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Abstract 
 
State victim compensation programs across the U.S. provide financial assistance to victims of crime for the 
financial, physical, and psychological impacts associated with victimization. In 2021, NORC at the University 
of Chicago and the Urban Institute were funded to conduct a national, multi-method study to update 
knowledge about victim compensation programs. Relying on suvey data collected from claimants who filed 
for victim compensation in Delaware, New York, and West Virginia, this brief presents findings on how 
claimants perceived the fairness of the outcome of their victim compensation claim. 
 
This project was supported by Award No. 15PNIJ-21-GG-00995-NONF, awarded by the National Institute of Justice, Office of Justice 
Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this publication are 
those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect those of the Department of Justice. 

Introduction 
The impacts of victimization can vary, but often 
include social, emotional, physical, and financial 
impacts, each with short and long-term implications. 
The nature of costs victims incur can also vary by 
the crime experienced, with survivors of vehicular 
crimes, child sexual abuse, and homicide 
accumulating some of the greatest expenses.1 Also, 
while some victims may face similar challenges and 
absorb comparable costs, diverse challenges can 
arise depending on the person and the victimization 
experienced. For example, some victims of crime 
may experience immediate consequences including 
property damage and physical injuries, while others 
may suffer longer-term consequences, including 
psychological trauma and long-term employment 

loss. A seminal study on the cost of crime published 
in 1996 estimated that the annual cost of personal 
crime is $105 billion in medical costs, lost earnings, 
and victim assistance programs; however, the 
estimated cost rises to $405 billion annually when 
pain, suffering, and reduced quality of life are taken 
into account.2  Yet, research indicates that people 
who receive compensation to cover at least some of 
the costs associated with the victimization are less 
likely to develop post-traumatic stress disorder or 
other psychological conditions that may stem from 
being a victim of crime.3  

To help support victims of crime, U.S. states and 
territories administer victim compensation programs 
to provide reimbursement for costs associated with 
victimization. In 2022, the total payout by state 
victim compensation programs was $234,778,746, 
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which supported approximately 208,000 victims.4 

While victim compensation programs are generally 
similar, specific eligibility criteria and allowable 
expenses may vary across programs. Further, some 
expenses incurred may be allowable by the state 
(e.g., loss of essential property), but not eligible for 
federal reimbursement.5 Eligible expenses typically 
include expenses related to physical, dental, and 
mental health, funerals and burial expenses, and 
loss of wages. Victim compensation programs are a 
payer of last resort, meaning they are intended to 
cover out-of-pocket expenses not paid by any other 
reimbursement source, including health insurance, 
civil suits, state disability insurance, worker's 
compensation, and so forth. 

Data on victim compensation programs from 2020 
indicates that over 230,000 people applied for victim 
compensation. Among the applications received, 
73% of applications were approved, with 27% 
denied. The most common reasons that 
compensation programs denied applications related 
to the application being incomplete, the claim or 
crime being ineligible for compensation, a failure to 
cooperate or report the crime to law enforcement, 
contributory misconduct, or the application not 
being filed within the allowable timeframe.6 

Because victim compensation programs can vary in 
their eligibility criteria, allowable expenses, and 
interactions with claimants, it is important to 
understand how claimants understand their 

experiences with victim compensation programs. In 
2003, the Urban Institute published the first 
comprehensive study of state victim compensation 
programs to understand compensation program 
structure, operations, efficiencies, and 
effectiveness.7 The current study offers the most 
rigorous data collection effort on state 
compensation programs since the 2003 study. 
Based on findings from a survey with claimants who 
filed for victim compensation in Delaware, New York, 
and West Virginia, this brief discusses claimants’ 
perceptions of fairness of the outcomes of their 
victim compensation claims.  

Data 
Data presented in this brief was collected through 
the Victim Compensation Claimant Survey which was 
administered in 2023 to individuals who filed for 
victim compensation in Arizona, Delaware, New 
York, and West Virginia. The survey collected 
information about the victim, crime type, expenses 
associated with the victimization, awareness of and 
experiences with filing for compensation, the 
process and outcome of filing a claim, interactions 
with program staff, and recommendations for 
improvements. The survey took about 15 minutes to 
complete and was administered to individuals who 
filed a request for compensation in their respective 
state within the year prior to survey administration. 

Study Goals and Methods 

With funding from the U.S. Department of Justice, National Institute of Justice (NIJ), NORC at the University of 
Chicago and the Urban Institute partnered on a two-year project to update knowledge about state victim 
compensation programs. Five research questions guided this study: 
 

1. How are victim compensation programs structured, operated, funded, and utilized today? 
2. What key barriers and challenges do victim compensation programs face today? 
3. How do victim compensation programs directors, funders, service providers, and claimants measure 

“effectiveness” and “success”? 
4. What are the characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of individual claimants who request victim 

compensation? 
5. Looking at the next 20 years of victim compensation, what do program directors and stakeholders 

perceive as most critical to improving and/or sustaining the performance of victim compensation 
programs? 

 
To answer these research questions, we administered a survey to victim compensation program administrators 
in each state and partnered with Arizona, Delaware, New York, and West Virginia for a deep-dive assessment of 
their programs. In each of the four deep-dive states, we interviewed victim compensation program stakeholders, 
collected victim compensation data, and surveyed individuals who filed for victim compensation. (See 
Hussemann et al, 2024).16 
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Everyone who completed the survey received a $30 
incentive for their participation in the study. 

In Delaware and West Virginia, the research team 
conducted direct outreach to claimants using 
claimant contact information provided by the victim 
compensation programs after informing claimants 
about the study and providing opportunities to opt-in 
and out of the study. New York and Arizona declined 
to provide claimant contact information due to 
policies regarding confidentiality and information 
sharing. To support the administration of the survey, 
each state mailed invitation letters with a link to the 
survey to claimants along with with decisions letters 
about their claims for victim compensation. In New 
York, survey invitations were mailed monthly. 
Because victim compensation is administered at the 
county-level in Arizona, each county managed the 
mailing of the invitation letters which meant the the 
frequency in which the letters were mailed varied.  

Table 1 presents the total number of Victim 
Compensation Claimant Survey invitations, 
completed survey, and response rates for each 
state.8 Due to insufficient sample size, respondents 
from Arizona were excluded from this analysis. 9 We 
also excluded respondents who were not 
themselves the victims of the crime, i.e., those who 
had completed the survey on behalf of the victim, as 
well as respondents under the age of 18 years. 

Table 1. Claimant Survey Responses 

State 
Survey 
Invites 

Survey 
Completes 

Response 
Rate 

AZ 1,053 32 3% 

DE 928 272 29% 

NY 2,427 104 4% 

WV 404 125 30% 

Methods 
To understand how claimants perceived the fairness 
of the outcome of their victim compensation claim, 
we relied on survey responses to the following 
statement: “The outcome of my compensation claim 
was fair.” Response options included: a) Strongly 
Disagree, b) Disagree, c) Agree, d) Strongly Agree, 

and e) I Don’t Know. For the purposes of this 
analysis, we excluded respondents who reported 
“Don’t Know” and collapsed “Strongly Agree” with 
“Agree” and “Strongly Disagree” with “Agree” to 
create a dichotomous measure. A total of 197 
claimants were included in the analysis for 
Delaware, 81 for New York, and 72 for West Virginia. 

To identify factors that are associated with 
claimants’ perceptions of fairness in each state, we 
first estimated the unadjusted relative risk of 
perceived fairness using a range of survey items as 
predictors10. Most of these predictors were binarized 
for ease of interpretation. Some predictors could not 
be modeled for New York11 or West Virginia12 due to 
limited sample sizes or insufficient variation.13   

A modified Poisson regression model was run for 
each predictor individually to calculate the relative 
risk of perceived fairness in claim outcomes. We 
hypothesized that a strong predictor of perceived 
fairness would be the determination of a 
compensation claim, with claimants whose 
applications were approved more likely to perceive 
the outcome as fair than those whose applications 
were denied. Thus, for each factor that was 
significantly associated with perceived fairness in 
the unadjusted model, we estimated a second 
regression model controlling for the status of a 
claimant’s application for victim compensation 
(denied vs. approved).14 Among survey respondents, 
a total of 226 claims for victim compensation were 
approved, including 135 in Delaware, 51 in New York, 
and 40 in West Virginia. A total of 102 claims for 
victim compensation were denied, including 52 in 
Delaware, 24 in New York, and 26 in West Virginia.  

Findings 
Analysis of survey data revealed that in Delaware, 
New York, and West Virginia, over half of claimants 
who filed for victim compensation perceived their 
outcome to be fair. Specifically, 58% of claimants in 
Delaware, 59% of claimants in New York, and 51% of 
claimants in West Virginia felt that their outcome 
was fair. However, over 40% of claimants across all 
states felt that the outcome of their claim for victim 
compensation was not fair. (See Figure 1). 
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Of the respondents whose claims were approved, 
more than 70% agreed that the outcome of their 
application was fair, with 80% of claimants in 
Delaware, 71% of claimants in New York, and 77% of 
claimants in West Virginia indicating that they felt 
that the outcome was fair. Notably, nearly 20% or 
more of respondents in each state whose 
applications were approved did not agree that the 
outcome of their claim was fair. This may reflect 
dissatisfaction in the amount of compensation 
received compared to what was requested. 

 

Ninety percent of respondents in each state whose 
claims for compensation were denied did not feel 
that the oucome of the claim was fair. As expected, 
very few respondents in Delaware and West Virginia 
whose claims were denied agreed that the outcome 

was fair. In New York, no respondents whose claims 
were denied agreed that the outcome was fair.15 

DELAWARE 

In Delaware there were several factors that were 
associated with claimants’ perceptions of their 
outcome as fair. Among the factors examined, the 
factor most strongly associated with perceived 
fairness of the outcome was feeling informed about 
the claim decision (RR=9.34, p<.001). Other factors 
associated with perceiving the claim outcome to be 
fair included:  

• receiving help applying for compensation 
(RR=1.73, p=.001). 

• being paid compensation in a reasonable 
amount of time, among those whose 
applications were approved (RR=1.88, 
p=.002). 

• speaking with compensation program staff 
during the application process (RR=1.96, 
p=.012). 

• feeling that one’s background and 
experience was understood by program 
staff, among those who spoke to program 
staff (RR=3.37, p<.001). 

• having been treated with respect by program 
staff (RR=5.15, p<.001). 

• feeling informed about the claim process 
(RR=7.05, p<.001). 

• having one’s claim approved (RR=7.70, 
p<.001). 

• receiving needed support from program 
staff (RR=8.96, p<.001). 

Several factors were also associated with claimants’ 
perceptions of their outcome as unfair. Among the 
factors examined, the factor most strongly 
associated with perceived unfairness of the 
outcome was wanting but not receiving help in 
applying for compensation (RR=0.44, p<.001). Other 
factors that were significantly associated with 
perceiving the claim outcome to be unfair included:  

• reporting that communications from the 
compensation program were difficult to 
read or understand (RR=0.52, p=.027). 
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• appraising the application paperwork to be 
burdensome (RR=0.64, p=.017). 

• experiencing problems due to the amount of 
time it took to receive compensation, among 
those whose applications were approved 
(RR=0.68, p<.001). 

• having out-of-pocket expenses related to the 
victimization that were not covered by the 
program, among those whose applications 
were approved (RR=0.70, p=.003).  

• waiting one month or more until receiving a 
decision on the application (RR=0.71, 
p=.001). 

Wanting but not receiving help with the application 
(RR=0.53, p=.009), experiencing difficulty reading or 
understanding communications from the program 
(0.46, p=.045), finding the application paperwork to 
be burdensome (RR=0.69, p=.027), and waiting one 
month or more to receive a decision (RR=0.75, 
p=.003) each remained significantly associated with 
a reduced risk of perceiving the outcome to be fair 
even after controlling for a respondent’s approval 
status. 

NEW YORK 

Among the factors examined in New York, only one 
factor emerged as significantly associated with 
perceived fairness at the p<.05. Specifically, 
claimants who reported that the application 
paperwork was burdensome were significanly more 
likely to perceive the claim outcome as unfair 
(RR=0.51, p=.012). Reporting that the application 
took a long time to fill out and having a decision take 
at least one month to be received were also 
associated with perceiving the claim outcome to be 
unfair at the p<.1 (RR=0.53, p=.071 and RR=0.71, 
p=.059, respectively). 

None of the factors analyzed were significantly 
associated with an increased perceptions of the 
fairness of the claim outcome in New York. 

WEST VIRGINIA 

In West Virginia, four factors were associated with 
claimants’ perceptions of their outcome as fair. 
Among the factors examined, the factor most 
significantly associated with perceived fairness of 
the outcome was whether one’s application was 

approved (RR=9.62, p=.001). Other factors 
associated with perceived fairness included: 

• having someone else fill out the application 
(RR=1.93, p<.001). 

• feeling that one’s background and 
experience was understood by program 
staff, among those who spoke to program 
staff (RR=3.76, p=.012) 

• receiving help applying for compensation 
(RR=3.78, p<.001). 

Speaking with compensation program staff during 
the application process was also associated with an 
increased perceptions of fairness at a trend-level 
(RR=1.73, p=.062). Among the factors associated 
with perceived fairness, having someone else fill out 
the application and receiving help applying for 
compensation remained significant predictors of 
perepction of fairness of the outcome, even after 
controlling for whether one’s application had been 
approved (RR=1.34, p=.006 and RR=2.11, p=.009, 
respectively). 

Two factors were significanly associated with a 
perceiving the claim outcome to be unfair: 

• appraising the application paperwork to be 
burdensome (RR=0.32, p=.013). 

• experiencing problems due to the amount of 
time it took to receive compensation, among 
those whose applications were approved 
(RR=0.54, p=.019). 

However, after controlling for whether a claimant’s 
application was approved, burdensome paperwork 
was no longer significantly associated with 
perceived fairness. 

Summary 
The goal of this brief was to examine perceptions of 
fairness of outcomes of victim compensation 
claims. Findings were based on surveys conducted 
in 2023 with individuals who filed claims for victim 
compensation in Delaware, New York, and West 
Virginia.  

Overall, the results of our analyses indicate that just 
over half of claimants who filed for victim 
compensation felt that their outcome was fair, with 
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between 41% to 49% indicating that they felt that 
their outcome was not fair. For the claimants whose 
application for compensation was approved, more 
than 70% agreed that the outcome of their 
application was fair, whereas 90% of claimants in 
each state whose claims for compensation were 
denied did not feel that their oucome was fair. 

When examinig specific factors that are associated 
with perceptions of fairness, there were no factors 
that were consistentently associated with perceived 
fairness across all states. However, the factors that 
were significantly associated with perceived fairness 
of the compensation outcome in Delaware and West 
Virginia, for example, indicate the positive impact 
that victim support and compensation staff can 
have on victim’s experience with the claim process. 
These factors include: 1) the claimant receiving help 
filling out the application and applying for 
compensation, 2) being able to speak with 
compensation staff during the application process, 
3) feeling informed about the compensation 
process, 4) feeling that one’s background and 
experience is understand by program staff, and 5) 
feeling respected by compensation staff.  

While operations, processes, and claims decision-
making procedures vary among compensation 
programs, findings published through this study 
have highlighted the need for victim compensation 
programs to both ensure that a victim-centered 
approach is integrated into daily practices and that 
victim compensation programs continue to train 
new and seasoned staff.16 Given the turnover that 
compensation programs can face and the 
experiences of the individuals who compensation 
staff interact with, it is important that compensation 
programs continue to prioritize the training of staff 
on issues related to the victim compensation 
process, equitable decision-making, victimization, 
trauma, and services available to victims in their 
community. Training should also include how best to 
communicate with victims and how to support 
victims who are struggling to complete applications 
and/or gather required authorizations or paperwork.  
In doing so, compensation programs can be better 
positioned to adequately support the needs of 
victims and increase positive experiences for 
individuals who file claims for victim compensation.  
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compensation program; Staff at program 
understood background and experience; 
Treated with respect by program staff; 
Wanted but did not receive help applying. 

11. Factors examined in NY include those 
referenced in DE except: Claim was 
approved; Felt informed about claim 
decision; Felt informed about claim process; 
Program staff provided needed support; 
Treated with respect by program staff. 

12. Factors examined in WV include those 
referenced in DE except: Felt informed about 
claim decision; Felt informed about claim 
process; Program staff provided needed 
support; Treated with respect by program 
staff. 

13. These items included: whether program 
staff treated the claimant with respect; 
whether program staff provided support if 
needed by the claimant; whether the 
claimant felt informed about the claim 
process; and whether the claimant felt 
informed about the claim decision. 

14. Some survey items were only asked of those 
respondents whose claims were approved. 
A second model controlling for the status of 
applicants’ claim (approved vs. denied) was 
not run for these items. 

15. For this reason, we were unable to estimate 
the second set of regression models 
controlling for approval status for New York 
as there was insufficient variation in the 
data. 

16. Hussemann, J., Dusenbery, M., Yahner, J., … 
Fording, J., et al. 2024. Twenty Years Later: 
National Study of Victim Compensation 
Program Trends, Challenges, and Successes. 
Chicago: NORC at the University of Chicago. 
See additional study publications at 
www.norc.com and www.urban.com. 
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