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Introduction  
 

1. The purpose of this advice paper is to outline a number of issues and 

proposals for the consideration by OFMDFM in reviewing the Individual 

Needs Review process currently administered by the Victims and 

Survivors Service (VSS).   

 

2. The Commission has discussed the paper with the VSS.  In these 

discussions the VSS informed the Commission that they intend to 

conduct a root and branch review of the Individual Needs Review 

process in the near future having identified a number of limitations.   

 

3. The VSS opened its doors in April 2012 as part of a major change 

management programme that established the last significant part of the 

infrastructure designed to meet the needs of victims and survivors as 

envisaged in the strategy document 2009-2019.   

 

4. The main rationale for creating a dedicated new Service was to institute 

a new assessment and commission-based delivery model that would 

consolidate approximately £11 million of funding annually into a single, 

unified service.   

 

5. The Commission acknowledges the hard work of the VSS in 

establishing the assessment process, putting in place the appropriately 

qualified assessors and processing a substantial number of needs 

reviews during this period. 

 

6. The latest figures provided by the VSS state that 1,400 Individual 

Needs Reviews have been completed up to the 25th July 2013, with the 

number of individuals requiring specialized psychological interventions 

remaining between 20-30%.1  

 

Background 

 

7. OFMDFM stated that the Needs Review is ‘a guided conversation that 

is conducted by assessors employed by the VSS. Based on the 

need(s) identified, the VSS offers the client a range of service providers 

to choose from. All service providers identified in this process are 

checked by the VSS to ensure they meet the required standards.’2 

 

                                                 
1
 Information provided by the VSS following a meeting with CVSNI in July 2013.   

2
 Information received from the Department on 28 March 2013.  
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8. The Needs Review process is an important part of the Victims Support 

Programme (VSP) currently implemented by the Service.  The VSP is 

made up of three programmes – the Health and Wellbeing, Support 

and Individual Needs Programmes.   According to the Department, ‘all 

individuals who wish to avail of services covered by the Health and 

Wellbeing Programme will have a needs review conducted by a VSS 

assessor.’3   

 

9. Literature from the VSS states that, ‘the following people must undergo 

a Needs Review: 

 
- Anyone receiving counselling or complementary therapies from a 

victim/survivor support group funded by the VSS; and 

 
- Anyone who wishes to access a Package of Support.4  

10. The Department has highlighted that to ensure all needs reviews are 

completed by December 2013, the VSS will increase the number of 

Assessors to ten over the current financial year.  Furthermore, the 

needs review process has been targeted at the 300-400 current 

recipients of the Northern Ireland Memorial Funding for Chronic Pain 

Management, Disability Support or Financial Assistance Extra Needs.  

Additionally, victims and survivors who directly contact the VSS are 

offered an Individual Needs Review.  

 

11. Throughout 2013-14 Groups who have successfully applied for funding 

to provide Health and Wellbeing Services, including counselling and 

psychotherapy will continue to do so.  According to the Department, 

from 1 April 2014 with the full implementation of a commissioning-

based delivery model ‘groups will only receive funding from the Health 

and Wellbeing Programme for services commissioned by the VSS.’5            

 

12. A number of matters were raised by representatives from Victims 

Groups about the appropriateness of the current assessment process 

during meetings with the Commissioner in recent months. 

 

13. Responding to these issues, the Commissioner wrote to the 

Department requesting clarification in relation to the 'Needs Review' 

process.  The following information was included in the Department’s 

response: 

 

                                                 
3
 Information received from the Department on 28 March 2013. 

4
 Victims and Survivors Service (2013) The Individual Needs Review: A gateway to services 

and support, VSS.  
5
 Information received from the Department on 28 March 2013. 
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- The decision that the VSS would conduct all the need reviews, as 

opposed to service providers was based on the need to ensure a 

coordinated approach was applied in accordance with best 

practice… 

- …and to differentiate between those responsible for identification of 

need and those responsible for service delivery, thereby guarding 

against potential conflict of interests.  

 

- The VSS will work closely with Groups to facilitate the assessment 

of their clients at a time that is right for each client.  

 

14. In August 2012, the Commission provided advice to the Department in 

the area of funding for Services for the period 2013-2015.  In relation to 

the assessment of victims and survivors, the Commission put forward 

the following recommendations: 

 

 All new clients should be assessed by a Health Care assessor 

employed or registered with the VSS; 

 

 The Commission advises that for the Financial Support 

Programme each individual will be assessed by the Victims and 

Survivors Service in relation to need.6 

 

15. In his 1998 Report, the first Commissioner for Victims and Survivors, 

Sir Kenneth Bloomfield stressed the importance of ensuring that 

services for victims are as ‘user-friendly as possible’.  He also made 

the key point that any assessment should not represent ‘excessive re-

examination’ for conditions already confirmed as permanent by 

reputable medical practitioners.’7 

 
Issues Identified by Groups 
 

16. The Commission supports the decision for the VSS to undertake 

individual needs reviews based ‘on the need to ensure a co-ordinated 

and consistent approach’ to assessing needs and making victims 

aware of the range of treatments and services available to them.  

  

17. However, the Commission is of the opinion that there is a way of 

supporting and complementing this approach to the Needs Review that 

                                                 
6
 Commission for Victims and Survivors (2012) Advice to Government on Funding for 

Services 2013 to 2015, CVSNI, August.  
7
 Bloomfield, K. (1998) We Will Remember Them, April: 30-31. 
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utilises the knowledge, skills and experiences that have evolved within 

the sector over the last decade. 

 
18. As part of the Commission’s ongoing engagement process with victims 

and survivors, a number of concerns have been identified by groups in 

relation to the assessment process.  These include dissuading victims 

and survivors from coming forward for assessment, the potential for re-

traumatisation, the need for clarity around the process and the gender 

of assessors.  These concerns are outlined in more detail in the 

paragraphs below and two examples of the types of correspondence 

the Commission has received are included in Annex 1.   

 
19. A key concern expressed by a number of representatives of victims 

groups is that the introduction of the Individual Needs Review by VSS 

has the potential to dissuade victims from accessing treatments and 

services.  Groups have stated that, the insistence on individuals and 

families impacted by the conflict, having to undertake a Needs Review 

with a VSS assessor, may discourage victims on the grounds of trust, 

security and confidence.  The Commission has no evidence of this 

other than representations from groups. 
 

20. However, on reflecting upon the difficulties highlighted by a number of 

existing service providers, the Commission would be concerned if the 

current assessment process was discouraging victims and survivors 

from coming forward to seek help.  This would be particularly 

counterproductive at a time when both the Commission and the VSS 

are looking to reach out to more victims experiencing enduring 

psychological illness including complex PTSD, clinical depression and 

substance disorders. 

 

21. Organisations who have contacted the Commission have commented 

on the possibility of a ‘dual assessment’ and the potential for client 

frustration and re-traumatisation from having to repeat their often 

painful story.  In a recent publication, the Omagh Support and Self Help 

Group state that, 

 
“Those accessing certain aspects of the service such as counselling 

etc must undergo a twenty nine page individual needs review.  This 

review is extremely intrusive for many victims and survivors and has 

the potential of re-traumatising and disengaging victims.”8  

 

                                                 
8
 Peace and Reconciliation Group (2013) The Open Book Project – a joint project between 

Leonard Cheshire Disability, Omagh Support and Self Help Group and We Have Suffered 
Too, July 2013, 10. 
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22. From the information provided by the Department, the VSS will 

continue to work closely with all service providers to ensure victims do 

not need to unnecessarily repeat their experiences.  This is to be 

welcomed and we look forward to reporting on the progress of this in 

our reviews of the VSS. 

 

23. Another issue identified by existing service providers is the need for 

clarity on the process of assessment and particularly the relationship 

between VSS and counsellors/psychotherapists undertaking their own 

assessments.  As the VSS continues to increase the number of 

assessors in the year ahead enhancing capacity to undertake more 

needs reviews, an effective relationship needs to develop between 

VSS assessors and counsellors and psychotherapists working on 

behalf of victims groups to address the “dual assessment” concerns. 

 

24. Throughout 2013-14 groups delivering health and wellbeing services 

will continue to undertake psychological assessments prior to the 

commencement of treatment.  It is important that throughout the VSS’s 

skills audit analysis that where possible the professional experience 

and expertise of counsellors and psychotherapists is utilised by the 

VSS. 
 

25. It was also raised with the Commission that the gender of the 

assessors could potentially be an issue and that clients should have 

the choice to choose a male assessor, if appropriate.  Given that clients 

to date have been mostly men, it may be beneficial to address this 

issue proactively.  Current equality legislation and genuine 

occupational qualification provisions for promoting welfare would allow 

for this to happen.    

 

Recommendations 

 
26. In light of the issues raised and the fact the current assessment 

process has been operational for fifteen months, the Commission, 

recommends that a review of the current assessment process is 

undertaken by the Department.  This review would present an 

opportunity to address the issues raised in this paper and also examine 

the potential of improving the process further. 

 

27. The Commission also recommends that as part of this review a 

potential solution is considered by the Department and the VSS.  This 

solution would be that the knowledge, skills and expertise of the 

appropriately qualified individuals working in and with groups are 
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utilised to undertake Needs Reviews on behalf of the VSS.  The VSS 

would determine the individual’s suitability to undertake this role. 

 

28. As the Department is already investing in these individuals through the 

funding made available to groups, it would be a prudent use of public 

funds to utilise this resource in this way.   

 
29. Working in partnership with these groups the VSS could bring 

consistency, coordination and oversight to this process and accelerate 

the number of Needs Reviews that could be carried out in the year 

ahead by effectively utilising this already existing resource.  

Consideration could be given to making it a condition of funding that so 

many hours are dedicated to this activity. 

   

30. The Commission also recommends exploring and considering the 

registration of a number of counsellors and/or psychotherapists 

currently working for Victims Groups undertaking the Individual Needs 

Review on behalf of the VSS.  These clinical practitioners would work 

closely with VSS assessors to design a package of treatment and/or 

service provision based on the outcome of the Individual Needs 

Review.  To avoid a conflict of interest and to ensure each client can 

avail of all appropriate care and support each assessment undertaken 

by the registered assessor would be reviewed by the VSS before the 

commencement of treatment or access to service provision.   

 

31. The Commission recommends that the Department, the Commission 

and the VSS monitor closely the number of individuals accessing the 

Needs Review to establish if the current assessment model is in any 

way negatively impacting the uptake of services or treatments, thereby 

addressing the concerns of the groups. 

 
32. The Commission also recommends that any changes identified by the 

review are subject to pilot testing, discussion with the Services Working 

Group of the Forum and extensive communication of all proposed 

changes across the sector.  

 
33. The recommendations above would also demonstrate the Department, 

the Commission and the VSS working collaboratively to promote the 

interests of victims and survivors.   

 
 

13 August 2013 
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