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Victim Impact Statements
Victim impact statements are reports of a victim (often a family member) to the court 
about how an offender affected their life. The first victim impact statement given in a 
court in the United States was reported in California in 1976. The admittance of victim 
impact statements to courts was challenged, and a number of cases made it to the U.S. 
Supreme Court, which wavered on the decision for many cases over the course of many 
years. However, the most definitive case is that of Payne v. Tennessee (1991), in which 
the highest court ruled that victim impact statements were relevant during the sentencing 
hearings. Nothing has really changed since that case; victim impact statements are still 
accepted under the law following a guilty verdict during the sentencing phase presented 
to judges or juries.76

It is important to note that victim impact statements can be given only during the sen-
tencing phase of a trial, not when the jury is determining the verdict. Thus, in most trials 
only the judge actually hears and rules based on such victim impact statements, which is 
likely why most studies show that such impact statements do not have much impact on 
the sentencing outcome. The reason for this, according to the U.S. Supreme Court, is that 
it is believed that such victim impact statements would too strongly bias the jury at the 
verdict phase of the trial, preventing jurors from making an objective determination of 
guilt or innocence. However, the Court believes they are relevant at the sentencing phase 
of the trial, particularly in capital cases, that is, those in which the defendant is facing the 
death penalty.

Studies show that such victim impact statements have little effect despite the victims’ 
families disclosing traumatic revelations of how the various crimes have affected their 
lives. Although some studies have found support for the influence of such victim impact 
statements on sentencing, most studies show no significant increase on the sentencing  

Here a woman is 
reading her victim 
impact statement during 
sentencing. Should the 
impact a crime has on 
a victim be given more 
consideration during a 
trial and sentencing?

victim impact 
statements: formal 
statements given by 
victims in court about the 
incident in which they 
were offended, often in 
person but also in other 
ways (e.g., a video or 
written statement read 
by the court reporter); 
these statements can be 
considered in determining 
the offender’s sentence.
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