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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM VICTIM SUPPORT SCOTLAND 
 

 
Background  
 
Victim Support Scotland (VSS) is the leading charity dedicated to helping people 
affected by crime across Scotland. Victim Support Scotland provides information, 
practical help, emotional support and guidance through the criminal justice system. 
We offer support to people who directly experience any type of crime including murder, 
terrorism, rape and sexual assault, domestic violence and hate crime. Our support 
also extends to friends and families of victims.  
 
VSS support services are available regardless of if the crime has been reported to the 
police or not. Part of our role is to support people to report what has happened to the 
police, if they wish to do so. VSS empowers people to cope with the aftermath of a 
crime and find the strength to move on with their lives. Our dedicated volunteers, 
supported by paid staff, in our national and local offices across Scotland, as well as 
our teams in the Sheriff, High Courts and some Justice of the Peace Courts, helping 
provide high quality support to those affected by crime.  
 
Victim Support Scotland represents the voice of people affected by crime. We 
influence key national policy decision-making to champion victim and witness rights 
and improve support services. We advocate for positive improvements within the 
criminal justice system, working alongside our partners in the key criminal justice 
agencies, the third sector and local organisations.  
 
Partnership working  
 
Victim Support Scotland continues to have strong working relationship with Police 
Scotland at both a local and national level. Police Scotland are working with us on a 
range of initiatives to raise awareness of our work and to highlight the need for police 
officers to make victims aware of our services.  
 
The Victims’ Code for Scotland sets out the statutory right of victims to access support 
services, regardless of whether a crime has been reported to the police. All victims of 
crime, regardless of crime type, should be given their right to request a referral to 
victim support services by Police. This is usually provided over the phone or by the 
officer taking their statement. These rights are included on the Victim Care Card which 
also contains details of how victims can self-refer to Victim Support Scotland. When a 
request for a referral is made to Police the persons’ details are usually provided to 
Victim Support Scotland who are the main service used Police Scotland, however 
other services such as Rape Crisis Scotland are also used where appropriate.  
 
We re-designed and delivered a probationer training module on supporting victims and 
have been delivering that to all police probationers since 2018. Our joint working plan 
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with Police Scotland aims to improve the number of referrals to Victim Support 
Scotland from Police Scotland enabling us to put victims and witnesses first.  
 
During the lockdown period we have been meeting colleagues in the Safer 
Communities Division of Police Scotland on a weekly basis to analyse the data in 
relation to referrals into our services, as well as looking at emerging crime trends.  
 
One of the challenges VSS has faced in our working with the police is the drop in 
referrals of victims for support. Whilst this decrease in referrals began in 2017/18 due 
to changes in police practices relating to the referral of victims to VSS and other third 
sector organisations related to the need for victims to ‘request a referral’ as mentioned 
above. The pressures placed on policing during coronavirus has further contributed to 
this and referrals have decreased sharply since.  
 
Decline in referrals  
 

• Compared to March-May 2019, a 28% drop-off in police referrals to VSS 
support services has been observed in 2020. We are working with 
colleagues at Police Scotland to return referral numbers to pre-lockdown levels, 
with aspirations to increase this even further so that all victims receive the 
support they need as laid out by the statutory requirements in the Victims Code 
for Scotland. VSS is committed to working proactively to continue to improve 
the number of referrals overall from the police to our (and other victims support) 
services.  

 

• In a previous evidence submission to the Justice Committee, Victim Support 
Scotland reported a concerning 400% rise in the number of safeguarding 
reports of service users feeling suicidal. A number of victims’ organisations 
have highlighted seeing similar increases. In addition, there has been a 
significant rise in calls to Scotland’s national domestic abuse and forced 
marriage helpline during the lockdown period. With this is mind, it is vital that 
Police Scotland actively works to increase the awareness of support services 
to people impacted by crime. The drop in police referrals to support services 
must be considered a challenge of policing during the coronavirus pandemic 
and applying the new police powers, as well as one which must be addressed 
during an easing of restrictions in Scotland. We are aware of the Distress Brief 
Intervention project which is operating in a number of areas across Scotland to 
provide community-based problem-solving support, wellness and distress 
management planning, supported connections and signposting from trained 
third sector organisations. However, Victim Support Scotland does not currently 
have a referral pathway into DBI. We are hoping this can be addressed though 
the joint work with Police Scotland.  
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