SUBJECT:
System/Victim Focus

CONDITION:
Classroom environment
STANDARD:
1.  Define Victim Focus.





2.  Learn Steps in Blaming the Victim.





3.  Describe Factors that Promote Blaming the Victim.





4.  Define System Focus.





5.  Describe Methods to Prevent Victim Focus.

TYPE OF INSTRUCTION:
Instruction and Small Group Discussion

TIME OF INSTRUCTION:
1 Hour

NOTE:  The main issue you should drive home with the students is there is a tendency to blame the victims sometimes because it is easier than trying to examine and fix entire systems.

LEAD IN:  System focus and victim focus are problem solving concepts we don’t normally think about.  At least, not openly or knowingly.  However, they play a part in many of the events we observe or even participate in frequently.  They involve how we form conclusions about specific problems that arise.  Victim focus tends to see people as the cause of the problem they may find themselves in, rather than as the victims of those situations.  What we are going to discuss in this block of instruction will provide you with an insight into these two concepts which will allow you to view events in a different light, or from a different perspective than you have up until now. Understanding these concepts will clarify some issues for you in the problem solving process.

PART I.

VICTIM FOCUS
SHOW SLIDE #1

VICTIM FOCUS
· Reactive problem-solving

· Sees victim as the cause

· Focuses on ‘fixing’ the victim

· Narrow approach to problem-solving

1.  VICTIM FOCUS.  Victim focus is a reactive problem-solving approach that narrowly defines social problems in terms of the victims.  It sees the victim as the cause of the problems, and focuses on how we can fix the victims and integrate them back into the system.  In other words, there is sometimes a tendency to “blame the victim” rather than looking at the entire picture to determine exactly what the problem is.

NOTE:  An example of victim focus would be when children become sick from lead-based paint.  Often, we hear the children should have known better, or the parents are negligent for not taking precautions and doing a better job of watching their children to ensure they don’t eat the lead-based paint.  Isn’t it possible the landlords are responsible because they don’t want to spend the money to have the lead-based paint removed from the windows?  Is it the tenants responsibility?  Why are we not upset at landlords rather than parents?  Why are we not considering making illegal to use lead-based paint in housing?  Another example is there is a shortage of OB/GYN at a particular location or installation.  A victim focus approach would restrict assignment of females to that location versus looking at the personnel system that caused the shortage.  As the group for other examples of victim focus.

SHOW SLIDE #2

STEPS IN THE PROCESS OF BLAMING THE VICTIM

· Identify a social problem

· Study those affected and how they are different

· Define the differences as the cause

· Assign someone to correct the differences

2.  STEPS IN BLAMING THE VICTIM.  The following scenario highlights the process which leads to the “blaming the victim” phenomenon:


a.  Identify a social problem.  There was an Army installation in Europe where trend studies discovered that while minorities comprised only approximately 12 percent of the total population, they nonetheless received approximately 33 percent of all UCMJ actions in the command.  The people conducting the study concluded this was disproportionate and identified it as a social problem of discrimination against minorities in this command.


b.  Study those affected and determine how they are different.  So, the command looked into the UCMJ statistics and found minorities were being punished for various subjective offenses.  They were being punished for things that might involve a judgment call on the part of the commander responsible for administering the punishment, such as being late for formation or showing disrespect.  The majority members, however, were being punished for very objective offenses, such as drug use, DUIs, or other charges that required no “judgment call” from the commander.  Those conducting the study concluded minorities came from culturally deprived backgrounds; therefore, they had a lack of self-discipline and a lack of respect for standards and authority. These factors were the reason for their receiving UCMJ for these types of offenses.


c.  Define the differences as the cause.  The conclusion was the “shortcomings” the minorities suffered, because of their cultural background, caused them to react differently to military standards than majority soldiers react to those same standards.  The minorities didn’t quite understand respect and the need to be on time.  They identified the “differences” as the cause of the problem.


d.  Assign someone or something to correct the differences.  The recommendation that came out of this study was a special education program be initiated for minority soldiers on military standards and courtesies, to include the correct way to interact in a military environment.  Once they received this training, which would overcome the deficiencies in their culture, they could go back into the system and there would be no more problems in the command with minority soldiers.

NOTE:  Ask the group for their feedback on the solution to this problem and to provide a better solution.

Another example of victim focus, which is a true story, involved a person whom we’ll refer to as John Doe.  (Read the following story)


John Doe never learned how to salute or put on a military uniform properly.  In fact, the only time he spent in the Army was after he was arrested and threatened with a Courts Martial.  John Doe said the problem began when someone stole his identity by using his name and social security number and enlisting in the Army.  The Army admitted it was a mistake, but claims Mr. Doe was responsible to clear up this matter before it got that far.  John Doe said he notified a recruiter several years before about the impostor.


After Mr. Doe’s arrest he spent two days in the county jail and nine hours at Fort Knox, before his wife, with the assistance of a U.S. Representative, arranged his release.


While he was in jail, he didn’t know what he was suppose to do or how to do what he was told.  He was forced to do push ups, and sleep on a concrete floor, which aggravated his existing back condition.


His reputation was damaged as well as his credit rating and had problems with the Internal Revenue Service, the Social Security Administration, and demands for payment of the impostor’s debts to the Veterans Administration.


The government responded and stated that there is no doubt he had a rough time in  jail, however, “he’s the one who had the potential to be harmed by the mistake, so he had an obligation to follow up and make sure action was taken.”

NOTE:  Ask the group to provide some of the factors created by John Doe’s problem and then transition to the social factors that promote victim focus. 

SHOW SLIDE #3

SOCIAL FACTORS THAT PROMOTE VICTIM FOCUS

· Unequal Status

· Distortions of Reality

· Acceptance of Victimization

3.  SOCIAL FACTORS THAT PROMOTE BLAMING THE VICTIM.  Blaming the victim isn’t always a matter of individuals acting or reacting to events or situations.  Social factors are also involved.


a.  Unequal status.  The first element or condition under which victimization manifests itself often concerns unequal status.  The dominant group emphasizes Social/cultural differences.  Members of each group are easily identified.

NOTE:  Ask the group about the unequal status in the John Doe case. (One individual against the U.S. Army.  Aside from an individual against a very large organization, there is an unequal status in that John Doe knows nothing about military procedures, against a system armed with many lawyers who know a great deal about the military system.)

Ask the group for other unequal status’ that exist in society. Examples are as follows:



(1)  Black as distinguished from White.



(2)  Old as distinguished from young.



(3)  Male as distinguished from female.



(4)  Professionals compared to lay persons.



(5)  Large corporations as opposed to small companies.

NOTE:  Such obvious differences may provide a foundation for many judgments regarding the superiority of one group over another.  The first indicator is that someone who is in power has the ability to use a victim as a scapegoat.


b.  Distortions of reality.  Reality can be distorted several ways.  One method is to distort reality is to use a lot of numbers and statistics.  Remember the scenario we used earlier in which we determined that since 12 percent of the population received 33 percent of the UCMJ actions, there must be a problem with the group?  The numbers used by themselves looked damaging.  But until we carefully evaluate the reasons for the statistics being as they are, we don’t know the reality of the situation.

NOTE:  Ask the group how the Army distorted reality in dealing with the John Doe case.  The Army didn’t care that the individual that held the social security number didn’t look anything like the deserter.  All they were looking at was the social security number.  So there is a tendency to turn people into numbers, as in social security numbers in the John Doe case, or we can just turn them into statistics.  We lump people together versus looking at people as individuals.  When we look at people as numbers and statistics it depersonalizes the individual and we don’t look at their individual problems.  Instead, we fit them into a certain group and use the groups as scapegoats.


c.  Acceptance of the victimization.  The third factor we must discuss is the victims acceptance of his or her position of less power.  The sense of being powerless is a major factor we must understand if we are to make changes.  It is sometimes easier to acknowledge things are the way they are because this is always the way they have been.  Often, people see no hope of things ever changing and they simply accept what they perceive as the ‘reality’ of being the victim.

NOTE:  Ask the group about John Doe's alternatives when the police knocked on his door and said “excuse me, you’re under arrest for desertion from the Army.”(The only viable option he had was to resist arrest which would get him into further trouble.)  There are a lot of reasons people accept the powerlessness and some of them are vary legitimate.  The unequal status created by the police having the “power” made John Doe accept the situation.  In fact, it took someone with more power to get him out of the situation.  His wife had to get a Congressperson to get him out of jail.


There are many things we tell ourselves that allow us to stay in powerless situations such as “I have to do this or I will break the law,” “you can’t fight capitol hill,” “that’s what the regulation says.”  If you are told to “sit in the back of the bus to get bus” to get where you are going, you do.  There are a lot of people in power that have this mentality, and your job is not to question why.


In situations such as these, you may have a big problem pointing out victim focus.  Your unit may be looking at the symptoms of a problem rather than the cause.  It is your job to go back to your unit and refuse to go to the back of the bus, and refuse to allow people to sit in the back of the bus by rule.  You must identify situations in the unit that involve the use of victim focus, and point out the system focus method instead.

PART II.
SYSTEM FOCUS

SHOW SLIDE #4

SYSTEM FOCUS APPROACH

· Proactive problem-solving

· System, organization, society, or community could be part of the problem

· Evaluates how system can be improved to prevent future problems

1.  SYSTEM FOCUS.  System Focus is a proactive problem-solving approach that broadly defines social problems as being part of, or caused by, the system, organization, society, or community.  We look at the system that produces the victims, and address the problem by determining how we can change or improve the system as well as the victims, to prevent further problems.  System focus is a much broader approach to problem solving.  It looks at problems as possibly being caused by the system, not the individual.


a.  Continuing with the scenario we discussed earlier, the following points are good examples of what would be used in the ‘system focus’ of the study.



(1)  There are more elements involved in administering UCMJ than just the commander and the recipient.  What, if any role (or responsibility does did the supervisors, chain of command, and the legal office (SJA).  Did each of these parties fulfill their roles in the process?  If not, would their participation possibly have resulted in different outcomes (and hence, statistics)?



(2)  Have the commanders been made aware (via training, etc.) of their responsibilities when they are administering UCMJ?  Types of punishments suitable for particular offenses, other means of corrective actions, remedial training, verses punishment, etc.  Train the commanders and supervisors.



(3)  Train all soldiers in the command on the legal system, military customs and courtesies, and non-judicial punishment.  Train the soldiers.


b.  Using this approach, we are looking at the individual segments of the organization and looking for weaknesses.  If training was deemed appropriate, reevaluate and see if incidents involving UCMJ have shifted in one direction or another.  If changes are made, then what are the results of those changes? There is a good chance that this approach will result in much more positive results than blaming the victim.

NOTE:  Involved in this scenario, is one part of system-victim focus which is a little bit different, but is important for the students to comprehend.  Use the following scenario to reinforce the system focus concept.


During lunch time you notice that the Hispanic soldiers tend to congregate in one corner of the dining facility and speak among themselves in Spanish.  This is causing some fear and resentment among the non-Spanish speaking soldiers.  The non-Spanish speaking soldiers think they are being talked about, etc.


The Commander is concerned about the problem and has a meeting with the Spanish speaking soldiers and asks them to stop congregating in the dining facility and speaking Spanish and to be more understanding and considerate of the other soldiers.  I explained to them that they are causing morale problems and that they need to socialize more with the other soldiers.

NOTE:  Ask the group to identify what type of approach was used.  


This is victim focus approach.  The Commander is addressing the people that are really being affected by the problem, since they have been the recipients of derogatory comments from the other soldiers.


Since, this approach didn’t work the Commander speaks to the non-Spanish speaking soldiers and tells them they have to be more considerate of the Spanish speaking soldiers in that they are simply sharing some of their culture amongst themselves and their socialization the same as people from New York, for example, may congregate and talk about New York and their socialization, etc.

NOTE:  Ask the group to identify what type of approach was used.


This is still the victim focus approach.  The Commander basically redefined the issue and created more segmenting, by saying it was all right to segment.  The system focus approach is not talking with the soldiers in separate groups, but to bring the entire unit together and talk to them about understanding other cultures.  Furthermore, talking about how all of them have similarities as well as differences and stressing the similarities and minimize the differences.  This is the best method of creating cohesion and teamwork in an effective unit.


The basic concept is that you everybody together at the same time.  Tell everybody the same information, and get them working as a unit to address the problem.

2.  Why is System Focus not commonly used?  There are three main reasons why System Focus isn’t frequently used, when it should be considered.  These reasons are:


a.  Not a quick fix.  Often, we find ourselves confronted with the old, “this is how we’ve always done things” mentality.  An existing system frequently doesn’t like to change.  Unless a serious situation or incident prompts change, change is generally slow in evolving into a different way of doing things.


b.  Victim desires conformity.  The second reason system focus isn’t widely used is the victim doesn’t want to be viewed as a trouble maker.  People frequently don’t want to do things that will make them the center of attention, so they will ‘buy into the solution.’  Sometimes they will think, “my problem has been solved and I don’t want to take on the system.”


c.  Self-perpetuating process.  It is much easier to keep a large moving object moving in the speed and direction it is moving than it is to change direction or stop it.  Once the victim buys into the situation and resigns him or herself to it, there is a loss of inertia to make changes.  Change is much more difficult sometimes than remaining status quo.

3.  It is often difficult to sell the system focus concept.  We are asking the commanders to look at themselves and their organizations as possible causes of the problem.  This is based on the fact they are the people in charge of the system.  System focus and victim focus are both ways to tackle problems.  The difference is system focus will solve problems for the long term while victim focus concentrates and limits the solution to one very small area.

SHOW SLIDE #5

METHODS TO PREVENT VICTIM FOCUS

· Dialogue

· Assessment and Feedback

4.  METHODS TO PREVENT VICTIM FOCUS.  Because, for reasons we’ve already discussed, we must make a conscious effort to minimize victim focus in our units.  There are two very effective means of doing just that.


a.  Dialogue is the first method we’ll discuss.  Dialogue doesn’t necessarily mean we go out and teach classes or get people involved in debates.  Debates are frequently win-lose, while what we want to accomplish are win-win situations.  You should put out your viewpoints on certain issues and allow the unit leadership come back and state their own views on the matter.  This allows for some new and different perspectives or approaches to develop.  If the leadership feels they are owners of ideas and approaches, they will be more likely to embrace changes.


b.  Assessment and Feedback.  The second method is to conduct some assessment within your unit and provide feedback to the commander.  If you get two-way communication going, you will be on the road to the system focus approach to problem solving.  You should strive to allow the unit to implement its own solutions to problems.  You should monitor what is happening and step back in to provide feedback if necessary.

CLOSING:  During this block of instruction we have discussed victim focus, its definition and the impact on the victim.  As stated earlier during this block of instruction, the victim is often seen as the problem, and blaming the victim isn’t uncommon.  How do we prevent this from happen?  We can aid in reducing the affects of blaming the victim by being aware of the potential for doing harm to victims who have already been harmed.  We must encourage our commanders to look at the system (environment) when assessing situations, not just at the victims.  Summarize lesson objectives. 

PRACTICAL EXERCISE #1

SOMEWHERE U.S.A.

INSTRUCTIONS:  Read the scenario and follow the instructions.

As he left the house to go on a short trip, the jealous GOVERNOR warned his lovely WIFE:  “Stay home while I am gone, or I will punish you severely when I return.”

But as the hours passed, the young wife grew bored and lonely, and despite her husband’s warning, decided to visit her LOVER on the other side of town.

After spending several pleasant hours visiting her lover, the wife decided to return home.

On her way home she stopped to buy some groceries, but inadvertently parked in a no-parking zone and her car was towed away and impounded.

Not having the money to pay the towing fee, and parking violation fine, she called her lover for money that stated, "I would really like to help you, but I can't."

The wife called the impound lot and asked the OWNER if he would please give her car back and that she would return tomorrow morning to pay her bill.  The owner said, "That is too bad.  No money no car!"

She decided to walk home, but a few blocks later, on a dimly lit street, she noticed a group of youths that appeared to be a gang, so she turned around.

Her fear growing that her husband would soon return home, the wife ran crying to the home of a FRIEND, and after explaining her situation her friend said, "If you had not disobeyed your husband, this would not have happened.  I will not give you any money."

The wife left the friend's house and decided to walk home anyway.  On her way home she was killed.

USING THE LIST BELOW, RANK THE CHARACTERS FROM ONE TO FIVE, IN ORDER OF THEIR RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE DEATH OF THE WIFE.  “ONE” BEING THE MOST RESPONSIBLE AND “FIVE” BEING THE LEAST.

THE GOVERNOR_____
THE WIFE_____
THE OWNER_____

THE LOVER_____

THE FRIEND_____

PRACTICAL EXERCISE #1

SOMEWHERE U.S.A.

INSTRUCTOR’S GUIDE

Objective:  

To demonstrate the process of “blaming the victim” when problem solving.

Guidance:

Ask the students if anyone has previously participated in this exercise.; if so ask them not to participate.  These individuals can be used later to stimulate and motivate the group’s discussion.

Instruct the students to read the scenario and rank the characters from one to five, in order of their responsibility for the death of the wife.  “one” being the most responsible, “five” being the least responsible, and using all the members.

On a chalkboard or butcher paper write all five characters down the left side and then make five columns, numbering them one through five to the right of the characters.  On another chalkboard or butcher paper list all of the characters and what they represent.  However, do not show the character representations until the completion of the exercise.

After the students have completed the ranking ask the students;  “All of those who put the Governor number one raise your hand.”  Record the students answer on the chalkboard.  Continue by asking “all those who ranked the wife number two raise your hand.”  Record the students answers again.  Continue this process until all five characters have been voted on.

The trainer should now open a discussion to explore and share the “what” and “how” of the voting for each character.  For example, “Those of you who voted the wife most responsible, what caused you to vote that way.”  “Those of you who voted the Governor second most responsible, what caused you to vote that way?”  Continue this process until all characters have been discussed.

After discussion, explain to the students that those who voted the wife most responsible “victim-focused,” since considering the entire situation there were numerous factors involved in her death.  It can be related, for example, to the child who wanders into the “wrong neighborhood” and gets killed.  Or the woman who dresses in a manner and the people’s mind-set involves “If she wouldn’t have dressed that way she wouldn’t have been assaulted, raped, etc.”  You should also explore the concept of sexism within the exercise.  For example, you may process statements such as “She should of did what he told her to do,” “The woman’s place is in the home,” etc.

At the completion of the exercise, reveal the characters to the students and read their representation below.  You may want to discuss the representations or simply let the students internalize their feelings.

CHARACTER REPRESENTATIONS:

The Governor- White Society.  The Governor laid down the rules.  The Governor is responsible for developing initiatives to curb gang activity and other crime related issues.  The behavior can be said to be unjust as it applies to some of today’s standards and values.  

The Wife - Minorities or People of Color.  This not only includes Blacks, Chinese, Puerto Ricans, women, etc., but whites as well.  The “victim” is blamed.

The Lover - Enticements.  Whatever entices a person to break from the rats and roaches, and the dehumanization process within their lives.  People are pushed to the wall saying, “all you need is an education, job, and home to be happy in the United States,” and all of the avenues for upward mobility and achievement are closed.

The Owner - Institutions.  “Business as Usual.”

The Friend - White Liberals.  The people with all the reasons and rationales to do it their way, not yours, and not being around at the end.  The sociologist who continues never to question his or her own whiteness and rather seeks out the problems in the “minority” community.

Materials Required:

Practical Exercise #1, chalk or marker, chalkboard or butcher paper.

Time Required:

30 minutes.
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