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TENNESSEE HOMICIDE FAMILY ROUNDTABLE

PREFACE

The following report summarizes the Tennessee Homi-
cide Family Roundtable held on April 18-19, 2015 at the 
Marriott Airport Hotel in Nashville, Tennessee. The meet-
ing provided a forum for co-victims and family members 
of homicide victims to discuss their personal experi-
ences with law enforcement, prosecutors, advocates 
and other professionals throughout the progression of 
their case.i  The goal was to gather from the participants 
lessons learned, observations of services, fi rst responder 
actions, investigative tactics, the roles of prosecutors 
and victim advocates; and feedback from their own life 
experiences resulting from the traumas to which they 
and their loved ones were subjected.

As a result of this unique experience, the AMBER Alert 
Training and Technical Assistance Program (AATTAP), 
the Tennessee Association of Chiefs of Police (TACP), 
the Knoxville Police Department (KPD), the Tennessee 
District Attorney’s Conference (TDAC) and other crimi-
nal justice agencies will improve the quality of training 
programs to incorporate the fi ndings of this two-day 
Family Roundtable session. Based on the input of the 
participants of the Roundtable, new and improved 
training will be provided to law enforcement, prosecu-
tors, advocates and other professional service providers. 
New initiatives will be signifi cantly improved and have 
a focus to include services provided to co-victims and 
other family members of homicide victims.
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PURPOSE

For more than ten years, the AATTAP has conducted 
trauma-based co-victim/family member roundtable 
meetings with the specifi c purpose of providing a venue 
for communication and collaboration. Through focused 
group interactions, participants discuss lessons learned, 
observations of services, fi rst responder reactions and 
interaction, and feedback from trauma-based life experi-
ences associated with kidnapping, sexual assault, mur-
der and long term missing investigations. Following a 
defi ned process, more than a decade of evidence-based 
practices and a specifi c working guideii, the Family 
Roundtable events have proven to provide incredible in-
sights and knowledge, which benefi ts participants and 
criminal justice practitioners.  

Great care and professional diligence in working with 
the Tennessee Homicide Family Roundtable members 
was a central focus of the meeting’s design, as the par-
ticipants have endured the horror and trauma associ-
ated with the murder of their loved ones. Although it 
is diffi  cult for co-victims/family members to participate 
in the roundtable, many do so to share their experi-
ences and to help law enforcement and other partners 
understand how homicide aff ects a family. In addition, 
co-victims/family members off er invaluable information, 
through personal observations and experiences, about 
what law enforcement, advocates and prosecutors do 
well and what they could do better during the initial 
response, investigation, prosecutorial and post-trial 
phases.

The information and feedback from co-victims and 
families collected from previous roundtable meetings 
are used extensively in the design and development 
of training to improve the skills, knowledge and ca-
pacities of fi rst responders, investigators, prosecutors, 
advocates and other professionals responding to the 
trauma-based episodes of kidnapping, sexual assault, 
long term investigations and murders.  
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MISSION 

The mission for the Tennessee Homicide Family Round-
table was defi ned as follows: 

Identify key victimization issues stemming from trau-
ma-based episodes; increase understanding of the full 
range of impact on survivors, parents, siblings and other 
family members or advocates; identify and develop best 
or promising practices for fi rst responders, investigative 
specialists, prosecutors, victim assistance providers, 
educators, social service providers and judges; and 
develop recommendations to responsible agencies and 
organizations to provide victim response and 
assistance.iii  

OUTCOMES

Through careful, structured communications and collab-
oration, survivors of trauma-based episodes and their 
families are encouraged to identify common threads of 
experience with a host of service providers responding 
to their specifi c trauma-based episodes. The eff ective-
ness of this eff ort is predicated upon a mutual trust and 
interest in the mission and outcomes.iv 

The Family Roundtable event or sessions should include, 
but not be limited to the following specifi c outcomes:

•  Create an impetus for engagement within the 
group.

•  Develop communication between survivors and 
responding service providers. 

•  Articulate the desired behavioral change by service 
providers responding to trauma-based episodes. 

•  Create a meaningful needs statement to evolve the 
skills of service providers. 

•  Identify tactical gaps in responses by service 
providers.v

•  Identify critical steps to successfully develop role 
integration within each service provider and multi-
disciplinary service providers.      

• Create a framework for promising or best practices 
for responding service providers.vi 

 

HISTORY OF AMBER ALERT FAMILY 

ROUNDTABLES 

In 2007, the AATTAP began working with surviving 
parents of children who had been abducted, recovered 
deceased, recovered safely, determined to be long term 
missing or murdered. Conceptually, the purpose of this 
roundtable was to gain general information, insight, 
case dynamics, family impact, victimization concerns 
and other related issues involving missing, endangered 
and abducted children. The AATTAP has used specifi c 
information gained from the initial meeting and sub-
sequent roundtable meetings to support the develop-
ment of skill-building training for law enforcement and 
in the use of actual case information in adult learning 
methods and strategies to improve child protection and 
response.vii

Due to the successful number of roundtables conduct-
ed and the trust developed over nearly ten years with 
the families, the AATTAP has developed several unique 
planning processes, including an informal survey of 
potential participants to gain areas of concern and 
interest; review of abduction cases with investigating 
agencies to determine issues related to family victims 
and survivors; child victim impact; sibling victimization; 
and vetting of the agenda with participants of previous 
roundtables. In addition to the pre-planning activities, 
the AATTAP works closely with survivors to develop 
a roundtable that is not only benefi cial in developing 
training for law enforcement but also assists the families 
as they work through their own recoveries. The pro-
cess used for interaction with the Family Roundtable 
includes a review of law enforcement response policies; 
creating an understanding and working knowledge 
of child recovery strategies; development of an after 
action report that is provided to the Family Roundtable 
participants; development of case studies for training 
law enforcement; sequential analysis of missing, endan-
gered and abducted children cases; and development 
of impact videos for use with training. 

The AATTAP Family Roundtable process has produced 
great success in developing a trusting, honest rela-
tionship between staff  and surviving family members 
because the discussion is conducted in an open manner 
with complete understanding of what the information 
will be used for in the future. The Family Roundtables 
have resulted in extremely valuable input for training 
and technical assistance delivery; identifi cation of case 
studies for use in the training and technical assistance 
program; reports and references to specifi c issues 
during work sessions to identify gaps and added value; 
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and specifi c policy implications related to law enforce-
ment. Additionally, the AATTAP has created a resource 
inventory for agencies to partner with Family Round-
table participants in training, conferences and special 
events to promote child protection. The developed 
processes to conduct Family Roundtable sessions were 
utilized in the fi rst Tennessee Homicide Family Roundta-
ble held in Nashville, Tennessee, April 18-19, 2015. 
 

INITIAL DISCUSSION WITH CO-VICTIMS, 

OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS AND FAMILY 

FRIENDS/ADVOCATES

The overarching goal of the Tennessee Homicide Family 
Roundtable is to continuously expand the breadth 
and experience of roundtable participation through a 
diverse mixture of family members and family friends/
advocates from across the state of Tennessee, represent-
ing a cross section of cultures, races, demographics and 
case dynamics. Each roundtable session begins with a 
new member orientation and welcome on behalf of OJP 
and OJJDP. New members are welcomed individually 
to acquaint them with the process and to help relieve 
anxiety in what is for many a painful process of recalling 
memories and discussing the facts of their case. Each 
new member is off ered important information, includ-
ing:

• Orientation to the process and organization of the 
Family Roundtable, ground rules and resources for 
the family member(s) onsite.

• An historical overview of previous Family 
Roundtable sessions and how to contribute to and 
get the most out of the process.

• Outcomes and fi ndings of Family Roundtable 
sessions and how those fi ndings are used.

Following the welcoming and orientation of new mem-
bers, all families/co-victims present are introduced. Fam-
ily members are asked to provide a self-introduction; 
provide their victim’s name, age and case information; 
and introduce any siblings or other family members/
survivors attending the roundtable. This initial activity is 
a proven method of acknowledging the wide range of 
cases and circumstances represented by the assembled 
group. The same approach was utilized in the Tennessee 
Homicide Family Roundtable. 

CO-VICTIM/FAMILY SURVIVORS 

ATTENDING THE 2015 TENNESSEE 

HOMICIDE FAMILY ROUNDTABLE

The success and impact of the Tennessee Homicide 
Family Roundtable is largely due to the voluntary partic-
ipation of the co-victims/survivors. Their participation, 
insight and attention to detail provided the foundation 
for fi ndings, recommendations and best practices devel-
oped during the session. Their willingness, sacrifi ces and 
candid observations are sincerely appreciated by the 
Offi  ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
and the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance 
Program staff  and consultants. The value of their contri-
bution cannot be overstated. To recognize their partici-
pation, we honor those participants listed below:

Miranda Adams
Joan Berry

Michael Berry
Connie Black
James Black

Michelle Burkey
LaVerne Craig
James Craig

Carol Crocker
Mary Jane Crockett-Green

Mark Green
Vicky Green

Adrian Jackson
Norman Jenks
Monika Jones

Deanna Landis
Katherine Saylor-Lawson

Larry Lawson
Tamara Miller
John Mullinix
Julia Mullinix
Ashlee Myers
Linda Myers

Yolanda Simmons
Kathleen Sommerville

Sally Sommerville
Candice Thomas
Annelise Vasquez
Desiree Vasquez
Penny Waldroup
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TENNESSEE HOMICIDE FAMILY ROUNDTABLE

LOGISTICAL CONSIDERATIONS, 

GROUND RULES AND MEETING 

OBJECTIVES

To design, develop and conduct a productive focus 
group discussion, logistical considerations, ground 
rules to produce the desired results and objectives of 
the session were clearly outlined for all participants. 
Based on past practices and refi nement of ground rules, 
clearly articulated precepts are needed to maximize the 
outcomes and utilize limited time in a productive man-
ner. Logistics and ground rules included the following 
instruction:

• The Tennessee Homicide Family Roundtable 
had a full agenda, with topics suggested by the 
participants and others from the fi eld of law 
enforcement. 

• Staying on task and keeping focused on the time 
allotted for each activity was necessary. 

• Everyone was encouraged to be engaged and 
involved in the all discussions, but the need to 
be mindful of the time and respect everyone’s 
opportunity to be involved and express their views 
was emphasized. 

• Staff  and consultants memorializing comments, 
discussions and recommendations would seek 
clarifi cation on any recordings during the sessions, 
breaks or by other means over the course of the 
event. 

• Confi dentially was deemed important and was to 
be respected during all sessions; participants were 
encouraged to make the request known to the 
staff  and consultants taking notes if they did not 
want specifi c comments attributed to themselves. 
Information declared as confi dential was to be 
respected by participants both during and after the 
Family Roundtable. 

• Participants were advised of personal assistance 
available during the meeting sessions and were 
provided emergency contact information should 
any assistance be necessary during non-meeting 
times. 

FOCUS GROUP SESSION OBJECTIVES

As part of the Tennessee Homicide Family Roundtable 
orientation, participants were provided the objectives of 
the focus group discussions that would take place over 
the two-day event. The objectives were straightforward 
and patterned similarly to previous Family Roundta-
bles, but with specifi c emphasis on homicide cases and 
co-victim survivors:

• To gain input and recommendations from 
participants to improve the law enforcement 
and prosecutorial response, and to clarify and 
strengthen the role of advocates and others 
involved in homicide investigations.  

• To provide baseline information to develop 
training or improve existing training in the areas 
of law enforcement response, investigation and 
prosecution of homicide cases and improve 
understanding of co-victim dynamics involved.

• Provide insight into law enforcement dynamics 
and trauma during homicide investigations and 
the impact on investigating personnel and the case 
overall.

• To establish a common dialogue around special 
populations of homicide co-survivors and their 
needs.

• To develop new insights into the dynamics 
involving homicide and co-survivors to improve 
training, technical assistance and awareness in 
specifi c areas encountered during investigations.viii 

• To build upon the knowledge base provided by 
past participants of Family Roundtables. 

• To create a framework for promising or best 
practices for responding service providers.ix
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The Tennessee Homicide Family Roundtable meeting 
was designed to allow co-victims and other family 
members to meet one another and discuss their person-
al experiences, concerns, observations and suggestions 
regarding the law enforcement response, investigation, 
advocacy services and prosecution of their individual 
cases. The general goal of the session was to learn fi rst-
hand from participants’ input how law enforcement, 
prosecutors, advocates and other service providers 
could improve responses and services to co-victims and 
family members of homicide victims.

The meeting involved 30 co-victims and family mem-
bers representing 18 homicide victims in Tennessee. The 
cases represented very diverse circumstances, ranging 
from domestic violence and robbery to vehicular homi-
cide and sexual assault. Co-victim families represented a 
mix of socio-economic backgrounds, various ethnicities, 
cultures and faith beliefs. This cross-section of experi-
ences and knowledge represented provides valuable 
insight for the development of future training and 
technical assistance delivered by the AATTAP, TACP, KPD, 
TDAC and other service providers.

The focus of the meeting was guided by several themes, 
including the need for:x

• Expanded and systematic training for fi rst 
responders, investigators, prosecutors, victim 
advocates and other criminal justice components 
such as probation and parole and policy makers for 
criminal justice agencies;

• Comprehensive training for homicide investigators 
and prosecutors with regard to their roles and 
responsibilities in better serving co-victims of 
homicides; 

• Training, development and access to advocates and 
counseling professionals trained and experienced 
in the unique dynamics of homicide cases; and

• Expansion of discussions on improving services to 
co-victims and family members of homicide victims 
to include legislative members, executive branch 
members of state and local governments, criminal 
justice agency leaders, police chiefs and sheriff s, 
as well as victim advocates, judges and non-profi t 
organizations.

As previously noted, the opening discussion was de-
signed to establish trust amongst the participants and 
the AATTAP staff /consultants. Participants were given 
an opportunity to introduce themselves to each other 

and provide a brief summary of their cases. Following 
the opening, a general discussion was held to provide 
an understanding of the broad spectrum of issues each 
faced during the homicide event, from the outset of the 
case through the appeal processes. To provide everyone 
a greater opportunity to share details and specifi cs of 
their respective cases, the participants were divided into 
three focus groups representing east, middle and west 
Tennessee. Each of the groups was led by experienced 
facilitators, with substantial practical experience in 
conducting trauma-based victim focus group meetings. 
Each group was requested to provide a summary of 
fi ndings, recommendations and observations of their 
personal experiences with homicide victims. The facili-
tators reviewed each of the homicide cases of the focus 
group participants, including the appeal status of the 
perpetrator(s), to develop an understanding of each of 
the individual cases. Following is the summary of fi nd-
ings, recommendations, observations and commentary 
from each of the three focus groups.
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Law Enforcement

I.  Notifi cation: All participants described notifi cation of the co-victims/survivors by law enforcement as consistent-
ly unsatisfactory. Most participants were not notifi ed in person, or they were notifi ed by someone who was not 
suffi  ciently informed to provide any level of detail of the homicide. Most co-victims/survivors felt like they were 
not trusted or believed to be involved in the actual homicide. Very few of the participants were provided access 
to crisis counselors or advocates when notifi ed initially. Many were notifi ed via telephone or in person only when 
they happened upon the homicide scene.xi 

 A.  Recommendations: 

1.  Agencies should develop and implement policy and procedures to specifi cally address co-
victim/survivor notifi cation. 

2.  To support the intent of the policy and procedures for notifi cation, law enforcement agencies, 
in conjunction with the respective District Attorney General’s Offi  ce, should establish specifi c 
guidelines for the notifi cation of co-victims/survivors and provide specifi c skills-based training 
to provide the needed competencies to deliver notifi cations to co-victims/survivors. 

3.  Use of specialized services from trained professional volunteers should be allowed only if the 
person or persons have been trained to professional death notifi cation standards adopted by 
military services or law enforcement services. 

4.  Training should include specifi c competencies and skills in death notifi cations, approved by 
the Chief of Police or Sheriff  of the law enforcement agency. If resources are shared, review and 
approval of training on death notifi cation should be completed by the agency’s chief executive 
offi  cers.

B.  Best Practice: The law enforcement agencies in the state of Tennessee, including the associations for 
the Chiefs of Police, Sheriff s and District Attorney General’s Offi  ces should develop a joint best practice 
guide for all agencies in Tennessee. Additionally, there should be a mandatory requirement in the 
adopted best practices guide for annual training to law enforcement professionals to support the best 
practices guide. 

C.  Commentary: Co-Victims’/survivors’ contact with law enforcement was described by some participants 
as positive, however this was most often because they knew the offi  cials or had previous relationships 
with the department. Those who did not know the offi  cials reported varying degrees of discomfort 
with their fi rst interaction with law enforcement. Participants reported being treated aggressively when 
arriving at the crime scene, being “shuffl  ed” from one offi  cial to another without being told what was 
happening, being placed in police vehicles to wait for hours without knowing what was happening or 
simply being left to sit in the yard at the crime scene with no contact with police offi  cers for hours into 
the investigation. Many felt a contributing factor to this treatment was fear or apprehension on the part 
of the offi  cer in approaching the co-victim/survivor with the news of death.  
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II.  Political Issues: Participants reported dissatisfaction when political considerations played a role in their case. The 
co-victims/survivors reported feeling “used” when law enforcement executives or prosecutors used their cases 
to gain political advantage or when seeking offi  ce. Self-serving motives refl ected disrespect for the family and 
re-victimized the co-victim(s) and family members. 

A. Recommendations: Law enforcement executives and District Attorneys should adopt a professional 
and ethical policy and practice of not using homicide cases or other trauma based victimizations to 
further self-serving goals and at a minimum, engage the co-victims/survivors in a discussion explaining 
the purpose and giving notice to the co-victims/survivors of their intention to publicly use or reference 
their respective cases.

B. Best Practice: Law enforcement offi  cials, including Police Chiefs, Sheriff s and District Attorneys should 
refrain from utilizing murder victims’ cases for the purpose of political and/or personal benefi t.

C. Commentary: Co-victims/survivors expressed concern over law enforcement executives and District 
Attorneys using their respective cases for personal or political gain. While the motives might be self-
serving and not viewed as harmful, such behavior “re-victimized the co-victims/survivors.” A very 
common statement used by offi  cials is: “this brings closure for the family and survivors.” This is very 
inappropriate and insensitive to the family victims. Grieving is often a long-term, life-long challenge, as 
most result in substantial life changes. As stated by one co-victim, “There is no such thing as closure to 
the often brutal and horrifi c homicides experienced by co-victims/survivors.”

III.  Evidence Handling: While most victim families were unaware of what went on in terms of evidence handling, 
collection and preservation, most did express concerns about personal property or belongings. Evidence han-
dling was generally not explained or discussed. In some cases, personal property was taken or seized without 
explanation and never returned. Or if it was returned, it was often inappropriately done. Soiled clothing and 
other items were returned to the family members, often with signifi cant blood stains, spots where sampling was 
taken from the clothing and unpleasant odors. In some cases, the manner in which belongings were returned 
to the families was not explained. Other evidentiary items such as jewelry, chairs, carpets/rugs, etc., were soiled 
from blood or other human dried fl uids and returned. When evidence was seized, the family members were not 
advised as to what was being taken or why, and off ered little or no assistance in obtaining professional assis-
tance in cleaning the areas where the homicide took place. This was particularly true in residences and vehicles. 
One family had the blood-soaked clothing of their father given to them 12 days after the homicide (before the 
trial) and were shocked to be confronted with the foul smelling, molding remains of the clothing their father 
wore when he was murdered. Other families did not understand why their family member’s belongings had to 
be kept for decades as the case went through the appeals process.

A. Recommendations: 

1. Agencies should develop and adopt policies and practices for the collection, preservation 
and general handling of all evidence seized at crime scenes of homicide and other violent 
crime types. Particular focus of the policy and practices should address informing the 
family members/co-victims/survivors of the purpose and intent (without compromising 
the investigation or otherwise jeopardizing the investigation/prosecution) of the seizing of 
property and/or belongings. 

2. Agencies should develop appropriate training for law enforcement offi  cers to ensure sensitivity, 
respect and common decency is demonstrated when obtaining evidence. Co-victims/survivors 
understand the need to collect evidence and do so in a manner that is technically correct and 
prevents spoiling of or tampering with any evidence. However, respect, common sense and 
dignity should be displayed at all times. As one co-victim stated, some “reasonableness” should 
go into the decisions on seizing evidence in the presence of family members and the return 
of evidence, particularly clothing and personal belongings soiled with blood and other bodily 
fl uids.

3. When evidence and/or personal belongings of a murdered person are to be retained for an 
extended period of time, the co-victim/survivors should be provided an explanation by law 
enforcement investigators or District Attorneys or both as to the reason and rationale for 
keeping the evidence.
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B. Best Practices: Law enforcement agencies should develop and adopt policy and practices on evidence 
collection, preservation and handling—focused on sensitivity toward co-victims/survivors. The policy 
and practices should be included in training for law enforcement personnel and prosecutors, with 
emphasis on sensitivity, respect and common decency towards co-victims/survivors when involving 
personal property, clothing, residences and vehicles. Included in the practices and training should be a 
focus on the following considerations:

1. Co-victims/survivors or family members should be provided a reasonable explanation for the 
seizure of property and personal belongings from crime scenes.

2. Clothing and articles soiled with blood or other bodily fl uids should be provided to the co-
victims/survivors only after appropriate notifi cation/communications with the co-victims/
survivors or family members describing the condition of the clothing articles, any potential 
odor, or other unpleasant condition of the articles. Prior to the returning of the articles, law 
enforcement/prosecutors should obtain written permission to destroy such articles or, if not 
destroyed, the articles should be cleaned before returning to the family.

3. The purpose of seizure for evidence seized from homes or vehicles should be explained 
without compromising the investigation or prosecution. In particular, cases where carpet, 
rugs or furniture are removed, the co-victims/survivors should be advised to prevent further 
traumatization. 

4. Crime scenes can often be very soiled and disarranged. To the degree possible, law 
enforcement, prosecutors and/or advocates should help co-victims/survivors obtain 
decontamination and cleaning services to assist in the cleanup of the crime scene. Failure to 
appropriately clean up the crime scene is disrespectful to the victim, as well as to the co-victim/
survivors. As one participant stated, some “reasonableness” should be demonstrated by law 
enforcement to prevent further traumatization of the co-victims/survivors.

5. Property and belongings held by law enforcement and/or the prosecutor should be identifi ed, 
inventoried and appropriately stored to maintain the integrity of the article. Additionally, each 
article should be referenced in offi  cial communications with the co-victims/survivors as to the 
whereabouts of the property, the purpose for maintaining custody of each article, a review date 
to extend possession of such property and when possible, a range of time within which the 
property could be returned to the co-victims/survivors.

6. Property articles and belongings should be considered personal property of the co-victims/
survivors and when possible, any and all articles should be fi rst cleaned of any soiling related to 
the crime as reasonably as possible. Notifi cation of the co-victims/survivors prior to the return 
or disposal of such clothing or articles is viewed as professionally appropriate.

C. Commentary: During the discussions with the co-victims/survivors, many expressed concern about the 
disrespectful manner in which law enforcement collected or handled evidence from crime scenes—
especially those crime scenes in residences or vehicles. As one participant stated, “common sense 
and some reasonableness” would go a long way in demonstrating professionalism and respect for 
the co-victims/survivors. Most participants clearly understood that crime scenes, especially those of 
murder and other violent crimes, are often horrifi c sites with blood, human remains and bodily fl uids. 
However, the participants want to remind law enforcement that while the traumatic experience may 
be a conditioned one for law enforcement, for the family members this experience is horrifi c and life 
altering. Explanatory communications (explaining what, when, how and why) with the family, without 
compromising the investigation, is a respectable way to treat family members. As one family member 
stated, “My house was painted with blood and I had no idea what to do.” Guidance by law enforcement 
on cleaning up the site is essential and should demonstrate a caring and respectful attitude toward the 
family. State and local law enforcement agencies should consider providing cleaning services to co-
victims/survivors as a part of victim services.
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IV. Communications: During the focus group sessions, each participant expressed signifi cant concern about 
communications between the co-victims/survivors, family members and law enforcement. Almost without ex-
ception, co-victims/survivors stressed the importance of “regular” communications.xii  Most co-victims had little 
or no experience with law enforcement, so the investigations, protocols, evidence collection, fi ling of criminal 
charges and contact with the criminal justice system in general were all unfamiliar to them and often confusing. 
In the worst cases noted, co-victims were not kept informed and had little communication with law enforce-
ment. A feeling of disrespect and lack of thoughtfulness toward the co-victims/survivors was ever-present, leav-
ing the co-victims/survivors “in the dark.” Some participants expressed concern that law enforcement “profi led” 
the family based on socio-economic status or standing in the community, often treating them as the criminal. 
In one case, a sibling of the murder victim had been charged with a drug off ense, and investigators treated the 
entire family as though they were criminals and were not truthful. The resulting facts of the case disproved the 
perception of law enforcement, but did nothing to help the family cope with the loss of a family member to 
murder. Participants were most off ended by law enforcement when updates or changes in the investigation 
were made public through the media prior to the family being notifi ed. In several cases, participants detected 
that law enforcement representatives were being less than truthful when confronted about the media being 
notifi ed prior to the co-victims/survivors. Many participants stated they did not understand all the investigative 
processes. They added that communications early in the investigation explaining why evidence was collected 
certain ways, or the role of the medical examiner and/or why other investigative steps were taken would have 
been very helpful. Since law enforcement was the general point of contact until the prosecution started, many 
participants felt law enforcement should assume the responsibility of coordinating communications between all 
the criminal justice agencies (e.g., law enforcement, prosecutor, medical examiner, hospital staff , etc.).

A. Recommendations: Law enforcement agencies should have policy and practices, supported by training, 
to articulate the role of law enforcement during violent crime investigations to assist co-victims/
survivors in the understanding of investigative processes and eff ective communications. All participants 
acknowledge that law enforcement investigators in some cases needed to eliminate family members 
as suspects or as having knowledge about the murder. However, once cleared, the co-victim/survivors 
should be treated with respect and full disclosure of the case status, without compromising the integrity 
of the investigation. Law enforcement agencies, through policy, practice and compliance, should 
hold their representatives responsible for “news leaks” or releasing information to the public prior to 
notifying family members. Additionally, law enforcement’s treatment of co-victims/survivors should not 
be based on socio-economic status or community standing. First responders and investigators should 
demonstrate responsible, respectful and professional treatment toward co-victims/survivors.

B. Best Practices: Law enforcement agencies should develop or revise policies and practices to ensure 
co-victims/survivors are treated respectfully and communicated with eff ectively from initial contact and 
throughout the murder investigation. Policy, practices and training should address the following issues 
identifi ed by the co-victims/survivors:

1. First responders, investigators and crime scene specialists should treat co-victims/survivors 
respectfully, without regard to socio-economic status, race, gender or community standing.

2. Once the co-victims/survivors are cleared of being suspects in the murder, law enforcement 
should keep them advised of the investigative status, changes or other case related 
developments regularly, or otherwise without delay. 

3. Law enforcement policy and practices should include ethical requirements related to 
notifi cations and communications with co-victims/survivors. These ethical requirements should 
specifi cally address the release of information directly or indirectly to the media or community 
at large prior to notifying the co-victims/survivors. 

4. Law enforcement should be trained on the psychological impact of murder on co-victims/
survivors and the life changing dynamics resulting from such a traumatic event.

5. Law enforcement, in coordination with other criminal justice agencies involved with the murder 
investigation, should take responsibility for coordinating communications between agencies 
and the co-victims/survivors.
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6. Law enforcement policy and practices should specifi cally address the use of social media by law 
enforcement personnel concerning any aspect of criminal investigations, particularly murder 
and other violent crimes.

7. Law enforcement agencies should insist on a policy of truthfulness with co-victims/survivors 
and equal treatment.

C. Commentary: Throughout the focus group discussions, participants acknowledged the diffi  culty and 
many challenges law enforcement personnel experience in conducting murder investigations. None 
of the participants desired to obtain information from law enforcement that might compromise the 
successful prosecution of the perpetrators. However, most expressed concern about the way law 
enforcement treated them and how, in most cases, communication was fragmented at best. Participants 
expressed frustration and a feeling of being re-victimized when law enforcement would release 
information on their respective cases, without fi rst notifying the co-victims/survivors. Common decency 
and respectful treatment should be a legitimate and reasonable expectation of law enforcement. 
Law enforcement and all the criminal justice agencies should treat co-victims/survivors fairly and 
respectfully, without regard to socio-economic status, race, gender, age or community standing. 
Eff ective communications between law enforcement and co-victims/survivors would greatly assist with 
the coping of a murdered loved one.  

District Attorney Generals/Prosecutors

I. System Issues: The lengthy and often confusing prosecution of perpetrators especially vexed participants. Most 
participants had no prior experience with the criminal justice system, so many of the steps or actions taken were 
not readily understood. In general, all of the participants stated they did not know what to expect and were giv-
en little to no guidance or explanation by prosecutors. Appeals processes were not addressed, and the issue was 
compounded by the co-victims’/survivors’ inability to attend all hearings or court actions. Participants wanted 
their voices to be heard throughout the appeal processes.

A. Recommendations:  

1. District Attorney Generals, in cooperation with law enforcement agencies, should develop 
specifi c policies and practices to ensure co-victims/survivors are provided an orientation and 
explanation of what to expect during a prosecution and the subsequent appeals. 

2. Adopted policies and practices should articulate the communications requirements to establish 
an understanding of what the court experience will be like for the co-victims/survivors.

B. Best Practices: Participants acknowledged that prosecutors do not have a “crystal ball” and cannot 
guarantee the outcome of a criminal prosecution. However, co-victims/survivors feel strongly that 
the prosecutors should be respectful and formally explain what the court experience will be like, the 
dynamics or potential developments to expect and information on the appeal processes. 

C. Commentary: Participants in the focus groups stressed the need for the District Attorney Generals and 
prosecutors to understand and be respectful of the co-victims’/survivors’ lack of knowledge regarding 
prosecution dynamics and court actions. Although the prosecutors work in the “justice system” every 
day, most citizens have little or no contact and experience. Assuming, or simply not taking the time to 
explain actions to the co-victims/survivors, only made their traumas more devastating. 

II. Communications: Throughout the discussions, a common thread of concern was a general lack of communi-
cation between the prosecutors and the co-victims/survivors. With few exceptions, participants reported little 
to no communications with their respective prosecutors. Most of the family members did not interact with a 
district attorney or the victim/witness coordinator prior to or after trial either. Those that did have such interac-
tions stated that it made a signifi cant diff erence in how they felt about the process and were generally positive 
about the court experience. Participants were particularly concerned and reported having been surprised to 
hear about developments in their cases through the media without any advanced warning from or communi-
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cations with the prosecutor. Preparing the family prior to the trial date, including the display of photographs, 
video /audio and other evidentiary content in court, is very important so they have time to process what is 
about to happen. Communicating issues that will further traumatize family members should be discussed prior 
to the courtroom exposure. Co-victims/survivors reported not being given suffi  cient time to consider and make 
important decisions regarding their respective cases. One example consisted of the family being brought into 
a conference room ten minutes before trial started and being told to immediately decide between a death 
penalty trial and a plea bargain for life without parole. Providing victim impact statements are considered a 
cherished moment for the co-victims/survivors to speak for their murdered family member. However, in some 
cases, the prosecution either denied a victim impact statement or discouraged family members from pursuing a 
victim impact statement. All participants felt families should receive suffi  cient communication and notifi cation 
to consider such important issues.

A. Recommendations: 

1. District Attorney Generals should adopt a policy and practice to require a briefi ng and 
education for co-victims/survivors on the court system, trial dynamics, defense tactics and 
potential critical decisions impacting the prosecution of the murderer of their love one(s).

2. Prosecutors should be particularly sensitive to the lack of experience of co-victims/survivors in 
courtroom behaviors and dynamics.

3. Prosecutors should demonstrate professional, compassionate and respectful behavior when 
communicating with co-victims/survivors.

4. Policies and practices should be victim-centric to prevent continuation of the traumatic 
experience of having a family member murdered.

5. Established policies and practices should include a briefi ng to the co-victims/survivors 
in understanding legal language and terminology; communicating terms, language and 
terminology to help in the understanding of what is happening in and out of the courtroom.

6. Establish a policy and practice that preserves the right of the co-victims/survivors to provide/
make victim impact statements.

B. Best Practices: The Attorney Generals’ Conference should adopt policy, practice and training for 
all prosecutors that address defi ciencies and insensitivities to co-victims/survivors resulting from 
incomplete and/or ineff ective communications. Prosecutors are often referred to as representing the 
victim. However, more often than not, ineff ective communication further devastates and traumatizes 
co-victims/survivors by not communicating critical decisions, courtroom dynamics, legal language and 
terms, as well continuous updates to the family on or around court or hearing dates. Communicating 
eff ectively should include a focus on understanding how to demonstrate sensitivity and compassion 
toward the family of the murdered victim, which also demonstrates basic respect for the life of the 
victim. 

C. Commentary: Throughout the various discussions focused on prosecution issues, the concern of 
meaningful and eff ective communications were at the forefront of the frustrations expressed by the co-
victims/survivors. In some cases, little to no communications existed between the prosecutor and the 
co-victims until just prior to entering the courtroom. The participants acknowledged that prosecutors 
needed to focus their energy and time on trial preparation; however this focus should not be an excuse 
not to communicate with the co-victims and survivors. Although prosecutors may move on to the 
next case, the murdered victim(s) and the co-victims/survivors experience a life altering, devastating 
and traumatic event, changing everything in their respective lives. Participants strongly expressed a 
concern and need for prosecutors to be more sensitive to the needs of the co-victims/survivors and to 
demonstrate compassion, respect and understanding through eff ective communications.
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III. Sentencing Decisions: Sentencing decisions, guidelines and judicial discretion were generally not discussed 
with co-victims/survivors prior to fi nal determinations. Lack of awareness of sentencing issues created confu-
sion, and prosecutors often seemed to be misleading in their explanation of sentencing issues to the co-victims/
survivors. Prosecutors did not explain the dynamics of sentencing to the family members, leaving those mem-
bers thinking a certain sentence was imposed on the murderer; however, later they discovered the actual sen-
tence was much diff erent than that explained by the prosecutor. This issue raised the question of “truth in sen-
tencing” and questionable decisions made or agreed to by the prosecutor. Many of the participants expressed 
a need for prosecutors to explain in detail what the sentencing actually meant, including factors of “good time,” 
concurrent sentencing time, time served, etc. Several participants said they had agreed to plea bargains think-
ing the perpetrator would receive a certain amount of time in prison, only to fi nd out the actual time was much 
less in reality. Participants stated that had they known this before agreeing to the plea bargain, it would have 
made a diff erence in their decision.

A. Recommendations: The District Attorney Generals Conference should adopt uniform policy and 
practice requiring prosecutors to formally meet with co-victims, to carefully explain the various options 
and issues for plea agreements and sentencing. Focus of sentencing discussions should be victim-
oriented and framed with the intent of “truth in sentencing.” Co-victims/survivors want to be truthfully 
informed about the sentence of the perpetrator who murdered their family member.

B. Best Practices: District Attorney Generals should adopt a policy and practice requiring a formal 
discussion with co-victims prior to sentencing decisions or plea bargains. Such discussions should be 
memorialized or otherwise documented to demonstrate an openness and truthfulness with family 
survivors. 

C. Commentary: Participants expressed concern in how sentencing and plea bargains were 
communicated to them. In some cases, the participants felt they were being misled, whether 
intentionally or unintentionally. Co-victims/survivors should not have to be concerned with “asking the 
right question” to get a straightforward and honest response. In one case, the co-victim cited “they got 
more truthful information” from the defense attorney than the prosecutor. The participants recognize 
sentencing as very important to all in the courtroom; however, being provided a full explanation from 
the prosecutor was vital to how they dealt with grief, anger and frustration. 

IV. Prosecutors’ Knowledge of and Notifi cations About Available Services: The level of victim (co-victims/survi-
vors) services varied considerably from one jurisdiction to another. One point was overwhelmingly clear from 
the participants: Victim advocates should be brought in to provide assistance as early as possible. Prosecutors 
responsible (whether directly or indirectly) for advocates were not always knowledgeable of what services 
were available, and were often unsure about victim compensation or other service needs. Many participants 
expressed frustration with victim services due to a lack of explanation by the prosecutor or advocate; they felt 
they received little to no guidance or assistance in gaining certain services. Being aware of victim rights, com-
pensation and assistance with navigating these processes was deemed critical. Additionally, co-victims/survivors 
emphasized the need to ensure a standard practice of delivering initial information and then following up with 
families on that information is in place, much like common standards in cases of domestic violence. In several 
cases, the victim advocate sent by the prosecutor was not knowledgeable of the range of services, had poor 
communications skills, was not trained as a counselor and was not assigned to the co-victims/survivors imme-
diately. After-care and long-term assistance did not seem to exist for the participants, negatively impacting the 
recovery and long-term well being of the family members.

A. Recommendations: The Attorneys General Conference and the law enforcement associations in 
Tennessee should develop uniform policies, practices and training to ensure all victims and co-victims/
survivors receive support and assistance through robust victim advocacy and services. Specifi c roles 
and responsibilities should be articulated in policies, practices and training to ensure a seamless 
level of services are provided. This should include specifi cs on how to secure benefi ts, assistance and 
services and not merely advise that services exist. Additionally, the policies adopted should refl ect the 
requirement that anyone serving in an advocacy role must be trained in best or promising practices and 
must be profi cient in critical advocacy skills such as communications, compassion, understanding and 
counseling.
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B. Best Practices: To improve the quality and level of eff ort in providing victim advocacy and services, the 
district attorneys general in Tennessee should implement the following provisions:

1. Create a periodic review process of all judicial districts’ victim advocacy programs. 

2. Establish performance standards and training, and ensure performance is compliance driven. 

3. The review process should include co-victims/survivors in order to gain insight into the quality 
and level of services. 

4. All prosecutors should receive annual training on what services are available, how to obtain 
services and how to measure performance of the victim advocacy services. 

5. Policy guidance should include initial deployment and assignment of victim advocates, 
minimum standards for the victim advocate’s experience/qualifi cations, annual training and 
assessment of competencies in services and assistance benefi ts/rights. 

C. Commentary: Participants felt strongly that victim advocates should be engaged in their cases as 
soon as possible, but in reality victim advocacy was not provided in a timely manner, or in some cases 
at all. Additionally, the victim advocate and prosecutor were often unaware of the benefi ts and rights. 
Co-victims/survivors are extremely vulnerable to a number of issues and challenges, and can benefi t 
from services ranging from employment help and psychological services to long-term after-care. 
Providing professional victim advocacy is viewed as not only being the right thing to do, but also 
as a critical service for the traumatized family. The impact of murder on the family survivors is often 
underestimated. There is often a failure to recognize that the family is undergoing permanent changes, 
including struggles with pain and grief, manner of death anxiety, depression, uninvited intrusion in 
their lives and dealing with a complex array of “unknowns.” These hardships put previously at-risk family 
members even more at risk. As one participant stated, “there is no life experience that can prepare the 
family for such a tragedy.” 

Victim Advocates / Co-Victim Assistance and Services

I. Victim Advocate Assignment and Liaison: Participants expressed concern about the lack of early 
assignment of victim advocates to their cases. In cases where the victim advocate was assigned early 
on, the relationship was overwhelmingly better. The life-altering experience of a murder within a family 
is devastating, frustrating and often creates mental health challenges for the co-victims/survivors. 
Participants in a number of cases did not receive an assigned victim advocate until just before trial. 
This delay is viewed as a lack of care and regard for co-victims/survivors. There was also a sense that 
advocacy services were assigned with bias regarding socio-economic status, race, gender and/or 
community standing. Communications between the victim advocate and the family are essential 
for the mental health of the family members and ensuring that they are eff ectively informed of case 
developments and prosecutorial needs.

A. Recommendations: A policy and practice should be developed that immediately assigns a victim 
advocate to the co-victims/survivors of murdered victims, an essential service for the well being of the 
family. Prosecutors should have a policy and practice in place to immediately provide quality victim 
advocacy services by knowledgeable individuals to co-victims/survivors of murder and other violent 
crimes.
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B. Best Practices:

1. Early deployment of victim advocates in all cases of murder, rendering immediate services to 
co-victims/survivors.

2. Communication with co-victims/survivors is more than a phone call before the trial date. The 
communication employed should refl ect compassion and intent to help the family eff ectively 
navigate the various processes of the criminal justice system and services available to assist 
them.

3. Establish a system of performance auditing to ensure the quality of services meets best practice 
standards.

C. Commentary: Throughout the discussion about victim advocacy, immediate assignment of competent 
advocates was viewed as essential for the mental health of the surviving family members. As stated by 
one participant, “no life experience can prepare a family for such an event.” Underestimating the early 
assignment of an advocate can lead to many compounding problems for family members, prosecutors 
and others. The family members are often unable to function at the most basic levels; thus having an 
advocate assigned early in the investigation is critical to providing stability and assistance to the co-
victims/survivors.

II. Victim Advocacy Competencies and Performance: During the focus group sessions, discussions on victim ad-
vocacy, the concern for broad-based competencies and performance by victim advocates was expressed by the 
participants. Specifi cally, concern was noted in the following areas:

1. Political hiring of persons serving in the capacity of victim advocate, rather than a 
knowledgeable and compassionate professional.

2. Lack of requisite knowledge of services, benefi ts, rights and laws concerning the victims, 
survivors and other family members.

3. Lack of attention to the details of murder cases.

4. Not preparing the co-victims/survivors for case developments.

5. Ineff ective communication between the advocate and family.

6. Not providing timely notifi cation of hearings or court appearances.

7. After care and assistance was not off ered.

8. It often appears that the convicted murderer receives more benefi ts than the co-victims, 
including profi ts from writing a book, doing interviews, etc.

9. Lack of understanding of victim compensation benefi ts.

10.  Not preparing the family for dealing with the media.

A. Recommendations: The consensus of the three working groups on improving the victim advocacy 
services in Tennessee included the adoption of policy and practice by the Tennessee Attorneys General 
Conference of uniform hiring and qualifi cation for all victim advocates. The primary concerns fell into 
two categories: hiring and competencies, and performance. Past practices of some prosecutors who 
hired advocates appeared to be political in nature and not based on competencies or best practices. The 
role of the advocate was viewed by all as essential for the well being of the family survivors. Making sure 
the advocates were both knowledgeable and eff ective communicators is a baseline requirement for the 
advocate to fulfi ll his or her responsibilities.
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B. Best Practices: Provide minimum standards for hiring, training and performance for victim advocates in 
Tennessee, to encompass the following requirements:

1. In conjunction with the Tennessee Chiefs of Police Association and the Tennessee Sheriff s 
Association, uniform minimum standards should be established to improve the overall quality 
and delivery of victim services.

2. Include in the minimum standards educational and experience requirements, as well as 
required training.

3. Establish performance standards, including victim contacts, adoption of performance 
reviews, quality improvement surveys with victims, meetings or assistance sessions and other 
performance indicators designed to improve performance and demonstrate compliance with 
all directives and guidelines.

4. Required annual training should include benefi ts, rights and services available for victims of 
crimes under state, federal or local laws.

5. Provide training and guidance to advocates on how to work with special populations and co-
victims/survivors with mental health challenges.

6. Publish an information package explaining and detailing the rights, benefi ts and services 
available to victims of crimes.

C. Commentary: The victim advocate discussions within the focus groups varied signifi cantly, ranging 
from good services to no services. Co-victims/survivors reached a consensus on a number of challenges 
related to victim advocates. In some cases, the participants described unprofessional behavior, 
irresponsible comments and demonstration of judgmental attitudes toward the murder victims and/
or surviving family members. All participants felt strongly that victim advocates should be trained 
professionals, selected based on their abilities and the job requirements. Additionally, victim advocates 
should be involved as early as possible in murder cases and other violent crimes and should be very 
knowledgeable of the benefi ts, rights and services available to victims of crimes. Finally, the co-
victims/survivors feel strongly that the victim advocates should know the case status, facts and critical 
information to minimize confl icting information from law enforcement, prosecutors and the advocate.  
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Courts

The co-victims/survivors acknowledged the limited impact of their views and observations on the courts; however 
all felt strongly judges should be held accountable for their actions. In one case, the fi rst-degree murder charge 
was reduced to manslaughter by direction of the judge to the jury. Although there is some oversight of judges, the 
standards for review are not often invoked, leaving judges with signifi cant discretion and no real fear of being held 
accountable. Many felt judges should be required to explain all sentencing to the co-victims/survivors, detailing 
specifi cs and meeting the intent of truth in sentencing. One participant said, “If judges are to be the trier of facts, 
then they should also be the provider of facts about sentencing.”  In some cases the judges appeared to be politi-
cally motivated about critical issues such as change of venue and limiting the number of co-victims/survivors and 
family members allowed in the courtroom. Additionally, in some cases, victim impact statements were not allowed, 
denying the co-victims/survivors the opportunity to address the murderer. Finally, all participants felt strongly that 
perpetrators convicted of murder and other violent crimes should not profi t from their crimes while in prison, such 
as writing books or being compensated for media interviews. The participants were not interested in receiving 
any compensation from convicted murderers from such arrangements, but thought any and all money should go 
toward helping victims of murder or other violent crimes.

A. Recommendations: In general, most of the desired changes would need to be created through passage 
of statutes to improve the accountability of judges or to amend existing statutes. All participants felt 
victims should be allowed to provide victim impact statements, and judges that do not allow such 
statements should receive signifi cant sanctions. Most felt that the attorneys general should take a 
leadership role to voice the concerns of co-victims/survivors.

B. Best Practices: The best practices should be developed through a partnership of prosecutors, victims 
and judges to minimize the re-victimization of the co-victims/survivors and holding murderers 
accountable. 

C. Commentary: Throughout the discussions of the focus groups, the courts (judges) were viewed very 
diff erently. In some cases, the judges were applauded; however in several cases the judges appeared to 
demonstrate political motivation on many issues. There seemed to be a continuum of judges’ behaviors, 
ranging from good to very poor. In cases when the judge denied a victim impact statement, the co-
victims/survivors felt as though their voices for the victims had been silenced.

 

Probation and Parole

During the discussions around courts and sentencing, the participants raised the roles of probation and parole and 
how they can assist co-victims/survivors. Of particular concern was the roles of parole offi  cers and communication 
with victim families. Hearings were often scheduled without the knowledge of the co-victims/survivors, and in sev-
eral cases the family members were not notifi ed. Additionally, the role of the parole offi  cer in managing the release 
of the convicted murderer was also a concern, in situations such as monitoring and keeping the convicted person 
away from the family or revoking parole if contact with the family was made or attempted. In one case, the mur-
derer wrote letters to the family and attempted to make contact by phone several times. This type of behavior was 
intimidating to the family and re-victimized them. Decisions regarding conditions of probation or parole should 
be made with careful regard to the impact on families and survivors. The participants did not want to dictate the 
conditions of probation or parole, yet felt strongly that their input was both important and appropriate.

A. Recommendations: In general, the probation and parole offi  cers should attempt to gain input on 
conditions of probation or parole as it relates to contacting or attempting to contact co-victims/
survivors. Some participants had experienced attempts by the convicted murderer to contact the family, 
and this was viewed as intimidating and frustrating. Additionally, timely and appropriate notifi cation 
of hearings should be a practice of all probation and parole offi  cers, as the co-victims/survivors should 
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have the opportunity to attend any such hearings and speak on behalf of the murdered victim. 

B. Best Practices:

1. Policy and practices should be developed to encourage input from co-victims/survivors 
regarding conditions of probation and parole, particularly in murder cases and other violent 
crimes.

2. Restrictions should be placed on convicted murderers from attempting to contact or interact 
with family members. If attempts are made to contact family members, this action should be 
considered as a basis to revoke probation or parole. 

3. Probation and parole offi  cers should be required to notify the co-victims/survivors of all 
hearings related to their case. This notifi cation should be timely and not made at the last 
minute.

4. Probation and parole offi  cers should provide co-victims/survivors updated reports on the 
convicted murderer when placed on parole.

C. Commentary: The discussion around the role of probation and parole was primarily focused on parole 
of convicted murderers. If released, the co-victims/survivors felt strongly they should be appropriately 
notifi ed in a timely manner. Although the participants did not want to dictate the conditions of parole, 
their input is important, especially involving attempts to contact family members. When unwanted 
contact is made, it is intimidating and re-victimizes the entire family.

 

Media 

In general, the media was viewed in a negative manner by most of the co-victims/survivors. The participants were 
incensed when the murdered victim’s image was placed next to the suspect in news accounts, both print and elec-
tronic. This practice is completely inappropriate and “is hurtful to the family members.” Sensationalism by reporters 
and being insensitive to co-victims/survivors was noted during the pre-trial, trial and post-trial periods. Media 
attempted to get family members to comment on what law enforcement was doing or what the prosecutor said 
in private. This has the eff ect of putting the co-victim/survivors “on public trial” in their reporting. The media often 
took advantage of the family members’ lack of experience in dealing with them. Of particular concern was the me-
dia reporting decisions or developments before the family was informed; this occurs through a leak or “undisclosed 
source.” Questioning by the media in many cases was viewed as aggressive, disrespectful and as taking advantage 
of the family’s/co-victims’ unfamiliarity with the tactics of the media. Often the questions to the co-victims/survi-
vors were inappropriate and, in some cases, involved undisclosed family issues unrelated to the murdered victim. 
This distraction was viewed by all as unnecessary and a “bullying tactic” used by some media representatives. All 
too often, the media disregarded the dignity of the family. Media’s use of social media, such as blogs, was very 
often sensationalized, based on half-truths and demonstrated open disregard for the family and, in some cases, the 
victims. In more than one case, a media representative wrote a book about the murdered family member’s case and 
profi ted from the sales. The written version of the facts was overly dramatic, lacked professional journalism focus 
and included sensationalized statements. The media is “very guilty of re-victimizing the family,” creating greater risk 
for co-victims/survivors and further trauma.

A. Recommendations: The co-victims/survivors felt communicating with the editors, news directors 
and other media policy makers to express their concerns was the only option to achieve change with 
the media itself. Perhaps disseminating the family roundtable fi ndings could be of some benefi t and/
or meeting with editorial boards. Some participants felt prosecutors could help in communicating to 
the media decision makers the family members’ concerns. Other recommendation included gaining 
support from law enforcement and prosecutors to manage media relations for the family or provide 
specifi c guidance on how to deal with the media. Most felt that if law enforcement and the prosecutors 
worked together to educate the family on what to expect, media tactics and how to best manage the 
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media, that would go a long way toward helping the co-victims/survivors in this important aspect of the 
progression of the case.

B. Best Practices: 

1. Gain support from victim advocate groups and others to approach editorial boards and other 
media policy making groups on the adverse impact some news accounts, tactics and reporting 
have on families. 

2. Partner with prosecutors to educate editorial boards and other media policy making groups 
about the impact that some media reporting tactics have on the family.

3. Development of educational material by law enforcement and prosecutors to help families 
manage their relationship with the media. The material should also include formal briefi ngs 
provided to the families by law enforcement, prosecutors and victim advocates.

C. Commentary: In general the participants of the family roundtable signifi cantly distrusted the media. 
There were a few cases in which the media reported accurately and guarded against re-victimizing the 
co-victims/survivors. However, most felt the media sensationalized and misreported on a number of 
occasions. In several cases, the media tried their family in the court of public opinion on the front page 
or through the electronic reporting. Several participants felt the media reported family issues that were 
not related to the case, often traumatizing the family members and disrespecting the murdered victim. 
Use of social media is a new trend by the media, and there seem to be no rules or limits regarding what 
individual reporters will say or report on blogs. In some cases, the co-victims/survivors were frustrated 
with reporters sensationalizing facts and in some cases writing a book about their case, which was 
riddled with sensationalism and half-truths.
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Evaluation of Family Roundtable

Gaining insight, experiences and observations from family co-victims of murders are critical to the eff ectiveness of 
the Training and TA provided by the AATTAP (FVTC) and partners. An unparalleled and unique practice initiated by 
the AATTAP more than 10 years ago captures and documents fi rst-hand experiences of family victims or co-victims 
of abducted children and adults who have been abducted, murdered or in some incidents have resulted in living 
through long term missing cases. Referred to as “Family Roundtables,” these informative and dynamic events have 
been continuously enhanced through a process of improvement utilizing professional consultants experienced in 
conducting trauma-based interactive discussions, as well as input from OJJDP and the Offi  ce of Victims of Crime. 
FVTC’s published guide on conducting trauma-based interactive discussions has been well accepted in the fi eld and 
serves as a best practice guide xiii. The techniques, processes and event design have been utilized in related Family 
Roundtable events dealing with victimization involving sex traffi  cking and homicide. These highly successful and 
impactful events are designed to capture critical behaviors of law enforcement and other fi rst responders to im-
prove the understanding of the experiences family victims or co-victims of child abduction or other trauma-based 
victimizations endure during such life altering experiences. Securing direct feedback from families and co-victims 
on the responses of law enforcement, child protection offi  cials, prosecutors, advocates, the media and others has 
served as precepts in the development of TTA programs provided by the AATTAP. Analysis of the family members’ or 
co-victims’ assessments of all aspects of their experiences, also known as “linear analysis,” is chronicled and serves as 
the foundation for the development of case studies.

To evaluate the Tennessee Homicide Family Roundtable, the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance pro-
gram evaluation team designed a tool to capture direct feedback from the co-victims participating in the event.xiv  
The response rate of completed evaluations by participants was 100 percent. 

• General Findings:

» None of the participants attending the Tennessee Homicide Family Roundtable had attended a 
previous or similar event.

» 90 percent of the participants were unaware of such events or had received information about 
similar events designed for co-victims.

» 100 percent of the participants personally benefi ted from participating in the event.

» 100 percent expressed they had a better understanding of the roles and strategies of law 
enforcement, prosecutors, social services and advocates.

» 97 percent stated they were satisfi ed or very satisfi ed with the event; 0 percent were dissatisfi ed 
or very dissatisfi ed with the event.

» 90 percent felt the time allocation, organization, knowledge gained and ability to share 
information and views were excellent.

» 97 percent felt they had ample opportunity to express thoughts, feelings and concerns.

» 93 percent want to get more involved in organizations dedicated to helping victims.

» 90 percent stated they would share the information and experiences gained from the event.

» 100 percent felt empowered to improve the relationship with law enforcement, prosecutors 
and advocates.

» 70 percent felt strongly that law enforcement, prosecutors, social services and advocates 
should show more compassion, inform co-victims of services and benefi ts and be truthful in all 
deliberations.
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• Recommendations:

» Should consider adding probation and parole professionals to explain management of 
off enders and failure of accountability systems in place for off enders.

» Provide information on how to establish advocacy groups.

» Provide detail explanation of forensic evidence issues, challenges, what the standards are for 
prosecutors to use evidence and the reality of forensic evidence.

» Greater focus on truthfulness of the criminal justice system in decisions related to 
investigations, prosecution and sentencing.

» Importance of eff ective communications with the co-victims from law enforcement, 
prosecutors and advocates.

» Greater understanding of services and benefi ts to co-victims.

» How to deal with hate, hurt and frustration.

» Provide greater public outreach to explain co-victim services and benefi ts, victim rights.

The results of the evaluation and feedback from the participants are consistent with the fi ndings and recommen-
dations included in this report, refl ecting the views, experiences and observations of the co-victims participating in 
the Tennessee Homicide Family Roundtable.
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Closing Session

The conclusion of the Tennessee Homicide Family Roundtable included closing remarks by the participants, 
sponsoring agencies and the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program Director. Highlights of this 
session included expressions of appreciation by the participants for giving them a voice and an opportunity to help 
improve the criminal justice response to co-victims/survivors of homicides. The participants wanted the Family 
Roundtable to be a recurring event and asked the sponsors to continue this much needed eff ort to help families 
victimized by murder and other violent crimes. Chief David Rausch thanked the participants for giving up their 
weekend and sharing their diffi  cult and challenging stories and experiences. Additionally, he stated that their “input 
would serve as a set of guiding principles for improvements in the responses of the various agencies in the criminal 
justice system.” Chief Rausch thanked the AMBER Alert team for dedication and expertise in conducting the fi rst 
ever Family Roundtable in Tennessee. He further expressed, on behalf of all the sponsors, especially the Knoxville 
Police Department, the participating District Attorney General Offi  ces and the Tennessee Association of Chiefs of 
Police, gratitude and appreciation for bringing all the expertise to help victims of Tennessee. The Program Director 
for the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program, Jim Walters, thanked everyone for attending on 
behalf of the U.S. Department of Justice, Offi  ce of Justice Programs and the Offi  ce of Juvenile Justice and Delin-
quency Prevention. Mr. Walters expressed to the group that the knowledge gained from the Family Roundtable was 
very benefi cial and would contribute signifi cantly to the development of training for law enforcement, prosecutors, 
victim advocates and probation and parole offi  cers throughout the United States. The session closed with a special 
vigil for victims and co-victims/survivors in downtown Nashville.   
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NOTES 

i [Co-victim is defi ned as the person or persons with a direct relationship (direct family member, e.g., surviving 
husband, wife, sibling or family friend serving to represent the victim of a homicide) with the victim of a 
homicide.

ii In cooperation with OJP and OJJDP, as well as the Offi  ce of Victims of Crimes (OVC), A Guide To Survivor 
Roundtables: Improving the Criminal Justice System Through Survivor Input, the research guide was developed 
to assist initiatives including working with victims of crimes. This publication was prepared under Cooperative 
Agreement 2010-MC-CX-K050 from the Offi  ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), Offi  ce 
of Justice Programs (OJP), U.S. Department of Justice. Points of view or opinions expressed in this document 
are those of the author/authors and do not necessarily represent the offi  cial position or policies of the U.S. 
Department of Justice.

iii Ibid.
iv Ibid.
v Role integration refers to comprehensive understanding by the various service providers regarding needs of 

the parents, siblings, victim(s), other family members and other recipients of services to reduce unnecessary 
duplication of eff ort; to reduce the trauma from repeated inquiries about the same issues, investigative 
concerns or case related facts; and add clarity to assistance services being off ered. Techniques utilized in multi-
agency case management methods and approaches are recommended to establish and maintain coordinated 
communications, actions and reporting.

vi Ibid.
vii A literature review was conducted to determine if similar methods or techniques had been utilized with 

comparable victim groups. Although several papers were identifi ed involving victims, little was noted in the 
literature concerning the conduct and processes involved in focus meetings with surviving family members.

viii Recommendations of the Program Director based on input from Family Roundtable participants and 
inquiries of participants prior to the 2014 session.

ix  Ibid.
x Themes were determined from a review of the related literature, input from the KPD, TACP and survivors 

of homicide victims. Although the literature was not exhaustive in nature, substantial reviews occurred to 
determine general themes of concern expressed by surviving family members, law enforcement, advocates and 
prosecutors.

xi All but one of the co-victims/survivors learned about the homicide via telephone or being told to come to the 
crime scene; strong and unanimous feeling that this was not the correct approach was emphasized. On-scene 
notifi cations were complicated and not well handled in several cases; problems noted included long waiting 
periods with little to no information provided.

xii The term “regular” was mutually agreed on by the participants to denote frequent and appropriate 
communications with law enforcement, from the initial contact throughout the investigation and trial. One 
participant noted that immediate notifi cation of investigative fi ndings or changes should always occur with the 
co-victims/survivors prior to the release of information to the media and public. 

xiii This guide is titled A Guide to Survivor Roundtables: Improving the Criminal Justice System Through 
Survivor Input and is included in Appendix A of this report.

xiv AATTAP evaluation team consists of Dr. Stephanie Ryon, Jeremy Gordon and Phil Keith. The evaluation tool 
utilized is similar to the evaluation tool used in 10 previous Family Roundtable events and is consistent with the 
AATTAP Evaluation Guide.
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O v e rv i e w  o f  P r o b l e m
 Despite compelling and valuable findings from victim research on the criminal justice system and 
associated organizations most law enforcement agencies have yet to truly integrate survivor insight into daily 
operation. Examples of trauma-based episodes include rape, human trafficking, murder, child molestation and 
child abduction, as well as other crimes likely to create trauma impact on survivors. Survivors of these trauma-
based episodes have valuable knowledge that could assist police officers, investigators and other criminal justice 
representatives in their efforts. As a result, many first responders and other criminal justice personnel lack 
insight, behavioral understanding and the skills necessary to be responsive and compassionate to traumatized 
survivors.

 There are several barriers to a survivor-centered approach in first responder and law enforcement 
organizations. First, there is no consensus among practitioners on strategies to impact the behavior and skills 
development among the first responder service providers. Although there are some general approaches to victim 
services, there are no evidence-based models for building core competencies (i.e. behavioral changes, skills 
development and role integration needed for an effective survivor approach). For example, law enforcement 
leadership training will typically not include discussions built around victim psychological and emotional 
impact issues or strategies toward building behavioral changes or skill development of staff. More often the 
institutional response is to “summon” an advocate or victim services provider, segregating the survivor from 
the related investigation. First responders are often overwhelmed by the survivor’s emotions and rely on a 
“layman’s” interpretation of what is going on, not realizing the short or long-term impact on the survivors 
(inclusive of parents, siblings and other family members). Even when law enforcement leaders acknowledge 
this issue, they typically do not know what next steps to take, where to go to learn better approaches, what the 
research reveals or how to integrate the roles of first responders with others in the criminal justice system. 

 First responders generally have limited interaction with survivors and therefore do not fully appreciate 
how their input, outside of revealing information directly related to a specific event or crime, may be valuable. 
Beyond that, leadership and administrators are often unfamiliar with techniques or platforms for engaging 
survivors in a safe and productive environment. In addition, survivors may be unwilling to work with agencies 
that they view as unresponsive to their needs. 

 These challenges have created barriers between law enforcement and trauma-based crime survivors. 
Criminal justice practitioners have often failed to develop the capacity, competencies and skills necessary to 
correct the gaps in services or individual first responding agency issues. Incrementally, “high profile” cases 
raise the awareness of the public and media, however consistent awareness is not common and survivors every 
day are faced with insurmountable challenges and repeat victimization. The role of law enforcement leaders 
in accepting and promoting survivor services must permeate discussions throughout the operation of the 
organizations and through financial investment or support. 
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P u r p o s e  o f  G u i d e
 Addressing these issues will require a serious commitment from law enforcement agencies, medical 
personnel and other first responder organizations. The first step in engaging survivors is developing a model or 
template for safe and productive interaction among criminal justice representatives, mental health professionals, 
subject matter experts and victims. Careful consideration must be given to the goals and objectives of meetings, 
participants, location, support staff, reporting and recommendation follow up. Developing a survivor-centered 
approach within criminal justice requires true relationship building between survivors, victim advocacy 
groups and first responder leadership and personnel. Examining the survivor perspective – and then using that 
insight to better serve trauma-based crime survivors and improve investigative and prosecutorial practices 
– does not happen quickly or without significant effort and investment from all parties. The purpose of this 
Survivor Roundtable Guide is to provide interested agencies with a model for engaging subject matter experts, 
appropriate support personnel and survivors in an open, honest and thoughtful dialog about criminal justice 
policies, practices and necessary reforms. 

E x p e r i e n c e  o f  A M B E R  A l e r t  Fa m i ly  R o u n d ta b l e s
 In 2007 the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program (AATTAP) began working with 
surviving parents of children who had been abducted. The purpose of these roundtables was to gain general 
information, insight, case dynamics, family impact, victimization concerns and other related issues involving 
missing, endangered and abducted children. The AATTAP used the specific information gained to support the 
development of skills building training for law enforcement and use actual case information in adult learning 
approaches and strategies to improve child protection and response. 

 Since 2007 the AATTAP has conducted 8 Family Roundtable meetings with the most recent one being 
November 2011. Due to the numerous roundtables conducted and the trust developed over the years with the 
families, the AATTAP has developed several pre-planning processes that includes a pre-survey of potential 
participants to gain areas of concern and interest, review of abduction cases with investigating agencies to 
determine issues related to family victims, child victim and sibling victimization and vetting the agenda with 
key participants of previous roundtables. In addition to the pre-planning activities, the AATTAP works closely 
with the survivors to develop a roundtable that is not only beneficial in developing training for law enforcement 
but assists the families as they work through their own recoveries. The process used for interaction with the 
family roundtable includes a review of the law enforcement response policies, creating an understanding and 
working knowledge of child recovery strategies, after action report back to the family roundtable participants, 
development of case studies for training law enforcement, sequential analysis of missing, endangered and 
abducted children cases and the development of videos to utilize in training. 

 The AATTAP Family Roundtable process has had great success in developing a trusting, honest 
relationship between staff and surviving family members because the discussion was conducted in an open 
manner with complete understanding of what the information would be used for in the future. The Family 
Roundtables resulted in extremely valuable input for training and technical assistance delivery, identifying case 
studies for use in the training and technical assistance program, reports and references to specific issues during 
work session to identify gaps and added value and specific policy implications related to law enforcement. Also 
the AATTAP has created a resource inventory for agencies to use Family Roundtable participants in training, 
conferences and special events to promote child protection. 
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D e v e l o p i n g  S u rv i v o r  R o u n d ta b l e s
 Roundtable meetings and events provide a platform for individuals with different knowledge, 
perspectives and opinions to come together as equals to discuss and explore issues relevant to the participants. 
Roundtables differ from other meeting formats in ways that are salient to engaging survivors. First, participants 
sit in a circle or semi-circle, creating a sense of equality among attendees. Roundtable meetings are also, 
generally, limited to a small number of participants to facilitate discussion and open dialog. Each member 
is encouraged to contribute to the conversation and offer his or her insight. Further, Roundtable sessions are 
usually short or marked with frequent breaks to give participants a reprieve from the discussion. Roundtable 
arrangements stress participant priorities and group-led discussion over structured agenda-based interaction. As 
such, Roundtable events have a flexible structure allowing for formal presentations, guided discussions, and/
or organic dialog among attendees. This format gives survivors a sense of control over the interaction, which is 
essential to building trust among participants and creating open dialog. 

 Roundtables are often described as learning environments, but they are also used for empirical 
research. The purpose of the event dictates the rules and parameters of the Roundtable. Learning or exploratory 
Roundtables are grounded in less formal guidelines. According to the Leadership Network the fundamental 
rules of any Roundtable are:

1. Personal information is not shared outside of the group.
2. Professional ideas may be appropriated by other participants and is not considered confidential or 

protected information. 
3. Participation is voluntary; attendees are free to leave at anytime.
4. Be respectful with the group's time (turn off phones, computers, etc.).1

 Research oriented Roundtables have more restrictions and should be guided by the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services human subject regulations. These include full disclosure of research goals, potential 
risk to participants, informed consent, confidentiality protections, and review and approval from Institutional 
Review Boards. The difference between informal and research based Roundtables is somewhat subjective. 
However all Survivor Roundtable meetings should be conducted with transparency, honesty and respect and 
take measures to protect participants’ identities and honor their experiences. 

 The National Institute of Justice, U.S. Office on Violence Against Women, U.S. Office of Victims 
of Crime, U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention and numerous public and private 
organizations have used Roundtables to incorporate the survivor perspective into criminal justice discussions. 
The Justice Policy Institute, for example, convened a Roundtable to explore the role of victims in justice reform, 
and a recently published article explored neighborhood crime through victim roundtables. Federal agencies have 
also sponsored Roundtable events that have included victims to explore issues such as violence against women 
research, elder abuse, human trafficking, rape kit processing, missing & abducted children, and gun violence. 
These projects, and AATTAP’s direct experience, highlight several important considerations when working 
with survivors including Roundtable development, discussion format, participant safeguards and objective 
assessments. 

1  http://www.equipthem.info/wp-content/uploads//DefinitionRoundtable.pdf. 
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 Event organizers should involve participants in the development of Roundtable goals and objectives; 
and seek their input on meeting structure, facilities and attendees. Depending on the nature of the discussion and 
level of trust, survivors may have special requests concerning meeting participants. For instance, during a recent 
Human Trafficking Symposium Roundtable, the attendees, who were meeting for the first time, preferred a 
closed session with controlled interaction. In contrast, the AATTAP Family Roundtable, which has been meeting 
annually for several years, is comfortable with a variety of participants. Roundtable members should also have 
significant input on meeting topics and format. Forcing an agenda on survivors may be met with resistance and/
or create tension between attendees and organizers. Researchers should be especially cognizant of this issue 
since they must often render control of the discussion to subjects. 

 Roundtable dialog can be structured through agendas and organically created topics and ideas. However, 
organizers should be aware that Roundtable discussion is fluid and driven by participants not the formal agenda 
items. Additionally, when working with survivors it is imperative that survivors are allowed to share, or not 
share, their experiences with the group in a safe, healthy and unrestricted environment. Time limits do not apply 
in Survivor Roundtables, and facilitators should not interrupt speakers when they are sharing deeply personal 
information. Having knowledgeable and skilled staff can help guide the conversation and advance the agenda 
without imposing restrictions on participants.   

 Regardless of Roundtable objectives (learning or research), organizers should take measures to shield 
survivors and other attendees from undue emotional or physical distress. This begins with clearly articulating 
the purpose of the event, identifying all participants, and outlining how the information will be used. Further, 
organizers should have appropriate mental health professionals to offer support and guidance to participants. 
Organizers should also have plans in place to address issues that require mental or medical intervention. Finally, 
Roundtable members should be informed of the possible risks associated with participation prior to the event so 
they can make an informed decision about their involvement. 

 Survivor Roundtables should also include subject matter experts who can inform and guide the 
conversation. Roundtable dialog is an interaction, and survivors often have questions that can only be addressed 
by experts. Organizers should also be prepared to address ‘parking lot’ issues at the end of each session and/
or after the event. Finally, at least one staff member should have a research background. The research-oriented 
participant should be tasked with summarizing information for the Roundtable and objectively analyzing 
meeting data. 

 Careful consideration of these factors will enhance the quality of the Roundtable for staff and survivors. 
Involving participants in Roundtable development ensures that they feel comfortable with the event and helps 
establish a relationship between organizers and survivors. Conducting the meeting with transparency and with 
appropriate protections is also essential to participant safety and well-being. Finally, including an objective 
assessment of Roundtable data is the best way to utilize this information to improve the criminal justice system 
and honor the experiences and contribution of all participants.   
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B e s t  P r a c t i c e s  f o r  M a n a g i n g  T r a u m a - B a s e d  R o u n d ta b l e s
•	 Purpose: Provide a venue for communication and collaboration through a focused group discussion on 

lessons learned, observations of services, first responder reactions and feedback from trauma-based life 
experiences.

•	 Participants: Persons with firsthand knowledge, exposure or observations from trauma-based life 
experiences. Participants include survivors, parents, siblings, and other family members affected from 
trauma-based episodes.

•	 Resources: Support groups, advocacy leaders, law enforcement, victim assistance representatives, 
healthcare, social services, educational support, clergy and other appropriate experience based agencies/
organizations.

•	 Mission: Identify key victimization issues stemming from trauma-based episodes; increase understanding of 
the full range of impact on survivors, parents, siblings and other family members; identify and develop best 
or promising practices for first responders, investigative specialists, prosecutors, victim assistance providers, 
educators, social service providers and judges; and develop recommendations to responsible agencies and 
organizations to provide victim response and assistance.

•	 Outcomes: Through structured communications and collaboration, survivors of trauma-based episodes and 
their families are encouraged to identify common threads of experiences with a host of service providers 
responding to their specific trauma-based episode. Careful, thoughtful, structured communications and 
collaboration will only be effective if there is a mutual trust and interest in the mission and outcomes. 

Specific outcomes of the Roundtable event or sessions should include, but not be limited to the following:

• Create an impetus for engagement within the group;
• Develop communication between survivors and responding service providers;
• Articulate the desired behavioral change by service providers responding to trauma-based episodes;
• Create a meaningful needs statement to evolve the skills of service providers;
• Identify tactical gaps in responses by service providers;
• Identify critical steps to successfully develop role integration within each service provider and cross 

discipline service provider; and,
• Create a framework for promising or best practices for responding service providers.

N e x t  S t e p s
 What will it take to prove survivors services are a vital responsibility of service providers, particularly 
law enforcement responding personnel? Although most service providers will agree on the value of survivor 
services, how to integrate the services, build capacity and enhance skills represent inconsistency and varied 
strategies. A key challenge for roundtable participants and practitioners alike is the value of merging firsthand 
experience with the science and research knowledge. No one will argue the value of firsthand experience 
survivors bring forward; however the application of science and research is critical so decisions are not 
solely based on emotion or emotionally charged reactions. Practitioners too must understand the necessity 
to merge the value of firsthand experience with science and research knowledge. Law enforcement leaders 
will overwhelmingly support the advancement of science or evidence based research in forensic evidence 
determinations, however often times, these same leaders will not engage the same approach in developing 
strategies with survivors services, relying on editorial views of existing sources providing services. 
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A b o u t  t h e  D e v e l o p m e n t  T e a m
 The AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program Family Roundtable was developed 
through collaboration between AATTAP Team Members and the parents of children who are missing abducted 
or otherwise missing. The team members who collaborated on the development of this guide are detailed below.  

 Mr. Phil Keith with Fox Valley Technical College has more than 42 years of experience in the fields of 
criminal justice, public safety, and business administration; and has managed more than 300 million dollars in 
grant and contract funding.  He has held numerous senior policy making positions in law enforcement, public 
safety, emergency preparedness management as well as numerous local, state, and federal advisory boards, 
commissions, committees and groups.  From 1988 to 2004, Phil Keith served as the Chief of Police for the 
City of Knoxville, Tennessee.  In April of 2003, Mr. Keith was appointed to the National AMBER Advisory 
Committee for the Department of Justice.  Since his retirement in 2004, Mr. Keith has served as the Program 
Director for Training and Technical Assistance for the Department of Justice AMBER Alert Initiative. 

 Dr. Stephanie Ryon is an expert in research methodology, criminal justice program process and 
outcome evaluation, performance measurement, and evidence-based practices. She has 15 years of research 
experience working with at-risk populations and ten years of project management for large and small-scale 
research studies. She was the Project Director of the U.S. Department of Labor’s Education and Training of 
Youthful Offenders Initiative: DJJ’s Avon Park Youth Academy and STREET Smart Programs – Case Tracking 
and Follow-Up Component; and Co-principal investigator for two Connecticut Court Support Services 
research projects. Dr. Ryon has produced several technical reports and academic publications, and made several 
professional appearances such as panel discussions at the American Society of Criminology, and presentations 
to the Connecticut Families with Service Needs Advisory Board.

 Lisa Schmid is currently a Project Coordinator for the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance 
Initiative at Fox Valley Technical College (FVTC) where she has been employed since 2005. Prior to her current 
assignment, Ms. Schmid worked with mentally ill persons at Winnebago Mental Health Institute in Oshkosh, 
WI and at Theda Clark Hospital in Neenah, WI from 2001-2006. She was responsible for providing education 
on coping skills, anger management, and behavior modification to youth and adults with mental illnesses, and 
cognitive and developmental disabilities. Lisa is a graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh where she 
received both her Bachelors Degree and Masters Degree in Social Work. She specialized in Mental Health and 
Clinical Applications.

 Betsy Brown is currently the Region 1 Liaison for the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance 
Program. Ms. Brown has worked closely with the AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program 
since 2006, first as an employee of project partner, FirstPic, Inc. and then as a consultant for Fox Valley 
Technical College. Ms. Brown has developed training materials and data collection tools to strengthen 
program implementation, management, and evaluation. Ms. Brown has worked on contracts and special 
project initiatives with clients that include Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of 
Justice Assistance, Department of Housing and Urban Development – Office of Native American Programs, 
the Boys & Girls Clubs of America and the COPS Office. Ms. Brown received her Masters Degree in Public 
Administration from American University in May 2011 with a focus in Management Consulting. 
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C o n ta c t  U s
For more information on Survivor Roundtables, or for other AMBER Alert publications, please contact:

Phil Keith, Program Director 
AMBER Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program 

A U.S. Department of Justice Initiative  
Office of Justice Programs

Fox Valley Technical College
877-71-AMBER 

877-712-6237 
920-735-4757 fax 

askamber@fvtc.edu

®Contents of this document are the property of Phil Keith, any reprints by permission only; revised 10/5/2012
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Appendix B

AMBER ALERT TRAINING AND

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 

STAFF BIOGRAPHIES

Jim Walters
Jim Walters is the Program Administrator for the AMBER 
Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program, A U.S. 
Department of Justice initiative.  Mr. Walters has over 35 
years’ experience as a peace offi  cer and military profes-
sional.  Mr. Walters has over 10 years of experience as 
a consultant to the U.S. Department of Justice, AMBER 
Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program, where 
he acted as the liaison for training and technical assis-
tance to the AMBER Alert initiative for Indian Country.  
In that capacity he was responsible for developing train-
ing and technical assistance to assist over 560 federally 
recognized tribes to improve capabilities and capacity 
to protect children from abduction, exploitation and 
human traffi  cking.  Mr. Walters has worked in Indian 
Country for over 25 years, as an investigator, trainer, 
consultant and community member.  He has trained 
over 3000 tribal offi  cials in areas as diverse as special 
weapons and tactics, domestic violence, sexual assault 
prevention and developing multi-disciplinary child 
protection teams.  Mr. Walters implemented the U.S. De-
partment of Justice Southern Border Initiative.  This joint 
program with the Mexican government has developed 
a comprehensive child abduction recovery program in 
Mexico, which works with programs in the United States 
to assist in the rapid recovery of abducted children from 
both countries.  The program also focuses on prevention 
and response to human traffi  cking, child exploitation 
and sex tourism in both countries.  This program has 
begun the process of development in Guatemala, El 
Salvador and Honduras.  Mr. Walters is also the Director 
of the Border Resource Group, a non-profi t group made 
up of law enforcement and military personnel who 
donate time, expertise and resources to assist communi-
ties in developing counties and rural areas of the United 
States in developing safe havens for abused, exploited 
and traffi  cked women and children.  The group provides 
investigative assistance and logistical support to gov-
ernment offi  cials in kidnapping and abduction investi-
gations upon request.

As the Assistant Chief of Police at Southern Methodist 
University in Dallas, Texas, Chief Walters’s responsibilities 
include law enforcement and security operations at 

the urban campus, as well as developing contingency 
plans, programs and coordinates University activities 
in support of the George W. Bush Presidential Center 
and Library.  As Director of the SMU Center for Public 
Safety Training, an accredited law enforcement training 
academy, Mr. Walters develops and conducts advanced 
training for public safety professionals.

Mr. Walters has supervised or conducted over 500 
major case investigations involving homicides, miss-
ing or abducted children, sexual assaults, and crimes 
against persons. He is a court recognized expert in child 
maltreatment and sexual exploitation.  He was on the 
Governor’s Task Force for the implementation of the 
California Stalking Law, and an initial member of the San 
Diego Sexual Assault Response Team.  Mr. Walters was 
the commander and trainer for a four agency regional 
tactical team of 40 offi  cers, tactical dispatchers and 
paramedics while serving as the Assistant Chief of Police 
in Placerville, California.  He was responsible for the 
initial organization, agreements and training.  The same 
regional model has been adopted by communities 
throughout California and Nevada.  He has conducted, 
supervised or participated in over 200 tactical opera-
tions in support of state, local and federal operations.

On behalf of the U.S. State Department and Department 
of Defense, he has conducted training and technical 
assistance on the African continent, South and Central 
America as well as Europe on issues of counter terror-
ism, leadership, policing, ethics and tactics.  Mr. Walters 
has conducted training nationally and Internationally 
on investigative techniques, leadership, ethics and 
Special Weapons and Tactics, training over 10,000 peace 
offi  cers, military personnel and public safety offi  cials in 
advanced techniques.  He has worked with the U.S. State 
Department’s law enforcement training program for 
emerging democracies, where law enforcement leaders 
from new democracies are trained in professional police 
tactics and techniques.  

Mr. Walters has published articles in professional 
journals and has conducted academic research into 
at-risk juveniles in Indian county, human traffi  cking and 
exploitation of Native American women, tribal youth 
attitudes and experiences towards crime, traffi  cking and 
exploitation on the southern border, tactical command, 
threat assessment process and crisis leadership.

Mr. Walters is a veteran of the United States Air Force, 
where he served as a security force supervisor, ground 
combat contingency team leader, training specialist and 
Special Operations Command Anti-Terrorism and Force 
Protection program NCO.  Mr. Walters has conducted 
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anti-terrorism risk assessment and threat mitigation 
programs in the United States, Europe and Africa in this 
capacity and has signifi cant real world experience in 
anti-terrorism operations.

Bonnie Davis
Bonnie Davis is a Project Coordinator with the AMBER 
Alert Training and Technical Assistance Program and the 
National Criminal Justice Training Center (NCJTC) at Fox 
Valley Technical College.  In that capacity, she coordi-
nates eLearning, web-based collaboration technologies 
and technology and training initiatives.

Representing the AMBER Alert Training and Techni-
cal Assistance Program with Program Director James 
Walters, Ms. Davis serves on the executive team of 
the NCMEC Missing Kids Readiness Project and Public 
Safety Telecommunications Best Practices Project, which 
authored APCO ANS1.101 National Standard for Public 
Safety Telecommunicators When Responding to Calls of 
Missing, Abducted and Sexually Exploited Children.  Ms. 
Davis serves as Chair of the Training Subcommittee for 
the project.  She is a lead trainer for the onsite delivery 
of the Project’s ‘Train the Trainer’ curriculum, and as 
such facilitates training of law enforcement and PSAP 
personnel in the area of call handling, intake and data 
management in cases of missing, abducted and sexually 
exploited children.

Ms. Davis coordinates a number of projects and initia-
tives related to the design, development and delivery of 
online training courses for AMBER Alert. She also serves 
on the NCJTC’s eLearning Development team, coordi-
nating the team’s regular working meetings and ongo-
ing strategic planning and initiatives, including business 
process development, review and analysis of eLearning 
industry research, identifi cation of needed tools and 
technologies, and implementation of best practices in 
the design and administration of eLearning programs.

Ms. Davis serves as AMBER Alert’s coordinator and tech-
nical point of contact for AMBER Alert’s site collection 
on the NCTJC.org web-based collaboration portal. In 
that role, she works closely with the NCJTC.org admin-
istration team to ensure AMBER Alert’s site collection 
functions and evolves in alignment with the larger goals 
and strategies of the NCJTC.org website and technical 
platform.

Ms. Davis was as a member of the Illinois State Police for 
over a decade and served as the Assistant Bureau Chief 
within the Division of Administration, Communications 
Services Bureau. In that role, she was responsible for 

administration, oversight and coordination of dispatch, 
data management, and emergency call-taking oper-
ations in central and downstate Illinois. She oversaw 
telecommunicator new hire training and certifi cation; 
telecommunications critical incident planning and 
response; and radio telecommunications infrastructure 
and operational assessments. While with the ISP, Ms. Da-
vis also served as a member of their training academy, 
working in adult education, training and professional 
development initiatives in law enforcement including 
competency-based programs, curriculum development, 
instructional design, authentic assessment methodolo-
gies, and team/group facilitation. 

In 2001, Ms. Davis began close collaboration with the 
Illinois AMBER Alert Coordinator and Missing Children’s 
Clearinghouse Manager to prepare for the implementa-
tion of the Illinois AMBER Alert program. She coordinat-
ed the development, design, training and implementa-
tion of the telecommunications operations necessary 
to support the Illinois State Police’s role as the control 
point for the issuance of all Illinois AMBER Alerts. Ms. 
Davis developed, with exceptional input from front line 
dispatch staff , AMBER Alert internal communications 
policies, procedures, and training materials. The experi-
ences and lessons learned through this process inspired 
Ms. Davis to work with other public safety telecommu-
nications professionals to develop national training and 
resources to support telecommunicator/call-takers in 
their ability to provide eff ective and compassionate fi rst 
response to families and communities in cases of miss-
ing, abducted and sexually exploited children.

Fran Keith
Fran Keith is currently employed by Fox Valley Techni-
cal College as a Program Manager for the AMBER Alert 
Training and Technical Assistance Initiative.  Previously, 
she was affi  liated with the Norfolk, Virginia Police De-
partment for more than 30 years. 

Ms. Keith began her career as a crime analyst, pro-
gressed to a management analyst for budgeting, and for 
the last 12 years of her career, served as the Police Plan-
ning Manager of the Planning and Research Division.  As 
a senior executive team member, Ms. Keith had primary 
oversight and leadership responsibilities for coordina-
tion, development, administration, and monitoring of 
the departmental operating, revenue, capital improve-
ment, and special project budgets, as well as the com-
pensation process for more than 900 employees.
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Ms. Keith also served as the department’s Fair Labor 
Standards Act Advisor.  She was responsible for the stra-
tegic development of a wide range of grant initiatives, 
including youth-related programs, crime suppression, 
community policing, school resource offi  cer, and other 
unique initiatives relative to policing a large metropol-
itan area; the direct coordination of grant preparation 
and submission; and the monitoring processes.

Ms. Keith graduated from Longwood University in 
Farmville, Virginia with a Bachelor of Science in Math-
ematics and has attended a variety of leadership and 
management training courses to include the Blanchard 
Situational Leadership and the Management Excellence 
Program sponsored by the Weldon Cooper Center for 
Public Service of the University of Virginia.

Phil Keith
Phil Keith has more than 40 years of experience in the 
fi elds of criminal justice, public safety, and business 
administration.  He has held numerous high level policy 
making positions in law enforcement, public safety, 
emergency preparedness management, as well as nu-
merous local, state, and federal advisory groups.  From 
1988 to 2004, Phil Keith served as the Chief of Police for 
the City of Knoxville, Tennessee.  Prior to serving as the 
Chief, he served as the Administrative Assistant to three 
previous Chiefs of Police as well as leading the planning 
and development eff orts of the Knoxville Police Depart-
ment.  Under his leadership, he demonstrated his inno-
vation through nationally recognized programs such as 
the Integrated Criminal Apprehension Program, Com-
prehensive Crime Prevention Program, and Organized 
Crime Property Program.  He has served in a position to 
evaluate and coordinate all procedural and operational 
changes involving all aspects of law enforcement and 
emergency management for the Knoxville Police De-
partment and for the Knoxville/Knox County Emergency 
Management Agency.

Under his leadership as Chief of Police, Mr. Keith led the 
Knoxville Police Department to become a nationally 
accredited agency.  Through his eff orts, the Knoxville 
Police Department’s Training Academy became the 
fi rst municipal law enforcement training academy in 
the United States to receive international accredita-
tion.  His eff orts in gaining agency accreditation have 
been extended to the regional communications district 
serving all public safety agencies in Knox County.  Under 
his leadership, Knoxville became the fi rst entity in the 
U.S. to gain accreditation in law enforcement, training 
academy, and public safety communications.  Through 
his innovation, signifi cant organizational development 

changes have been incorporated in the policing strate-
gies for the community, and as a result, he has been rec-
ognized as establishing national demonstration projects 
for community policing, highway safety, sex off ender 
accountability, prisoner re-entry, crime prevention, 
domestic violence, violent crime reduction, Internet 
crimes against children, and juvenile justice initiatives.  
During his tenure at the Knoxville Police Department, 
he procured more than $300 million dollars in state 
and federal grant assistance for program development, 
law enforcement innovations, and national demon-
stration programs.  His involvement with innovation 
initiatives lead to the development and establishment 
of the National Forensic Academy with the University of 
Tennessee, Law Enforcement Innovation Center.  He has 
assisted in procuring more than $10 million dollars for 
the development of the National Forensic Academy.

Recognition for his personal achievements include 
being named Offi  cer of the Year for the Knoxville Police 
Department, Law Enforcement Educator of the Year by 
the Southeastern Criminal Justice Educators Associa-
tion, the nationally acclaimed Law Enforcement Planner 
of the Year Award, honored by the American Society for 
Public Administration for Excellence in Public Service for 
Municipal Services, acknowledged as the Outstanding 
Professional by the Southern Criminal Justice Associa-
tion, and he has received the Director’s Choice Award 
from the Tennessee Association of Chiefs of Police for 
being an outstanding Police Chief.  In 2001, Chief Keith 
received the highest level of achievement for highway 
safety by the International Association of Chiefs of 
Police and was presented the celebrated Stannard Baker 
Award.  Most recently, he received the Law Enforcement 
Leadership Award presented by the National Center for 
Missing & Exploited Children.  The International Law En-
forcement Planners Association has honored Mr. Keith 
by naming the Law Enforcement Planner of the Year 
Award after him for his dedication to law enforcement 
planning eff orts.  

Mr. Keith has served on numerous national advisory 
groups and boards including the 1993 U.S. Conference 
of Mayors Advisory Task Force on the Crime Control 
Act; in 1996 he was named to the National Community 
Policing Resource Board; and most recently in 2002, Mr. 
Keith was appointed to the Senior Advisory Committee 
to the Department of Homeland Security and to the 
Intelligence Coordinating Council of the United States 
Department of Justice/BJA. He has served as the project 
director on a number of national level projects for the 
Bureau of Justice Assistance, including the Law Enforce-
ment Leadership Initiative, Major Cities Chiefs Associa-
tion’s Suspicious Activity Reporting Program, AMBER in 
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Indian Country and Meth in Indian Country Initiative.  In 
April of 2003, he was appointed to the National AMBER 
Advisory Committee for the Department of Justice.  
Since his retirement in 2004, Mr. Keith has served as the 
Program Director for Training and Technical Assistance 
for the Department of Justice AMBER Alert Initiative and 
maintains a consulting practice with a number of orga-
nizations. Consulting services provided include working  
intelligence related projects, school safety, forensic ev-
idence processing and standards, crime control strate-
gies, homicide and other violent crime strategies, as well 
as staffi  ng, strategic planning, gangs and initiatives in 
Indian Country. Project work in Indian Country involves 
more that 100 tribes, working with tribal leaders, law 
enforcement and social service agencies. He also serves 
as the Director for Community and Government Aff airs 
for the Tennessee Association for Chiefs of Police.

Gus Paidousis
Gus Paidousis is currently the Chief of Security for Knox 
County Schools in Knoxville, Tennessee. Knox Coun-
ty School System includes 91 schools serving 58,000 
students and 10,000 employees.  The security division 
employs over 100 armed, bonded security offi  cers, as 
well as, an investigative component and 24/7 dispatch.  
He has served in this position since May of 2013. 

Previous to his current position, Mr. Paidousis served 
the Knoxville Police Department for 31 years in a variety 
of roles, retiring as Deputy Chief.  He served as Com-
mander of the Patrol Division, Criminal Investigations, 
Supervision and Tactical Operations.  Mr. Paidousis 
began his career as a patrol offi  cer and served in that ca-
pacity for 10 years before being promoted to Sergeant.  
He then served as a Patrol Sergeant before becoming 
the Training Director, with responsibilities involving 
in-service, recruits, and specialized training throughout 
the department.  In September 203, he developed and 
implemented the East Tennessee Regional AMBER Alert 
Plan, which included 56 jurisdictions joining together 
to work toward recovering abducted children.  He has 
been active on a National level with issues relating to 
AMBER Alert.

During his 31 years with the Knoxville Police Depart-
ment, Mr. Paidousis instructed nationally on a variety 
of topics to include:  Policy development, leadership, 
community policing, ethics and integrity, accreditation, 
and tactical operations.  In addition, he has published 
articles in Law and Order and in Tactical Edge Magazine.  
He has also served as an Accreditation Assessor for the 
Commission on Accreditation for Law Enforcement 
Agencies, Inc. (CALEA).  In 1988, he was named Knoxville 

Police Department’s Offi  cer of the Year for his numerous 
felony arrests.

Mr. Paidousis graduated with a Bachelor of Science 
Degree in Criminal Justice from East Tennessee State 
University.  Mr. Paidousis also attended the 191st session 
of the FBI National Academy and the 27th class of the 
Senior Management Institute for Police conducted by 
the Police Executive Research Forum (PERF).
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