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Purpose
The Washington State Delayed Victim Notification Best Practice Guidelines were developed to provide 
the framework for a unified response for agencies that receive new case information through the testing of 
previously unsubmitted sexual assault kits (SAKs) or notification on cases with a delayed CODIS hit. 

This protocol is intended to serve as a guideline, although circumstances of each case will be unique and 
adaptation may need to occur. Due to the effects trauma can have on victims of sexual assault, it is essential that 
this notification be conducted in a manner that is both victim-centered and trauma-informed.

•	 A victim-centered notification is one in which ‘the needs of the victim are at the center of all 
decisions regarding recovery and any involvement with the criminal justice system’.1

•	 A trauma-informed notification is conducted in a way that ‘strengthens the victim’s capacity to 
recover from the traumatic effects of abuse and violence by providing information, resources, 
services, and support’.2

Victim-Centered Notification
It is important that the victim is treated with respect and compassion at each and every contact throughout the 
process. The first contact with the victim is the most crucial and sets the tone for continued participation on 
the part of the victim. At each step of notification, both law enforcement and advocate should remain flexible 
and modify strategies as needed to be responsive to specific needs and wishes for each victim. For example, if 
the victim wants more information and a more extended discussion at the first contact, follow the victim’s lead. 
The investigator should try to have the advocate present during the meeting or be on-call for the victim after 
the meeting to connect the victim with available resources regardless of whether or not the victim wants to 
participate in the criminal justice process. The investigator and advocate will make routine follow-up contacts 
with the victim if the case has been reopened. If the victim decides to no longer participate in the criminal 
justice system, the advocate can follow-up with the victim to assure them that all the resources provided by a 
community-based advocate will continue to be available.3

Important Considerations
The privacy and safety of the victim should be paramount in all victim notifications. In cases where a 
substantial amount of time has elapsed, law enforcement may be unaware of the current living conditions or life 
circumstances of the victim. For example, the victim may currently reside with someone to whom they have not 
disclosed the assault. Each notification should be handled with care to ensure that the victim’s physical safety and 
right to privacy are respected.

When interacting with the victim, it is important to take into account any cultural considerations. If applicable, 
agencies may utilize culturally specific advocates for these interactions or draw upon the expertise of these 
advocates to develop some culturally specific considerations prior to conducting the notification. 

It is recommended that law enforcement staff the case with a local prosecutor and victim advocate prior to any 
notification. This will allow the team to discuss any potential issues with the case and expectations for the case 
at this point.  It is recommended that the team develop a notification plan that is victim-centered and trauma-
informed prior to notifying the victim. In developing the notification plan, the team should prepare to manage 
the victim’s expectations for the case and answer questions about the next steps in the process.

Washington State Delayed Victim Notification 
Best Practice Guidelines
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Agencies providing notification should also be prepared to provide professional language services for victims 
who are non-English speaking.

Notification Partnership
A partnership with a community-based advocacy program is recommended. As law enforcement departments 
implement protocol, they should confirm their working relationship with their local Community Sexual Assault 
Program, establishing key contacts and discussing the local approach, roles, and logistics. The partnership 
between victim advocates and law enforcement is a key component in the notification process and essential to 
ensuring that the notification is handled in a victim-centered, trauma-informed manner.

Community-Based and Systems-Based Advocacy: Key Differences 
Systems-based advocacy may not be available in all parts of Washington State and is generally not available 24 
hours a day. Washington has a robust system of Community Sexual Assault Programs that are accredited by the 
Washington State Office of Crime Victims Advocacy. These exist for every county. 

The key difference between systems-based (i.e., victim witness liaison) and community-based advocates is 
confidentiality. Information shared by the victim to a community-based victim advocate is confidential and not 
reported to others without the victim’s permission. Because systems-based advocates are employed by an agency 
within the justice system, information shared by the victim is subject to exculpatory evidence disclosure.4

Community-based advocacy services include:
•	 Free, confidential services, legally privileged 

communication 

•	 24/7 hotline

•	 Information about sexual assault

•	 Referral to other community service providers

•	 Crisis intervention and on-going support

•	 Medical and legal advocacy

•	 Community awareness, outreach and prevention 
activities

•	 Treatment or referrals for treatment

Systems-based advocacy services include:
•	 Free services

•	 Information about sexual assault

•	 Referral to other community service providers

•	 Crisis intervention and on-going support

•	 Legal advocacy

•	 Direct contact with detectives and access to case 
status updates

Notification Goals
Victim notification serves a few purposes that are important to this protocol:

•	 Regains the victim’s trust in the criminal justice system. Unsubmitted and even backlogged sexual assault 
kits may signal to victims that their assault wasn’t recognized or prioritized.

•	 Provides an apology to victims.

•	 Re-engages the victim. Reengaging the victim increases the likelihood of convicting offenders and holding 
them accountable for their crime. When reengaging the victim, follow the victim’s lead on how much 
information regarding the next steps of the process to provide.

•	 Mitigates emotional distress and ensures safety. Notifications will often be difficult for victims so 
responding professionals must be prepared to provide the necessary support during and after the 
notification.
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Notification Type
Victim input through the Joyful Heart Foundation indicated that victims preferred to control whether and when 
they receive information about their case and how to move forward, either opting in or out of future notification. 
They recommended initial notification after which the individual determines whether they want to receive 
further information.5

Active outreach notification is recommended. Active outreach notification is when the victim is contacted 
regarding the results of testing their sexual assault kit if there is information to share with the victim.

Locating the Victim:

The first step in the process is to locate the victim. The following should be taken into consideration:

•	 It is possible the victim has relocated or no longer has the phone number listed in the original report 
information. 

•	 Again, the privacy, safety, and confidentiality of the victim should be taken into account during this step.

•	 Reasonable efforts to initiate contact will include a minimum of 3 attempts whether attempted contact 
is made by phone, mail, or in-person. Efforts to locate current contact information and contact attempts 
will be documented.

Once the victim has been located, initial contact can occur. Members of the Washington State Attorney General’s 
Office Sexual Assault Kit Initiative Team (SAKI) can assist by conducting database searches in an attempt to 
locate victims as needed.  

When Unable to Make Contact
There may be instances where law enforcement is unable to make initial contact with the victim. It is expected 
that law enforcement will utilize their best judgment in ensuring that adequate attempts to contact the victim 
are made. 

In order to ensure the safety and privacy of the victim is respected, law enforcement should only provide 
information to the person they are intending to notify and only after it has been determined that they are 
speaking to the correct individual.

Choosing the Type of Notification
Mail Contact: The advantage of mail contact is that it allows victims time to process information, is 
less invasive than a phone call, and gives the victim control over if/when to engage. The disadvantage 
is that it could be intercepted and read by others. For this reason, the wording of the letter will be very 
vague as to not violate the victim’s privacy.

Phone Contact: The advantage of a phone call is it is less resource-intensive and offers the ability to 
build rapport with victims immediately and answer any questions they may have. The disadvantage 
of a phone call is the difficulty in finding current phone numbers, as well as the difficulty in assessing 
a victim’s emotional reaction and the risk of another person intercepting the call and demanding 
information about the attempted contact. A victim may experience a phone call as intrusive or unsafe.

In-Person Contact: The advantage of an in-person notification is that it allows for rapport building, 
question answering, and immediate support. The disadvantage is trying to find the victim, and 
finding them at a time when confidentiality can be maintained. It is important that above all, respect 
be maintained for the victim’s choices and whether they wish to continue contact or involvement. 
Additionally, it is vital that victims remain safe and any identifiable information is kept confidential and 
secure.
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Initial Contact: Mail
If you choose to make initial contact by mail, the following recommendations are made:

•	 The agency should use the form letter provided on page 11 on agency letterhead. 

•	 Precaution should be taken to ensure only the victim receives the letter such as sending it via certified 
mail. 

•	 The envelope should state “Return Service Requested – Do Not Forward.” The U.S. Postal Service will not 
forward envelopes marked Return Service Requested but will return it with the new address, if available.

Initial Contact: Phone
If you choose to make initial contact by telephone, the following recommendations are made:

•	 If possible, it is preferred that the law enforcement officer who conducts the initial contact have no direct 
association with the original case. 

•	 The primary purpose of initial contact is to notify the victim that new information has been identified 
regarding their case and to determine if the victim would like to set up a secondary meeting to discuss 
that information.

•	 It is essential that law enforcement handle initial contact in a manner that is victim-centered and trauma-
informed. 

•	 In many of these cases, the victim is unaware of the status of their SAK and may experience trauma 
symptoms when informed their SAK was not previously tested and new information is available 
regarding that kit.

•	 Law enforcement should exercise patience during the initial contact and should schedule ample time for 
this contact to ensure the victim is allotted time to process the new information and ask any questions 
they may have.

•	 Initial contact should begin by law enforcement ensuring they are speaking with the correct individual. 

•	 If it is apparent law enforcement is not speaking with the correct individual, they may consider just 
leaving their first name and telling the person they are speaking with that they will try again later. 

•	 Law enforcement officers should not leave messages when attempting to make initial contact with the 
victim. Leaving a message could become detrimental if the person who receives that information is not 
the intended recipient.

•	 Once it is determined the correct individual is on the line, law enforcement may ask if the person is able 
to talk at the moment or if it is safe for the individual to talk. Once this has been determined, the law 
enforcement officer should introduce themselves (first and last name, title, department) and then proceed 
to initiate the conversation regarding the unsubmitted SAK, such as asking if the victim remembers filing 
a report with their agency on a certain date. 

	If the victim states they do not remember filing the report, the officer should provide a contact 
number for the individual should anything change. 

	If the victim recalls filing the report, the officer may notify the victim that new information 
is available regarding their case and ask them if there is a time and place they could meet to 
discuss this in more detail.

•	 To ensure this process is victim-centered and trauma-informed, the officer should allow the victim 
to determine the location and time of the second contact.  It is recommended the officer provide 
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victim rights information to the victim at this contact. You can use the attached document on page 
12 or a different appropriate format.6

•	 Victims have the right to a support person of their choosing. The victim should be informed that, if 
possible, the chosen support person should not be the person the victim first disclosed to. Doing so 
may compromise the case. This does not apply to a victim advocate.

•	 Prior to ending the initial contact, the law enforcement officer should ensure the victim is provided 
with the officer’s contact information should they need to cancel or reschedule the second contact.

Initial Contact: In-Person
If the victim is unable to be reached by telephone, initial contact may occur in person. Because the 
victim’s current living conditions may be unknown to law enforcement, it is especially important in these 
cases to ensure the safety and privacy of the victim. If you choose in-person notification, the following 
recommendations are made:

•	 Conduct the initial contact in person by a two-person multidisciplinary team composed of a law 
enforcement officer and an advocate from the local Community Sexual Assault Program. 

•	 If possible, the law enforcement officer and advocate should arrive in separate, unmarked vehicles. 
If unmarked cars are not possible, the law enforcement officer and the victim advocate should still 
arrive in separate vehicles. This allows the victim advocate to stay after the meeting with the victim 
if necessary. If possible, law enforcement should arrive in plain clothes. 

•	 The law enforcement officer should initiate contact with the victim by ensuring they are speaking 
with the correct individual, introducing themselves (first name, title, and department). 

•	 Law enforcement should explain that there is an advocate available and ask the victim if they would 
like the advocate to join the conversation. It should not be assumed the victim will understand the 
role of the advocate; therefore, law enforcement may need to explain the role of an advocate to the 
victim. 

•	 Law enforcement officer should ask the victim if there is a time and place they are able to meet to 
discuss the new information in greater detail and then ask the victim to assist in determining a time 
and location for that meeting. 

•	 If an advocate is included in the conversation, law enforcement should offer the victim the 
opportunity to meet in private with the advocate to discuss resources prior to their departure. 

•	 If the victim declined to have an advocate present, the law enforcement officer should provide the 
victim with community-based advocacy resources prior to departure.

•	 During initial contact, some victims may want to forego setting up a future meeting and may be 
ready to discuss the new information immediately. If this occurs, law enforcement should provide 
details as appropriate to the victim and be prepared to provide the victim with advocacy and 
support service referrals at the conclusion of the contact. 

•	 Law enforcement should be prepared to discuss the next steps in the investigation.

•	 If the victim does not wish to set up a second contact, law enforcement should ask if the victim is 
comfortable with a victim advocate following up with a phone call. 

•	 If the victim is comfortable with this, law enforcement should confirm they have permission to share the 
victim’s contact number for the follow up.
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Second Contact: In-Person Meeting
•	 The meeting should occur at a time and location determined by the victim. 

•	 If the victim is unable to make recommendations for a meeting place, the law enforcement officer may 
offer suggestions for private, safe locations to meet such as the police department, prosecutor’s office or 
Community Sexual Assault Program. 

•	 Again, it should be noted that victims have the right to a support person of their choosing. However, 
the victim should be informed that, if possible, the chosen support person should not be the person the 
victim first disclosed to; doing so may compromise the case. This does not apply to a victim advocate.

•	 If possible, the law enforcement officer and advocate should arrive in separate, unmarked vehicles and if 
unmarked cars are not possible, the law enforcement officer and the victim advocate should still arrive in 
separate vehicles. This allows the victim advocate to stay after the meeting with the victim if necessary. If 
possible, law enforcement should arrive in plain clothes. 

•	 Law enforcement should initiate contact with the victim by ensuring they they are speaking with the 
correct person and introducing themselves (first name, title, department).

•	 Inform the victim that an advocate is available if they would like them to be involved in the conversation. 
Law enforcement may need to explain the role of the advocate as it should not be assumed the victim will 
be aware of the role of this resource. 

•	 If the victim would like the advocate to be present during the conversation, the advocate should be 
invited to the conversation and given time to introduce themselves and explain their services. 

•	 If at any point in time throughout the discussion, the victim states they would like to meet with the 
advocate privately, the discussion should be stopped to allow for this meeting.

•	 The victim notification should not be recorded. If agencies have policies that require all interactions to be 
recorded, the victim should be informed upon initial contact that contact will be audio or video recorded 
and remind them in subsequent meetings. Private interactions between the advocate and victim cannot 
be recorded, as this conversation is considered confidential.

o Confidentiality does not apply for interactions between law enforcement and the victim when the 
advocate is present in the room.

The goal of the second contact is to notify the victim their SAK was not tested when it was originally submitted, 
explain why it was tested now, and discuss the test results and how they pertain to the case. This discussion 
should be transparent, honest, and conducted with empathy and understanding. It is important to keep in mind 
that there is no right or wrong way for a victim to respond to this information. Both the law enforcement officer 
and advocate should be alert to signs of trauma or crisis and respond accordingly if they are observed.

Law enforcement should discuss the options the victim has moving forward and using a trauma-informed 
approach, be transparent about what the criminal justice process might entail. Allow the victim to determine if 
they are interested in re-engaging in the criminal justice process. The victim should not be pressured to make 
a decision during the second contact if they would like time to process or discuss with other individuals. If the 
victim decides that they are not interested in re-engaging, their preference should be acknowledged respectfully 
and contact information should be provided to the victim. Allow for any questions the victim may have 
regarding the information that was discussed during the meeting. 

If the victim decides they would like to re-engage, law enforcement should make a plan for future contact with the 
victim. If the victim is undecided, law enforcement should ask the victim if it would be okay to contact them on a later 
date to check in and arrange to do so. 
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Regardless of the decision of the victim, the advocate should be available at the conclusion of the meeting to provide 
local referrals, set up future meetings, or meet in private depending on the wishes of the victim. If the advocate was 
not involved in the notification, law enforcement should make the victim aware of local referrals. If available, the law 
enforcement officer or advocate should provide a handout containing contact information for local referrals to the 
victim for future reference. 

Notification for Minors 
Through the process of testing previously unsubmitted SAKs, there may be situations where the victim law 
enforcement is notifying is under the age of 18 during the time of notification. 

Special considerations for notification with minor victims include the following:

• Physical or sexual abuse of a child under age 18 requires a mandatory law enforcement report.

• Minor victims may currently be residing with the suspect who was identified through testing. In these cases, it 
is extremely important the safety of the minor victim is paramount and notification is carefully thought out and 
conducted in a manner focused on safety and privacy. 

• Minor victims, depending on their specific situations, may also lack familial support which can make notification 
and subsequent communication more challenging. 

• The age of the victim at the time of the assault could impact the victim’s recollection. It is possible the minor victim 
will have no recollection of the events of the assault or may have never heard the details about the assault prior to 
notification. 

• Consult with an advocate who specializes in child advocacy or your local Child Advocacy Center (CAC) to 
formulate a plan on how to best conduct the notification in a manner that is victim-centered and trauma-
informed. Community Sexual Assault Programs can either provide this resource or make a referral to a CAC.

Out of Jurisdiction Notification
There may be instances where it has been determined the victim is no longer residing in the jurisdiction of the original 
case. In this situation, contact a detective with a local law enforcement agency to, at a minimum, assist in identifying 
and involving a local victim advocate in the process. Agencies can also reach out to the Washington State Attorney 
General’s Office SAKI team, who may be able to assist by coordinating with a SAKI grant site in the jurisdiction where 
the victim resides.

Victim Participation
Victims will have the choice to opt-out of case proceedings. Any request from a victim to opt-out of the process or an 
attempt to disengage at any time should be respected by law enforcement and advocate. However, it is appropriate to 
ensure the victim is connected with local resources if they would like sexual assault services or choose to engage in the 
process at another time. The victim should not be pressured or questioned about their decision to opt out.

Whether the victim chooses to participate or not to participate during any part of the process, their identity will need 
to be verified in the same way as outlined in notification protocols.

Suggested Training for Notification Teams
• Criminal Justice Training Commission Sexual Assault Investigations – Victim-Centered Engagement and Resiliency 

Tactics  https://bit.ly/31eFz8R

• The Neurobiology of Sexual Assault: Implications for Law Enforcement, Prosecution, and Victim Advocacy, Dr. 
Rebecca Campbell (recorded webinar) https://nij.ojp.gov/media/video/24056

• Dynamics of Sexual Assault: What Does Sexual Assault Really Look Like? End Violence Against Women International 
(Online Training Course) https://evawintl.org/courses/evawi-02-dynamics-of-sexual-assault-what-does-sexual-
assault-really-look-like-2/

https://bit.ly/31eFz8R
https://nij.ojp.gov/media/video/24056
https://evawintl.org/courses/evawi-02-dynamics-of-sexual-assault-what-does-sexual-assault-really-look-like-2/
https://evawintl.org/courses/evawi-02-dynamics-of-sexual-assault-what-does-sexual-assault-really-look-like-2/
https://evawintl.org/courses/evawi-02-dynamics-of-sexual-assault-what-does-sexual-assault-really-look-like-2/
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Date
Victim Name
Address Line 1
Address Line 2

Dear (Victim Name),

My name is (Investigator) and I am an investigator with the (Department). I have some new informa-
tion about a case that occurred in (year).

Please contact me at your earliest convenience. I can be reached by phone at {phone number} or by 
email at {email address}. My office hours are (office hours).

If I miss your call, please leave a message with your contact information and whether I have permission 
to leave a message at that number.

Thank you.

Sincerely,
(Investigator name)
(Insert formal signature)

Sample Letter: Initial Victim Notification by Mail
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Victim Rights 
8/18/2021 

 
August 2021 

Washington State Sexual Assault Crime Victim Rights 
 
Under RCW 7.69.030 
 

(1) To receive, at the time of reporting the crime to law enforcement, a copy of 
your rights.  

(2) To be informed by local law enforcement agencies or the prosecuting attorney 
of the final disposition of your case. 

(3) To be notified about court dates including cancelled appearances. 

(4) To receive protection from harm and threats of harm due to your cooperation 
with law enforcement and prosecution. 

(5) To be informed of the procedure to be followed to apply for and receive any 
witness fees to which you are entitled; 

(6) To be provided, whenever practical, a secure waiting area during court 
proceedings. 

(7) To have any stolen or other personal property returned when no longer 
needed as evidence.  

(8) To have your employer contacted to ensure you can cooperate with the 
criminal justice process in order to minimize lost wages or benefits 

(9) To access immediate medical assistance. 

(10) To have an advocate or any other support person of your choosing, present at 
any prosecutorial or defense interviews, and at any judicial proceedings. 

(11) To be physically present in court during trial, or if subpoenaed to testify, to be 
scheduled as early as practical in the proceedings. 

(12) To be informed by the prosecuting attorney of the date, time, and place of the 
trial and of the sentencing hearing for felony convictions. 

(13) To submit a victim impact statement to be included in all pre-sentence reports 
and permanently included in the files and records accompanying the offender 
committed to the custody of a state agency or institution. 

(14) To present a statement personally or by representation, at the sentencing 
hearing for felony convictions.  

(15) To restitution by the court in all felony cases. 
 
 

Handout for Victims- page 1 of 3
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Victim Rights 
8/18/2021 

 
In addition, under RCW 70.125  
 

70.125.060
  

A personal representative may accompany you during treatment or 
proceedings. If you desire, a personal representative of your choice may 
accompany you to the hospital or other health care facility, and to proceedings 
concerning the assault, including police and prosecution interviews and court 
proceedings. 
 
70.125.030 (5) "Personal representative" means a friend, relative, attorney, or 
employee or volunteer from a community sexual assault program or 
specialized treatment service provider. 

70.125.110  In addition to all other rights provided in law, you have the right to: 
(a) Receive a medical forensic examination at no cost; 
(b) Receive written notice of the right to receive a medical forensic 
examination at no cost as well as for other benefits under the crime victim 
compensation program, through a form developed by the office of crime victim 
advocacy, from the medical facility providing treatment related to the sexual 
assault;  
(c) Receive a referral to an accredited community sexual assault program, or 
in the case of a survivor who is a minor, receive a connection to services in 
accordance with the county child sexual abuse investigation protocol under 
RCW 26.44.180, which may include a referral to a children’s advocacy center, 
when presenting at a medical facility for medical treatment relating to the 
assault and also when reporting the assault to a law enforcement officer; 
(d) Consult with an advocate during any medical evidentiary examination at a 
medical facility, during any interview by law enforcement officers, prosecuting 
attorneys, or defense attorneys, and during court proceedings, except while 
providing testimony in a criminal trial, in which case the advocate may be 
present in the courtroom. Medical facilities, law enforcement officers, 
prosecuting attorneys, defense attorneys, courts and other applicable criminal 
justice agencies, including correctional facilities, are responsible for providing 
advocates access to facilities to fulfill these requirements; 
(e) Be informed, at your request, of when the forensic analysis of your sexual 
assault kit and other related physical evidence will be or was completed, the 
results of the forensic analysis, and whether the analysis yielded a DNA profile 
and match; 
(f) Receive notice prior to the destruction or disposal of your sexual assault kit; 
(g) Receive a copy of the police report related to the investigation without 
charge; and 
(h) Review your statement before law enforcement refers a case to the 
prosecuting attorney; 

Handout for Victims- page 2 of 3
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Victim Rights 
8/18/2021 

(i) Receive timely notifications from the law enforcement agency and 
prosecuting attorney as to the status of the investigation and related 
prosecution of the case; 
(j) Be informed by the law enforcement agency and prosecuting attorney as to 
the expected and appropriate time frames for receiving responses to the 
victim’s inquiries regarding the status of the investigation and any related 
prosecution of the case; and, receive responses to inquiries in a manner 
consistent with those time frames; 
(k) Access interpreter services where necessary to facilitate communication 
throughout the investigatory process and prosecution of the case; and 
(1) Where the victim is a minor:  

(i) The prosecutor must consider and discuss the victim’s requests for 
remote video testimony under RCW 9A.44.150 when appropriate; and 
(ii) The court must consider requests from the prosecutor for 
safeguarding the victim’s feelings of security and safety in the 
courtroom in order to facilitate the victim’s testimony and participation 
in the criminal justice process. 

(2) You retain all these rights regardless of whether you agree to participate in 
the criminal justice system and regardless of whether you agree to receive a 
forensic examination to collect evidence. 
(3) If you are denied any of these rights, you can seek an order directing 
compliance by the relevant party or parties by filing a petition in the superior 
court in the county in which the sexual assault occurred and providing notice 
of such petition to the relevant party or parties.  

 

Insert local community sexual assault program here if known: 
 
 
 

 
Find Help by City: https://www.wcsap.org/help/csap-by-city 

Handout for Victims- page 3 of 3
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