Again, you are modeling positive coping skills.
 Importance of rituals and remembrance: Even if it is painful to
remember the loved one who died, it is especially important to do so
on anniversaries and special events so that your child knows death
does not mean forgetting.
Try to make these remembrance activities fun:
o Make the loved one’s favorite meal together
o Do something as a family that the loved one liked to do
The more positive memories that the child can associate with
remembering the one who died, the better able they will be to cope.
 Recognize resurfacing: Grief is a tricky thing. There will be
developmental milestones in your child’s life when grief will resurface,
particularly during times of change such as:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

The anniversary of the death
Holidays
Changing schools
Moving
Puberty
Graduation
College

HSP TRIAL & BEREAVEMENT GUIDE

30

Supporting Your Child Through the Death of Friend/Classmate/Peer
Follow the guidelines in “The Parent’s Role” but also keep these issues
in mind:
 Limit details: As previously advised, discuss the main events of the
death with your child and answer any questions they may have, but
do not go into unnecessary detail.
 Talk it out: Listen to and accept the feelings your child expresses
regarding the death of the peer. Know that this death may bring up
memories or feelings associated with other losses your child has
experienced in the past.
 Allow for expression of feelings: Allow your child to take part in
ritual activities if they are organized by the school or religious
organization. If not, call the school counselor or Full Circle and see if
you can help in holding a ritual for the peer group.

Outlets for Adults
 Me time. Carving out some time for yourself to sit with your feelings
and do some processing of your own is extremely important. If your
children have difficulty with this, explain why you need this time and
tell them where you will be and when you will be back.
Examples include:
o An exercise/yoga class
o Writing in a journal for 20-30 minutes
o Go to a support group
o Meet a friend for lunch
 Exercise. It is important to keep active even if you would rather stay
in bed. The endorphins produced by exercise help you cope with the
other stressors during this difficult time.
 Eating healthy. While it is tempting to turn to comfort foods during
sad times, the best thing you can do for your body is to drink lots of
water, eat a balanced diet, plenty of fruits and vegetables, and cut
down on snacking. This will also help with your energy level and
ability to cope with grief.
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Outlets for Children
 Encourage time to play. Children often communicate best through
their play, so interacting and watching them play is encouraged.
 Continue with routine. Routine is very important in establishing
normalcy and a sense of control. As soon as possible, return to
bedtime routines, music lessons or sports teams. You might ask if the
child wants to continue routines they did with the deceased and give
them an option of whom to include.
 Encourage children and teens to express their feelings through
creative arts: music, art (drawing, painting, clay, etc.), writing in a
journal, collage, dance, photography, sports, etc.
 Transitional objects: children and teens may want to keep stuffed
animals or objects belonging to the deceased close to them for a
while. If possible, offer a shirt, picture, special coin, or other object
that holds special meaning to help the child keep the one he/she
loved close.
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Questions
When your children ask questions about death, burial, or the afterlife, be
honest with them, limit details, and use your own spiritual beliefs to guide
you. Here are a few possibilities of how you might answer some of these
questions, though you may choose to alter your response.
Q: What is dead?
A: Dead means no longer living. Things like people, animals, trees and
plants are alive. Eventually all living things die which means their heart
stops beating and they no longer need to eat, drink or sleep anymore.
(Based on your spiritual beliefs, you may discuss where their soul is, etc.)
Q: Why do things have to die?
A: Birth and death are part of the cycle of life. Just because someone’s
body dies, does not mean they are gone from our hearts. We remember
them when we do their favorite things, eat their favorite foods, and make
the best parts of them part of ourselves.
Q: Will I die? Or Will you die?
A: Someday we all will. All living things are born so all living things will
die, but most people die when they are very old. (Reassure the child that it
is not likely that you will die soon but if you do, tell them who will take care
of them.)
Q: What happens when someone is buried?
A: (Person’s name) won’t feel anything after dying because it is only
their body left and they no longer feel anything.
Q: What happens after you die?
A: No one really knows for sure what happens- what do you think might
happen? Use your own spiritual beliefs to guide you in answering this
question.
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WHEN ADDITIONAL SUPPORT IS NEEDED
Though many of us are resilient, grief can test us in extreme ways. Grief
support can help families and individuals to develop positive ways to cope
with emotions, thoughts and to help people develop outlets to express their
grief and begin to heal. People will never and should never get over the
loss of those they love. However, they can learn to work through the grief,
heal broken hearts, and make those who have died loving parts of
themselves who will always be remembered.

Friends, family, clergy, or mental health professionals may be helpful in
supporting individuals and families through the bereavement process. In
this section, we have outlined times when specific support may be needed
for you or your children. If you have further questions or concerns, please
contact the professionals at Homicide Survivors Program.
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Signs/Symptoms of Complicated Grief
Citation: Adapted from Mayo Clinic. 2009. Complicated Grief: Symptoms. http://www. Mayoclinic.com/health/complicatedgrief/DS01023/DSECTION=symptoms

There are times when grief can become overwhelming and regular
coping strategies are not enough. It is important to recognize signs and
symptoms in your children, other family members, and yourself as there is
no shame in needing help during such a difficult time.
While some of these symptoms are normal following the death of a
loved one, continued presence of two or more of these may call for
professional intervention.
The following are signs and symptoms that demonstrate the need for
additional help in coping with grief:
 Extreme sadness that prohibits the person from continuing
with everyday, necessary life activities (a month or more)
 Unwillingness to drink/eat for more than a few days
 Suicidal thoughts or a suicidal attempt
 Continual nightmares and/or night terrors for a prolonged
period of time (a month or more)
 Sleeping far too little or too much
 Intense anxiety
 Avoidance of feelings for a prolonged period of time
 Being overwhelmed with emotion (feeling out of control)
 Preoccupation with events surrounding the death with
thoughts interfering with daily living
 Outbursts of irritability or anger at school and/or home
 Difficulty concentrating on things usually enjoyed
 Significant decrease in normal activities at home and school
 Detachment or withdrawal from friends or family
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Dealing with Fear
Homicide survivors are more susceptible to fearing the safety of other
family members or friends. They may experience anxiousness when
another family member is late to return home or does not call when
expected; causing fear that another family member will be harmed.
Anxiety is as much a part of life as eating and sleeping. Under the right
circumstances, anxiety is beneficial. It heightens alertness and readies the
body for action. Faced with an unfamiliar challenge, a person is often
spurred by anxiety to prepare for the upcoming event. For example, many
people practice speeches and study for tests as a result of mild anxiety.
Likewise, anxiety or fear and the urge to flee are a protection from danger.
However, when fears become overwhelming and interfere with daily
living, they no longer serve as beneficial. If your fear has become disabling,
you may have developed an anxiety disorder and should consult your
family physician immediately. Do not be embarrassed, as many people
suffer from anxiety disorders. They are highly treatable. (“Anxiety Disorder,”
American Psychiatric Association, 1994)

When to get additional help for self or child…
If you see two or more of the signs or symptoms of complicated grief in
yourself or in your children or other family members, additional help and
support may be needed to cope with this grief. Please refer to the list of
resources in this manual for guidance in how to seek this help.
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Suicide Information
Citation: Crisislink.org.2009. Arlington, VA http://crisislink.org/resources/mental_health/index.html

Extreme grief or the death of a loved one by suicide can increase the
risk of suicide in those who have survived the loss and are struggling to
cope. If you notice the following signs or behaviors in a loved one or are
experiencing them yourself, seek help immediately.
Signs of suicidal behavior
Suicidal Thoughts or Expressions












“I’m tired of life. I can’t go on.”
“My family would be better off without me.”
“Who cares if I’m dead anyway?”
“I just want out.”
“I won’t be around much longer.”
“Soon you won’t have to worry about me.”
“I wish I were dead.”
“I’m going to end it all.”
“I just want to die.”
“I’m going to kill myself.”
“If…doesn’t happen, I’m going to kill myself.”

Suicidal Actions









Get a gun or stockpile pills
Give away prized possessions
Take more impulsive risks
Cut themselves or other gestures of self-harm
Neglect their appearance
Abuse alcohol and/or drugs
Isolate themselves/run away/drop out of school
Show a dramatic change of mood
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Dealing with the Violent Nature of the Crime
Dealing with the violent nature of the death is often a difficult task.
Survivors may reflect upon the extent to which their loved one suffered and
may also feel guilt in that the death was preventable. It is not exceptional
for survivors to blame the victim in the aftermath of the murder, especially if
the victim had been involved in illegal or socially unacceptable activities.
Dealing with homicide-related materials can be trauma-inducing events,
such as:





autopsy report
crime scene photographs
repairing or cleaning the crime scene
obtaining the victim’s personal effects used as evidence

Homicide survivors may also struggle with accepting the fact that their
loved one’s life was ended by an intentional violent act of another human
being. Trying to comprehend the motivations of the murder only adds to the
pain.
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Dealing with Friends and Relatives in the Aftermath
It is possible that people with the best intentions can sometimes interfere
with the healing process. Survivors should be prepared to deal with
people’s misguided attempts to be helpful, including comments such as:







It’s been a year – you should be over it by now.
It’s God’s will
Time heals all wounds
It’ll be all right
At least you can have other children
At least you still have two other children

People who have not experienced a similar trauma in their lives do not
necessarily know how to respond to your situation and may inadvertently
make inappropriate comments. Pastors, priests, rabbi or other religious
leaders may tell the survivor that they “must forgive the murderer” or that
“the murder was somehow part of God’s plan.” These types of statements
can be very distressing to people dealing with feelings of revenge or anger.
They may also increase feelings of guilt among homicide survivors.
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Dealing with Insensitivity
-Written by Survivors of Homicide Co-Vice President Shirley Bostrom
Ironically, what I need most is a smile, a hug and an, “I’m so sorry.”
However, our culture doesn’t teach us how to approach someone who has
suffered the devastating trauma caused by a homicide. Our natural
tendency is to avoid dealing with us either out of fear of doing something
wrong or being inadequate for the task.
The reality of what happened to us may pose a threat to your own
family. If it can happen to us, it can happen to you so it is safer to cling to
the myth that murder only happens to strangers. Murder is happening more
and more to people like us, but it is not contagious. You can’t catch murder
from comforting the victims.
A thoughtful choice of words can prevent an awkward or senseless
remark intended to give comfort from provoking more grief, guilt, or anger
in the victim. People tell me: “I think about you all the time.” Don’t think
about me. Call me. Write to me. Ask me to spend some time with you.
Even if I refuse, you have told me you care. Don’t tell me to call you. I’m
much too tired to do that. Please call me. Don’t tell me you will call, write or
keep in touch if you can’t do so. I expect you to keep your promise and feel
betrayed when it doesn’t happen.
“I don’t know what to say.” You don’t have to say anything. Just being
here is enough. Listening to me is even better. “You’re so strong.” No, I’m
not! I have shed more tears than I knew I had. I weep mostly in private, in
my car, in the shower, in my bed at 2 a.m., with caring friends and while
writing. Watching me cry may make you feel uncomfortable and
inadequate. Remind yourself that I need this release if I am to heal. Expect
me to be irrational. I’m not thinking clearly. I feel guilty when told I’m strong.
I wonder if you are really telling me that I’m doing better than you could.
Why? Do you think I didn’t really love her? Did I? Of course I did. I could
agree with the slightly different comment, “It must take all your strength to
keep going.”
“I don’t know how you do it.” Of course you don’t. Neither do I. I do it
because I have no real choice. Life is still precious. I have people I love and
things I still want to do. Your thoughtfulness and prayers give me strength.
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“You look so good.” What? I feel guilty. My daughter’s dead — I should look
awful. Maybe, if you said, “I’m glad to see you are taking care of yourself.
Margie would want you to.” Then I’d feel validated. “Having other children
must make it easier to bear.” You’d think so, but this doesn’t feel easier.
Siblings are often reluctant to discuss their pain and loss, but certainly,
having other children to love and to love me is a comfort.
“Time heals all wounds.” People really do say this! I’m not going to heal
— at least, not without lots of scar tissue. The most insensitive remark I’ve
had to deal with was, “It has been three months. You must be over it by
now.” It is my daughter who is dead, not a friendly squirrel that lived in my
yard. I’ll never be over it. The worst example of insensitivity that I have
heard is the spiritual leader who actually tried to console the father of a
murdered teenager by telling him, “At least now you won’t have to worry
about his behavior problems.” Dealing with teenager behaviors is a natural
part of life. Burying a child is not.
In a murder case, the wounds keep being reopened. There is no chance
to heal or move on. A state of limbo exists. Lawyers, courts, judges and a
live criminal blessed with civil rights control your life. “You must be strong.
Larry, your daughters and grandchildren need you now.” “You need to
support each other now,” would be helpful. “You need to take care of
yourself.” Why do you think I eat, try to sleep, take showers, brush my teeth
and get my haircut? I have to. I know even with all my strength I’m not
going to deal well with my loss.
“How are you doing?” How do you think I’m doing? The best I can. My
daughter was murdered by a man she loved enough to marry. She spent
11 years of her life with him and he stabbed her 16 times. Would you like to
see how crazy a grieving mother can be? Or hear my primal scream?
“What can I do?” Be specific. If you are too general, I will tell you I need
nothing or ask for what I really want — to bring her back. “Did you know
Mitch was capable of murder?” No. I feel terribly guilty and inadequate as a
mother. I should have known and done something to keep her alive. I hate
being a failure. “I can’t think of anything more horrible than losing a child.”
Well, I can. What if Mitch killed her and we couldn’t prove it because she
just disappeared? If there were no body or its various parts, the uncertainty
would gnaw at me. Or what if I lost more than one family member to
brutality, Ruth, Kathy, Larry, or my grandchildren? Or what if I was
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responsible for a terrible accident that took the lives of those I love? How
could I deal with the kidnapping or disappearance of a grandchild? — Not
knowing if they were tortured and raped. It is a very violent world we live in.
I know.
Margie’s death was horrendous, but I have learned not to ask how it
could be any worse. I know it could be and ghastly things can still happen
to those I love. Margie’s murder has not given us immunity from more such
tragedies. It has forced me to acknowledge that my world isn’t safe
anymore. When I see newspapers and television reports of other people’s
tragedies, I comprehend their loss and pain. I experience the first sharp
thrust of mine again. I know it can happen to my family, so I don’t ask why
me, but why not me? And I wait.
Don’t avoid me. Being ignored hurts deeply. I know being around me is
uncomfortable, but I’m doing the best I can. I need all the support you can
give me. If you don’t feel strong enough to help, please tell me. I’ll accept
that. I know what it is to feel weak. Holidays are difficult. Pray for us. Make
plans to get together. Let us know you remember her birthday and the day
she died — that she existed. We need to celebrate her life and
acknowledge her death. Your call, card, or visit helps us through these
tough times.
It is I who must work to heal. I cannot escape the pain. I must
acknowledge it and decide to live the rest of my life with purpose and
meaning. Caring friends make that a possibility. The people who have
chosen to be my friends are special. They want to be here for me. Please
keep trying. Sincere effort counts the most.

HSP TRIAL & BEREAVEMENT GUIDE

42

Dealing with the Media
Homicide survivors may have both positive and negative experiences
with the media. It is important to keep in mind that privacy is something that
is usually lost following a homicide. The murder and the circumstances
surrounding it often become public knowledge, as do the identities of the
surviving family members. Sadly, the more sensational the case, the more
media coverage it will attract.
Survivors should be prepared to deal with the media following court
appearances and inaccurate or inappropriate information being reported
regarding their loved one.

How to help a friend who has lost a loved one to homicide:
 Listen – be a good listener. Do not offer “psychological” assessments.
 Be nonjudgmental – do not be shocked if survivors’ express anger
and feelings of revenge.
 Help find resources – it may be helpful for you to gather information
about community resources such as support groups for the survivors.
 Help out with daily chores – people in grief may not have the same
energy or focus to take care of daily living tasks.
 Be wary of suicidal thoughts – it is important for people who may be
having suicidal impulses to seek professional counseling with a
therapist trained in trauma counseling.
 Do not tell the survivors that you know how they feel.
 Do not blame the victim or the survivors.
 Encourage the survivors to express their feelings if they are feeling
up to it.
 Let the victims heal at their own pace – do not rush them.
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THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM
The criminal justice system is a unique stressor or burden for homicide
survivors who are sometimes forced to deal with it for many years after the
murder. A homicide case can take many years to complete, and there are
no guarantees that the outcome will satisfy the survivors. Delays and
appeals may disrupt the grieving process and prolong the survivors’
suffering. Each new hearing stirs up feelings seemingly laid to rest.
Dealing with the criminal justice system can be very frustrating for
survivors. While most people working within the system are trained
professionals, the re-victimization of family members may occur.
Secondary victimization can occur easily if and when simple procedures
are omitted or ignored.
The following are important factors in dealing with homicide survivors:
 How family members are notified of the murder
 Whether their loved one’s body is released by the coroner in a
timely manner
 How information from an autopsy report is explained
 Whether a suspect is caught and the manner in which the
investigation and prosecution of the offender is handled

“The police may try to shield family members, keeping them away from
the crime scene and from gruesome photographs of the victim.
Nevertheless, many survivors demand to see these things. They want to
confront the reality of the murder and to know the worst. Denied access to
the facts by the authorities or by a lack of information about the crime, the
relatives of the murder victims are frequently tormented by questions that
can never be answered” (A Grief Like No Other, Eric Schlosser, 1997).
The manner in which death notification is handled has a great impact on
the survivors. Police report this duty as the worst aspect of their jobs, and
understandably so. Unfortunately, some police officers may be insensitive
to the needs of homicide survivors, while others may be lacking information
about the case or how to deal appropriately with them.

HSP TRIAL & BEREAVEMENT GUIDE

44

Since police officers are most often faced with this difficult task, there
are a few important things to remember:
 Always provide death notification in person – never over the
telephone.
 Ideally, two people should conduct the death notification.
 The message should be straightforward, compassionate, and
honest.
 Provide survivors with as much information as possible.
 Bring a crisis/trauma counselor or psychologist.
 Do not leave the survivor alone. Contact someone for the victim
if necessary.
 Provide information on crime victim services.
 Do not rush the notification – give the survivor ample time to
absorb the initial shock of the news.
 Be prepared of all sorts of behavior – survivors may try to harm
themselves, to run away, or to attack the person bringing the
bad news.
In certain circumstances, the coroner or medical examiner may have to
keep the victim’s body for longer than expected, as it is the primary
evidence in a murder investigation. This can be distressing for families
trying to make funeral arrangements. It is also distressing for survivors to
receive autopsy reports without explanation of the forensic or medical
terms used.
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Many professionals are reluctant to show homicide survivors crime
scene photographs, even after the trial is over, in fear of causing further
trauma. If this is one of the needs of the family, it should be respected.
The following are suggestions from the National Organization of Parents
of Murdered Children, Inc., as to how to present the photographs without
re-victimizing the family:
 Put the photos in a manila envelope one at a time.
 Mark each envelope with a consecutive number, beginning at
one.
 Envelope number one should contain the least graphic
photograph, while the las number would contain the most
graphic photo.
 Explain to the family what they are going to see as they open
each envelope.
 Allow the family the control of viewing as many or as few of the
photos as necessary.
The court process often leaves victims feeling like outsiders, as they
have no formal role in it. The justice system concentrated on the accused
and his/her guilt, leaving victims wondering what rights they have.
Survivors soon learn that crimes do not always result in convictions and
that sentences do not necessarily match the severity of the crime.
Perceptions of injustice and a lack of respect for their loved one often
cause further distress for homicide survivors. The victim is seldom referred
to by name, which can seem dehumanizing to the family.
Plea-bargaining is a procedure that is used to save the court system
time and money by accepting guilty pleas in exchange for reduced charges
and a lesser sentence. Co-defendants may be given lesser punishment,
despite a role in the murder, in order to obtain their cooperation. Insufficient
evidence may lead to the dropping of charges or reduced charges. Many
homicides survive are trouble and hurt by this process, as they feel that the
value of their loved one’s life has been lessened.
Homicide survivors are often told to show little or no emotion in the
courtroom so that they will not influence the jury. This especially difficult to
do when they face an alleged killer and hear painful details of their loved
one’s death.
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Even if the offender receives a “just and appropriate” sentence,
survivors may be surprised by their response. Homicide survivors often
assume that a just conclusion will absolve their pain, and they are
sometimes shocked when it does not. This may be due to the fact survivors
concentrate so intensely on the justice system that they do not allow
themselves the time to grieve. Thus, when the trial is over, their emotions
are no longer “on hold” and they are forced to deal with the pain of the
eternal vid caused by the murder.
Keeping ‘tabs’ on an offender by dealing with corrections and paroling
authorities may be another emotional burden for homicide survivors who
choose to do so. Receiving semiregular updates about an offender as
he/she progresses through the prison system may rehash memories for
survivors. At the same time, some survivors express a desire to ensure that
the offender is never able to harm anyone else and monitoring them is the
best way to do so.
There is also the possibility that the offender is never found, let alone
arrested or convicted – a reality that many homicide survivors have had to
cope with. This situation can be especially painful for survivors as they are
lacking any sense of justice. These survivors may experience especially
strong feelings or resentment, frustration, fear and anger.
The fact is that the criminal justice process is as likely to compound the
survivors’ distress. While some victims and survivors wish to have little or
no involvement with the criminal justice system, others want to be informed
of every aspect of the investigation and prosecution. It is important that the
wishes be respected.
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Financial Loss
Homicide survivors may be impacted financially following the murder of
their loved one. A homicide may bring about significant loss of income to a
family. Survivors may be unable to return to work following the loss of the
loved one for one reason or another. The possibility of losing the family
home is real if mortgage payments cannot be made. Plans to return to or
complete school may have to be postponed. There may be unexpected
medical/funeral bills to pay.

Additional losses and factors that may add to homicide survivors’
pain:
 Loss of self – a sense of having changed as a person;
 Loss of a sense of control over your life;
 Loss of independence – a greater dependence on other
individuals or institutions to address the wrong done to you and
your loved one;
 Loss of social support – increased feelings of isolation and
loneliness;
 Loss of a sense of safety and security;
 Loss or questioning of faith or religion – survivors often question
how God could let something like this happen to a person they
love;
 Loss of a sense of community – physical loss of a member of
one’s family;
 Disillusionment with the justice system;
 Pain in knowing that the victim suffered (especially in cases of
sexual assault, torture or mutilation);
 A family member may be the suspect or the murderer;
 Nightmares of the loved one being murdered; and
 The murderer never being identified or caught – the death lacks a
sense of justice.
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Self-Care
Adapted from Karla Helbert, LPC.
It is important to take care of yourself and nurture your own grieving
process, so you will be able to help the ones you love to the best of your
ability.
Studies show that when you model appropriate, healthy ways to grieve
(talking about your grief, showing emotion, continuing to do activities that
you enjoy, eating healthy, exercising, etc.), your children are far more likely
to follow suit.
But grieving is hard. It takes time. It takes energy. It is easy for us to
provide you of a list of things to do for self-care. It is hard to accomplish
them while you are grieving. Most parents are so concerned about their
children’s grief, that they tend to “set” theirs aside to care for their children.
The single most important thing you can do for your family is to take time
for yourself, be kind to yourself and your loved ones, and remember you
are important too. Remember your (and your family’s) grief will soften, in
time.
Even the most difficult of days only have 24 hours in them.
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Rituals and Remembrance Activities
Actively remembering our deceased loved ones is what keeps them
always with us. Children and adults will never “get over” the death of
someone they love. However, they can learn to grow through the grief and
discover that the love never goes away.
“While it may be painful to bring up these feelings of grief, especially on
birthdays and anniversaries, acknowledging the death and the deceased
individual in a positive way truly helps work through those feelings” (Sims,
1983).
Below are a handful of activities and rituals designed by Karla Helbert,
MS, LPC to help commemorate and remember those who have died:
 Make a memory book – may include pictures, mementos, favorite
quotes or sayings, collage, stories from friends of the deceased, etc.
that remind the survivors of they loved one who is deceased. It is a
resource that allowed the deceased to live on in the memories of
those he/she left behind.
 Light a special candle on holidays, anniversaries, I church, etc. in
honor of the person who died.
 Make a toast to your loved one at dinner.
 Create a special CD of music that reminds you of your loved one.
 Plant a tree or flowers in your loved one’s memory
 Donate to a charity that your loved one supported.
 Visit your loved one’s burial site.
 Carry something special that reminds you of your loved.
 Do a favorite activity of the person who died on their birthday and/or
on the anniversary of their death (watch his/her favorite movie, go to
a favorite place, or listen to a favorite song).
 Make and eat the favorite meal of the person who died.
 Create a family painting collage about the loved one who died where
each surviving family member contributes a piece. Hang the creation
in the house where everyone can see it.
 Create a shrine or a special area – a shelf, a room, a corner, a table
top, etc. in your home, garden, office, etc. that reminds you of your
oved one. It may be public for all to see or a private space for you
alone.
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 Create your own grief ritual. You may want to hold your ritual only
one time or on a regular basis – daily, weekly, monthly, on special
days. You can conduct your ritual alone or with others. To create your
ritual, you might do things like light a candle, light some incense, read
or say aloud an inspirational verse, poem or prayer, chant, sing a
song, ring or chime a bell, or play a particular selection of music.
Clearly marking the beginning and end of a ritual will help you
transition from daily life to the ritual and back again more smoothly.
You may want to communicate with your loved one during this ritual
either speaking aloud, writing a letter, or meditating or praying.
 For anniversaries, holidays and special events – make a plan. This
will help ease your worry and the worries of those around you. You
might plan a special outing or visit to the cemetery; or you might plan
to get together with friends or family and celebrate the life of your
loved one. If the plan changes, that’s fine. However, worrying about
what might or might not happen is often far worse than what actually
happens. For holidays, know your limitations and be accepting of
yourself in what you feel you can and cannot do. Let others help you
and don’t be afraid to make changes – a different time for dinner,
different place of worship, or different tradition. You might consider
giving a charitable gift in memory of your loved one during a giftgiving holiday to honor their memory and help others in their name.
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COMMUNITY SUPPORT SERVICES
Services for Homicide Survivors
There are different levels of service providers throughout the justice
system that may be beneficial to homicide survivors.
 Several communities have established police-based victim service
units/programs available for usage. Where available, these services
are confidential and will provide immediate crisis intervention,
emotional support, practical assistance, general information about the
criminal justice system and referrals for consideration.
 Crown or court-based victim services help to prepare victims for the
court process, securing documents such as transcripts, preparing
victims to be witnessing, providing referrals to community and other
counseling agencies, and helping family members prepare victim
impact statements.
 Community-based service providers may provide advocacy and other
supportive services to homicide survivors, such as court
accompaniment or liaising with parole authorities.
Depending on where you live, you may be entitled to compensation as a
result of your criminal victimization.
VOCAL (Victims of Crime and Leniency) Victims Compensation:
“Alabama's compensation law covers a variety of expenses for which
compensation is paid. The Alabama Crime Victims Compensation
Commission provides the only substantial financial compensation for
victims for expenses for personal injuries including medical, funeral and
counseling bills.
The assistance lessens the financial burden on innocent victims of
violent crime and serves as a vehicle of home for the rights of victim’s
crimes. Our state law is unique. It requires a victim or family of a victim of
violent crime to serve on the three-member Commission which hears
victim’s compensation cases. This provision insures that claims are
reviewed from the victim's standpoint.
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Now there is hope for victims of crime. You can begin the healing
process by calling the Alabama Crime Victims Compensation Commission
in Montgomery to find out if you qualify. 334-290-4420” (VOCAL).
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Participation in Support Groups
Many homicide survivors have found it helpful to speak to others who
have been through a similar experience. Being able to openly express the
pain of their loss and reveal “revenge fantasies” (a normal reaction to
violent victimization) is quite satisfying. Support groups can be very
normalizing for families and friends of victims, allowing them to feel that
they are not going crazy and that others are experiencing and surviving the
same complexity of emotions. As homicide survivors cannot always relate
to people who have lost a loved one due to accidental or natural causes, it
is often helpful to speak with other homicide survivors because they
understand the specific and unique suffering that is taking place.
Support groups are a means for survivors who are further along in the
healing process to help others who are newly bereaved or who are having
an especially difficult time coping. By providing and receiving support,
survivors are able to help each other and see the good that is able to come
out of the pain they have experienced.
People who have experienced the murder of a loved one have stated
that they often feel an immediate and close bond with other homicide
survivors, even if they do not meet face-to-face.
It is important to note that some survivors have reported feeling worse
after attending the first few support group sessions. This is usually because
many painful emotions have been brought to the surface. As difficult as this
may be at the time, many survivors state that this process ultimately helps
them through the grieving process.
Your community may have support group for homicide survivors, which
is organized through hospitals, churches or various other social service
agencies. Or, you may be able to make contact with other homicide
survivors through a victim services agency r an advocacy group such as
ours. Such support groups lend an atmosphere of assistance and empath
to the homicide survivor.
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Counseling
Obtaining induvial or family counseling services with a therapist trained
in trauma work can be very helpful to homicide survivors. Working through
feelings of anger, revenge, fear, and grief are important to your healing. It is
especially important to contact a therapist when thoughts of self-harm or
suicide are present.
Homicide survivors may be able to receive reimbursement for
counseling expenses through provincial crime compensation programs.
Contact your Crown Attorney or victim services office for more information.

Local Funeral Directors
Local funeral directors are often an excellent source of information
during the grieving process. They may also facilitate grief support groups or
provide referral information about other community services for homicide
survivors.

Crime Scene Clean Up
Bio-One: Homicides are deeply painful experiences that often burden
those left behind to deal with the traumatic event. That’s why Bio-One
employs certified technicians that not only provide expert cleanup services
for crime scenes in Huntsville Area, but also do so with a deep sensibility to
the emotional nature of the work.
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Civil Litigation
Survivors may consider proceeding with a civil suit against the individual
who is responsible for causing them so much pain. Victims should be
aware that the civil litigation also provides for an enormous emotional
burden on the victims, as it does not restrict the flow of information or
questioning like the criminal system does. A victim’s past can be crossexamined liberally. Civil litigation is also a risky avenue to pursue, as
criminal defendants often do not have the financial means to compensate a
victim for their pain and suffering.

Advocacy
Homicide survivors often find ways to channel their grief positively,
including involving themselves in helping activities in memory of their loved
one. Many survivors have gone on to take active roles in education and
advocacy following their victimization. Working for change within the
criminal justice system is seen as a way to make something positive out of
their tragedy, while helping others in the process. Survivors may choose to
tackle victims’ rights issues, young offenders, sentencing laws, or
restorative justice approaches.
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WORKING WITH HOMICIDE SURVIVORS

It has been said that homicide survivors are needier than other victims of
crime, more demanding than other victims of crime, and angrier than other
victims of crime. Their needs and intense feelings are normal and must be
validated.
Professionals are in a delicate position to either help or hinder homicide
survivors in their journey. The following are some tips from the National
Organization of Parents of Murdered Children, Inc., for professionals
working with homicide survivors:
 Accurate information delivered with extreme sensitivity is vital.
 Provide the family with basic facts and answer their questions as they
arise.
 No information should be withheld.
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 If a question cannot be answered, say so and explain why.
 Listen to their needs – they may need to know whether their loved
one suffered or to see the crime scene photographs.

COMMUNITY RESOURCES
Below is a list of some of the available resources in the Huntsville/ Madison
County area. Homicide Survivors Program does not necessarily
recommend or endorse any of the following providers.
Please note many of these resources provide multiple services and may
serve more than one need for you.

 Tennessee Valley Family
Services(Safe
Place
Runaway Shelter)… 800753-4269
 Big Brothers/Big Sisters…
 880-2123

 Huntsville Child Care Center
(Sliding Fee Scale)…5368131
 Christmas Charities Year
Round…837-2373
 Family Services Center…
 551-1610
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 Crisis Services of North
Alabama…716-1000
 Huntsville-Madison
CO.
Emergency
Management
Agency...
 4727-5130
 CSNA/HOPE Place…7161000
 National
Children’s
Advocacy Center…533-5437
 Alabama Career Center…
 851-0537
 Department
of
Human
Resources…427-6200
 Huntsville
Rehabilitation
Center…880-0680
 Community Action Agency
(Heating/Cooling
Assistance)…851-9800
 HAP- Huntsville Assistance
Program…539-2320
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 Huntsville
Utilities…5351200
 Salvation Army…536-5576
 Manna
House
(Grocery
Distribution)...256-503-4848
 CARE Center…723-2273
 Center for Greif and Loss…
 883-6539
 LIFT
(Transitional
Housing)…551-1610
 Legal Services of North
Central Alabama…536-9645
 Madison County Volunteer
Lawyer Program…539-2275
 TARCOG…830-0818
 Central Health Care (Basic
Medical & Dental)…5336311
 HEALS Family Life Center
(School Based Clinics)…
 428-7560
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Dear Survivors,
We hope the enclosed information will be helpful to you as your case
proceeds through the criminal justice system. As survivors, we have found
that this process can be long, frustrating, and sometimes confusing. As
crime victims, you have Victim Rights guaranteed by Alabama Law. We
have learned that the best way to reduce additional anxiety, and ensure
your rights are protected, is to become as well informed and prepared.
The information within this booklet will help guide you on the court
process. We will help guide you in every aspect of the legal process that
you have found yourself trying to navigate. It is a confusing and daunting
experience to endure and it is our hope that this manual will help you from
arrest to trials end. We understand the legal process is very technical and
formal; we firmly believe the better educated survivors are before trial, they
are better equipped during trial.
A trial, while a legal process, includes emotional aspects that many
survivors find difficult to cope with and encounter issues during the trial. We
will help alert you to some ways to avoid problems in the courtroom if you
find yourself in this situation. We will discuss how appearance is an
important aspect of attending court and providing a respectable image is
very important as representatives of the victim.
We encourage you to read this information. The booklet is useful to
have at court and to keep with all your court documents and
correspondence; many survivors additionally keep a notebook if they plan
on taking many notes. You will also find a section in the back of this booklet
to write down all of your vital case information and an area to take notes as
the case progresses through the criminal justice system.
If you have any questions or concerns, please call. We care and want
to help you during this process, you are not alone.
Sincerely,
Kim Crawford, M.Ed
Homicide Survivors Program
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WHAT ARE YOUR RIGHTS?

 The right to protection from the accused
 The right to notification
 The right not to be excluded from proceedings
 The right to speak at criminal justice proceedings
 The right to consult with the prosecuting attorney
 The right to restitution
 The right to a proceeding free from unreasonable delay
 The right to be treated with fairness, and respect for the victims'
dignity and privacy
 The right to be treated with dignity and respect
 The right to be informed about the prosecution, plea offers, court
proceedings, and sentencing
 The right to make a statement in court at the time of sentencing
 The right to protection
 The right to seek compensation from a state victim's rights fund
 The right to restitution from the offender
 The right to return of personal property, and
 The right to be informed of parole proceedings or release from
incarceration, and the right to make a statement to the parole
board,
 The right to enforcement of victim's rights.
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CRIMINAL PROSECUTION PROCESS
Arrest and Booking
The first phase of the involvement with the Alabama criminal justice
system usually begins with arrest and booking based on preliminary
charges. There is a great deal of detail involved in ensuring the legitimacy
of this process, too much to be discussed here. However, sometimes a
complaint from another person that someone has done or has attempted to
do something is enough for them to be arrested and booked into a city or
county jail. Fingerprints and a mug shot are typically taken at this time.
Preliminary Hearing
Alabama felony charges allow a defendant to request a preliminary
hearing during which the state will present evidence against the defendant
and the judge will determine if such evidence establishes probable cause
for an indicted-on felony charges. A judge may also determine during this
hearing that the charges should be reduced to misdemeanor charges
depending on the circumstances.
Grand Jury Indictment
When someone faces Alabama felony charges and probable cause is
established during a preliminary hearing or in cases where a preliminary
hearing has not been requested, a grand jury will be convened to
determine whether or not there is sufficient evidence to indict them on the
proposed charges. If a grand jury determines an indictment is proper, the
case will be sent to an Alabama circuit court for further arraignment on the
indictment.
Arraignment
An Alabama arraignment is the first court appearance after being
charged with a crime. At an arraignment, charges are announced as well
as the amount the bail has been set and if eligible. In cases where the
charges include felony charges, they will be informed of their right to
request a preliminary hearing.
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Trial
Before an actual Alabama criminal trial, the criminal defense attorney
will work with prosecutors to determine whether or not a plea bargain could
prevent the need for an actual trial. It is ultimately up to the accused
whether or not they wish to accept a plea bargain if one is offered.
Sentencing
If the case goes to trial and a jury returns a guilty verdict, or if they enter
into a plea bargain related to the charges, a date will be set on which a
judge will issue the sentence they have determined is appropriate in the
circumstances. Sentencing can include jail time, fines, probation, or a
combination of these and other consequences within Alabama's general
criminal sentencing guidelines. In some cases, a judge may consider
specific circumstances related to the crime they have been convicted to
either increase or decrease the sentence.
Appeal
If facing an Alabama felony conviction, or an Alabama misdemeanor
conviction, they have the opportunity to appeal a verdict and the related
sentence. The time frame in which it must be appealed depends on the
type of crime convicted.
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GOING TO TRIAL
If the defendant persists in pleading not guilty, the case will be set for
trial. Be prepared for numerous postponements or continuances after a trial
date has been set.
Jury selection may take days before the trial actually begins. Most
injured victims and surviving families want to attend the trial although they
know it will be an emotionally draining experience. Because trials can take
several days or weeks, victim families may have difficulty getting off work to
attend. Several states now acknowledge that victims should have the right
to attend their trials without penalty, much the same as employees who are
called to serve jury duty. Inquire about your rights from your victim
advocate or prosecutor. If no statute exists in your state, explain to your
employer why it is important for you to be at the trial.
You may be surprised to learn that the defense may try to prevent
you from attending the trial. The defense attorney's goal is to minimize the
victim sympathy factor during the trial. The defense wants any sympathy to
be focused on the defendant and not on the victim. A common tactic of the
defense is to subpoena you as a potential witness and then as the judge to
invoke the “rule of sequestration” - a rule stating that witnesses cannot
listen to each other testify, you may, thereby, be kept out of the courtroom,
never to be seen by the judge or jury. If you did not witness the crime and
therefore, would not testify until sentencing, ask the prosecutor to advocate
that you be allowed in the courtroom.
Some prosecutors fear that the victim’s family may become
emotionally upset during the trial and unduly prejudice the jury, providing
grounds for a mistrial. Assure the prosecutor that you will assume an
appropriate courtroom demeanor if you desire to be present in the
courtroom.
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Be aware of these general courtroom guidelines:









Do NOT discuss the case in the halls or restrooms. Your behavior out
of the courtroom is as important as your behavior in it.
NEVER speak to the judge or a juror, even if you encounter them in
the hall or at lunch. They must remain bias-free as they hear the
evidence.
Be prepared for the emotional impact of hearing the defendant say
“not guilty”. Even though you know you would not be in a trial unless
he was pleading “not guilty”, many victims report a jarring emotional
response when they actually hear the words. In many cases, these
are the first words the victim of the victim family has heard the
defendant speak.
Expect to hear an upsetting testimony. You may hear gruesome
deals for the first time. You may see photos you have never been
shown before. You may also hear the defense attorney attempt to
show that your loved one was responsible for his or her own death.
The defense attorney has an ethical responsibility to do all he can to
represent his client’s legal interests. Therefore, much of what is so
important to you may seem like gamesmanship of players who try to
out-skill each other in courtroom drama. It is up to the judge or jury to
determine the truth.
If you feel you may lose control of your emotions during the trial,
leave the courtroom. Your presence or demeanor in the courtroom
must not be intended to influence the judge or jury. If you have
questions or concerns during the trial, write them down and give them
to the prosecutor or victim advocate. Do NOT whisper during the trial.
Victim advocates from the prosecutor’s office or from Homicide
Survivors are usually available at your request to attend court with
you and answer questions at appropriate breaks.
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COURTROOM PROCEDURE

Standard courtroom procedure during a criminal trial is as follows:
First, opening statements are given by attorneys, prosecution and defense.
The State calls witnesses to the stand in order to prove that the
defendant is guilty as charged. The prosecutor’s questioning of each State
witness is called “direct examination.” The witness is then “cross examined”
by the defense attorney. The procedural rules for cross examination are
more liberal than rules for direct examination. For example, in crossexamination, leading questions may be asked such as “Isn’t it true that…?”
After cross-examination, the witness is given “redirect-examination” by the
prosecutor and sometimes, a “re-cross-examination” by the defense. The
witness is then dismissed, unless either attorney plans to call the witness
back to testify later. Once dismissed, witnesses may usually remain in the
courtroom.
After all evidence has been presented, each side may introduce
witnesses to rebut testimony previously presented. Sometimes this rebuttal
testimony comes from former witnesses not previously dismissed.
Sometimes they are new witnesses.
Each side presents closing arguments. The State has the burden of
proof in the case and therefore has the right to argue both before and after
the defense, unless the defense does not put up any evidence. Typically,
the prosecutor will summarize the evidence before the defense argues and
then rebuts the defense’s arguments.
The judge gives the jury instructions for their deliberations, or if it is a
bench trial, retires to deliberate himself.
*rebut: claim or prove that (evidence or an accusation) is false.
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The Verdict
Hearing the announcement of the verdict is the climax of the trial and
usually a very emotionally laden time for the victim’s family. You must be
aware that a legal verdict and the truth are, unfortunately, not always the
same thing. While a defendant may not, in truth, be innocent, he may be
proven “not guilty”. Judges and juries are the best way our society knows to
determine legal justice. Judges and juries are also susceptible to human
error. All of this must be kept in perspective.
The standard of proof in criminal cases is “beyond a reasonable
doubt,” the highest burden of proof required in any trial proceeding. This
term is legally undefined. However, if any doubt based on reason exists as
to any element of the offense as charged, the verdict of the judge or jury
must be “not guilty.” Evidence must establish the facts so clearly, positively,
and explicitly that there can be no reasonable doubt.
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Victim Impact Statement
What is a Victim Impact Statement?
As a homicide victim’s family member or close friend, you have the
opportunity to use this victim impact statement to describe how the loss of
your loved one has affected you and others close to you. You do not have
to use the statement. If you prefer, you may wish to write a letter to the
judge instead. If you choose to use this statement, there is space for you to
write about the emotional and financial effects this crime has caused you
and those close to you, as well as any other changes in your life you may
have experienced. If the defendant pleads guilty or is found guilty after trial,
your impact statement will help the judge understand how this crime has
affected you, your family and those close to you.
Filling out an impact statement is voluntary. You do not have to fill out a
statement but be mindful that it may be helpful to the judge when he or she
decides what sentence the defendant should receive and/or any money the
defendant may have to pay you or other family members for expenses you
have paid or owe because of this crime.
Suggestions for Completing Your Impact Statement
Use as much paper as you need when you write you statement to the
judge and tell him or her how this crime has affected you and those close to
you.
The first part of the impact statement asks you two questions about:
 The emotional impact of this crime on you and your family.
 The effect of the crime on your ability to work or do any of the things
you normally do, such as going to school, running a household, or
any other activities you normally perform or enjoy.
If you would like to and feel comfortable in doing so, you may wish to
write about what kind of person your loved one was and what he or she
meant to you. You may wish to tell the judge some of your loved one’s
interest, hopes, dreams, or you may wish to write something about the
special memories you have of your loved one.
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If you have paid or owe money for bills because of this crime, please
include a financial impact section to the statement. It is important to be as
accurate and complete as you can when listing your costs because the
information will be used by the prosecutor, probation officer and the judge
to help them determine what restitution the defendant must pay to you.

For help with your Victim Impact Statement
Please return your completed impact statement to the Homicide
Survivors Program or the Victim Service Officer in your case. If you have
any questions while writing your impact statement, please contact our office
at (256) 551-1610.
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If the defendant is found guilty or pleads guilty, there is a
sentencing
The report includes information on how the crime affected the victim.
This information is taken from conversations the probation officer has with
the victim, the police report, and the victim impact statement. The victim
should keep good records of any out-of-pocket expenses related to the
crime.
You also have the right to speak at the sentencing hearing. The
defendant may be sentenced to probation or state prison.

Can the defendant appeal his case?
Yes. Defendants who are not satisfied with the outcome of the trial or
the judge’s decision can appeal their case. When they “appeal” they ask a
higher court to change what the trial court decided. Appeals are very
common. The Court of Appeals reviews the trial court records to decide if
legal errors were made.
If a Court of Appeals reverses a conviction, there may be a new trial. If
so, crime victims and witnesses may have to come back to court to testify
again.
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COURTROOM TERMINOLOGY
Appeal: Review of your trial by a higher court to see if any mistakes
were made that had an effect on the verdict.
Arraignment: You first visit to the court in your case. The purpose of the
arraignment is for you to tell the court whether you want to fight the charges
against you a t trial, or you don’t want to fight the charges against you. You
appear before a judge and enter a plea of guilty, not guilty, or no contest.
Bench trial: trial without jury. The judge hears the case and passes
judgment.
Closing Argument: the last opportunity you have to address the court
in your eyes, you need to argue the strengths of your case and the
weaknesses of the prosecutor’s case.
Cross-Examination: the opportunity for you and the prosecutor to ask
questions of each other’s witnesses.
Defendant: the person charged with the crime(s).
Direct Examination: the opportunity to ask questions of your witnesses
Hearsay: what you or someone else said not made during the trial
Jury Selection: the first part of the jury trial in which the prosecutor and
defendant is guilty or innocent
Jury trial: a trial in which a group of six jurors decide whether the
defendant chooses six people from a large group to serve as jurors for the
trial
Leading Questions: questions that either have the answer in the
question or suggest the answer in the question. This is not allowed in trial

HSP TRIAL & BEREAVEMENT GUIDE

72

Objection: a way to keep the other side from asking improper questions
and giving improper answers
Opening Statement: First opportunity to speak to the court; you should
tell the jury or the judge what you think the case is about
Pretrial Hearing: the step between the arraignment and the trial. You
may change your plea to “guilty” or have your case set for trial
Prosecutor: the lawyer who works for the prosecutor’s office as the
representative for the state. Her job in criminal cases is to use evidence
and witness testimony to prove beyond a reasonable doubt, that the
defendant committed the crime(s)) that they are charged with committing.
Redirect Examination: further questioning that takes place after the
cross-examination of a witness. You may only ask questions about subjects
brought up during cross-examination
Sentence: punishment if the defendant is found to be guilty
Subpoena: court document that orders a witness
Testimony: what the witnesses say when answer questions under oath
Verdict: the guilty or not guilty judgement passed by the judge (or the
jury trial) after all of the evidence in the case has been presented
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AFTER THE TRIAL
You have endured the trial and the decision has been made. Many
survivors find this to be an emotional time either way the trial ended. We
watch the television shows and we see the trial happen, there is a
conviction, and the family of the victim goes on to live their lives happily
because the person was sent to prison or even given the death penalty.
This is rarely the reality of what real survivors encounter after the trial.
Even if the defendant is found guilty, survivors still have a void in their
hearts. There may even be a situation where the killer was let go on a
technicality or the evidence wasn’t enough for a conviction. You are now
devastated because you have now taken multiple losses. In either situation,
you feel like you have not won. Also, putting your focus on the trial and the
conviction has not given you room to truly grieve over the loss of your loved
one. When we suppress emotions, they tend to slowly cultivate deep within
us and resurface later to a more aggravated level.
We as humans often want that immediate change or fix to our
problems and this is no different of a situation to desire immediate change.
We feel that since there was that resolution in the case then there should
be an equally immediate resolution in our consciousness. That is not how it
happens unfortunately, and change is more of a process than an event.
Reaching out for that extra support at the close of the trial is often
helpful for survivors. If you are seeing a therapist, you may want to
consider scheduling an extra appointment to debrief with your therapist and
talk through the emotions that are arising due to the end of the trial. You
have been going nonstop since this trial began and you have been fueled
by the trial; now that all of that is gone you are left to work through your
emotions. This can be a very lonely place to be in and you may feel
hopeless. Know that there is assistance and support out there for you; you
are not alone.
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Compliments of:
Homicide Survivors Program
For Families and Friends of Murder Victims
4092 Memorial Pkwy SW #205
Huntsville, AL 35802
Phone: (256) 551-1610
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Support, Information & Assistance Resources
Homicide Survivors Program (Family Services Center)
Office: (256) 551- 1610
Fax: (256) 551- 0722
Madison Co Courthouse
Office: (256) 532-3460

HPD/CID
Office: (256) 427-7270

Attorney General Office of Victim Assistance
Office: 800-626-7676
HELPLine
Phone: (256) 716-1000
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You may be eligible for financial assistance for medical, counseling
and funeral expenses.
Alabama Crime Victims Compensation Commission
www.acvcc.alabama.gov
1-800-541-9388

