
1

Chicago Survivors: 
Helping Families Live 
Beyond Violent Loss



Ta
bl

e 
of

 C
on

te
nt

s



01About Chicago Survivors 

What Does Chicago Survivors Do?               5
Your Rights                                                            6
What Comes Next?                                               9

02Important Guides

A Guide to Funeral Planning                          11 
Important Things to Locate                                              14 
Guide to the Media      15 
A Guide for Prosecution      16

03Dealing With Grief 

Understanding Your Grief                    21
Learning to Cope                                                      24
Seeking Help                                                   27



A
bo

ut
 C

hi
ca

go
 S

ur
vi

vo
rs



5
What Does Chicago Survivors Do?

Chicago Survivors provides 
comprehensive and compassionate 
crime victim services to the families 
of homicide victims killed in 
Chicago. We are not for profit and 
all of our services are free, voluntary 
and open to all. Our services are 
survivor-shaped, trauma-informed, 
family-centered and even delivered 
primarily in survivors’ homes. 

Our team of highly trained 
professionals come to you to help you 
cope and navigate what’s happening.

• Crisis responders arrive within 
hours to help you cope and take 
next steps.

• Family support specialists 
provide ongoing services for 
the next six months, including 
interfacing with the Chicago 
Police Department.

• Youth support specialists provide 
supportive counseling to children 
in the family.

• Criminal justice advocates go 
to court with you whenever the 
homicide is solved and arrange 
unsolved case meetings with 
detectives when it isn’t.

• Community of survivors provides 
a safe and compassionate place 
to meet other survivors who 
understand and support each 
other in ways no one else can.

We are here to serve and guide you 
through this harrowing experience. 
As you deal with your loss, you may 
encounter unfamiliar systems and 
confusing processes. We are here to 
help and will continuously advocate 
for you. 

Our office: 312-488-9222
Our HOTLINE (24 hours):  

877-863-6338
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Your Rights

You are a crime victim and you have 
rights under the law.

In Illinois, the immediate surviving 
family members related to a homicide 
victim are considered crime victims. 
This means that the spouse, parents, 
siblings and children of the victim 
are entitled by law to be treated with 
dignity and respect by everyone. Just 
as importantly, you are entitled to 
certain rights. You have the right to:

• Receive information about  
the crime

• Receive services to deal with the 
effects of the crime on your lives

• Know where your loved one’s  
body is located and know that  
your loved one’s body is treated  
with respect

• Know what is happening

• Have translation services if you  
need them

• Know the status of the criminal 
investigation and know 
about your rights during any 
prosecution of the crime

• Financial compensation, within 
limits, due to your loss
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What Comes Next?

Crisis responders, like the one who 
visited you, play an important role. 
They will:

• Coordinate with law enforcement

• Assist in accessing crime scene  
clean-up 

• Arrange for emergency 
guardianship

• Provide accompaniment to the 
Medical Examiner’s Office

• Provide information and rights 
assistance in funeral arrangements

• Organize a vigil and/or a flier 
distribution

• Engage in interactive safety 
planning

• Address any other emerging  
urgent needs

You will need to identify your loved 
one’s remains at the Medical Examiner’s 
Office. It is best to call in advance 
because the Medical Examiner’s 
Office is only open limited hours. 
You will view a photograph of 
your loved one, not the body. We 
can accompany you, however only 
two members of the family will be 
allowed to go into the viewing. 

There will be an autopsy to determine 
the cause of death and to collect evidence 
for use at any future trial. The autopsy 

may take one to three days, but in some 
cases, it can take much longer. The 
Medical Examiner will give limited 
information about your loved one’s 
death. For details about the homicide, 
you will need to talk to the Chicago 
police detectives assigned to the case. 
We are trained to interface with the 
police.

You will need to select a funeral home 
or crematory and sign a release form. 
Do not let anyone pressure you before 
you have decided what you want and 
what you can afford. The funeral 
industry can be very aggressive and 
manipulative. There are guidelines on 
the next page to help you with funeral 
arrangements and how to find options 
We will not make decisions for you. 

Your loved one’s personal belongings 
may be with the police, the Medical 
Examiner, or the funeral home. We can 
help track down personal property to 
be returned to the family.

You may fear you are in danger. If you 
believe there is an ongoing danger 
to you or your loved ones, Chicago 
Survivors can help you create a safety 
plan that can help you be safe and feel 
safe. Do not isolate yourself because 
you are afraid; contact someone you 
can trust – including Chicago Survivors 
staff – and explain what is happening.
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A Guide to Funeral Planning

It is normal to feel overwhelmed 
by planning in the midst of tragedy. 
Funeral options and costs can 
be confusing. We can help or a 
trusted family member, friend, 
or clergyperson can also be very 
helpful in making plans.

No one can tell you the best or the 
right way to remember your loved one, 
and no one should pressure you into 
purchasing anything. There are many 
beautiful traditions, and you should do 
what feels right to you.

In selecting a funeral home you will 
want to consider:
• Your personal preferences and 

beliefs.

• Do not rush in choosing a funeral 
director of cremation service. You 
may be charged additional expenses 
if you change funeral homes.  

• Ask for a casket price list before you 
are shown a casket

• Ask to see the outer burial container 
price list before you are shown 
options. 

• If you want a visitation before 
cremation, ask the funeral director 
if they offer a less expensive rental 
casket. 

• Any possible financial assistance 
with costs.

Crime Victims Compensation Funds
• You may be eligible for State of 

Illinois funds to reimburse you for 

some funeral and burial costs. There 
is an application process and not 
everyone is eligible. We will help you 
with the application process.

• Some funeral homes might be 
aggressive or try to take advantage 
of you. Some may try to make 
payment plans with you or will 
accept a copy of your Crime Victim’s 
Compensation Application as a 
form of down payment, but you 
are still responsible for payment. 
Many funeral homes will demand 
cash payment in full. To protect 
yourself, never sign a blank 
Crime Victims Compensation 
Form at a funeral home.

• Funeral directors do not determine 
eligibility for Crime Victims 
Compensation. Eligibility is 
determined by the Office of the 
Attorney General. The deceased 
must not have been committing a 
crime at the time of his or her death. 
Do not use the Crime Victims 
Compensation Application as a form 
of payment. If a victim is deemed 
ineligible, the family is responsible 
for payment to the funeral home.

What if I cannot pay for a funeral?  
• If you cannot afford a funeral or 

cremation, Chicago Survivors will 
work to identify additional resources. 
Family and friends may also be able 
to help you with the cost.  
 



• If someone offers to raise money 
for you, ask them to contribute to 
a fund you set up at a local bank or 
a secure online donation site that 
you control, so that there are no 
questions about where the money 
is going or how it will be used. 
Be aware that any money raised 
will reduce any potential award 
from Crime Victims Compensation 
through the State of Illinois. 

Are there other assistance options?  
• In addition to victim’s compensation 

or family and friends, we may be 
able to assist you in identifying 
other assistance available to you, 
including: 

 − Social Security death benefits
 − Veterans funeral benefits 
 − Employee benefits 
 − Insurance
 − Public aid  

For more Frequently Asked 
Questions, please visit our website 
at Chicagosurvivors.com.

You have legal rights when buying 
funeral goods or services. 

In Illinois, funeral directors are 
licensed professionals who must 
comply with state law and the Federal 
Trade Commission Funeral Rule. 

• A funeral director must have a 
license issued by the State of 
Illinois and a designated brick 
and mortar building where 
the license is displayed. 

• Funeral directors are not allowed 
to solicit you. It is illegal for 
them to ask for your business 
until you contact them. 

• Funeral directors must give you 
prices over the phone if requested. 

• Funeral directors must give you 
an itemized general price list to 
keep when you meet with them. 

• You have a right to buy individual 
services. You do not have to buy a 
‘package’ with items you don’t want. 

• Funeral directors must provide 
an itemized statement of goods 
and services, signed by both 
parties, BEFORE you pay. 

• You do not have to choose 
embalming, except in rare cases. 

• Funeral directors must accept caskets 
or other items purchased elsewhere. 

• Funeral directors must accept 
at least two forms of payment, 
including cash, credit cards, 
insurance payments or even direct 
payment from the Crime Victim’s 
Compensation Act Fund. 

• Funeral directors may not 
destroy or change arrangements 
without your written consent. 

• For direct cremation, you may 
use an ‘alternate container’ 
instead of a casket. 

• Funeral directors do not 
determine eligibility for Crime 
Victims Compensation.
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Important Things to Locate

• Any prearranged funeral policy. 

• Insurance policies (life, disability, 
heath, travel, burial).

• Bank checking and/or savings 
accounts. 

 − If a bank account lists two names 
on the account, the survivor will 
have access. If the account is in 
the deceased’s name only, money 
cannot be taken from the account 
until an executor is appointed. 

• Marriage certificate, birth certificates 
of surviving children.  

 − These are necessary for survivor 
benefits with Social Security. 
Children can receive benefits 
up to the age of 18 (19 if still in 
school). A widow(er) who does 
not remarry may be eligible for 
benefits until the children are 16. 

• Military papers or VA claim. 
 − If your loved one was a veteran, 

you may be eligible for a veteran’s 
burial allowance, a widow’s 
pension and/or VA insurance.

• Death certificate.  
 − You can get certified copies of 

the death certificate from your 
funeral home or from the Medical 
Examiner. Survivors will need 
copies of the death certificate 
for Social Security, insurance 
companies, banks or other matters 
that could come up later where 
proof of death is needed, so you 
may wish to order several copies.

*If your loved one was an adult living on 
his or her own, you are not responsible 
for his or her debts unless you co-signed 
a loan. Chicago Survivors can help you 
obtain guidance about how to handle a 
loved one’s bills.
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A Guide to Media

You have the right to be treated with 
dignity and respect by the media.

The media can be very aggressive.  
Reporters will talk to anyone to 
get a story and a reporter will 
write a story with or without your 
participation. Sometimes they get 
information before the family has 
released it and sometimes their 
information is inaccurate or may be 
based on rumors or exaggerations 
told to them by others.  

As a survivor, you ride an “emotional 
roller coaster.” You may feel okay 
to talk one day and then be unable 
to talk the next day. Pay attention to 
your feelings. You should never feel 
“obligated” to grant an interview.

Other times you may have information 
about the crime that should not be 
released to the media. This could have 
severe legal consequences. Navigating 
this is very frustrating and painful.

However, the media can also be a 
resource for you.  
You can use the media to encourage 
people to come forward with 

information about your loved one’s 
murder. You can use the media to 
raise awareness about an issue that is 
important to you.

You choose how you handle a potential 
interview. You have the right to: 

• Say “NO” to an interview.

• Grieve in private. You do not  
have to share details or feelings  
with the public.

• Select the spokesperson if you 
wish. That can be you, a trusted 
family member or friend, a spiritual 
support or Chicago Survivors 
staff. The media must respect your 
selection of a spokesperson.

• Select the time and location for  
media interviews. 

• Request a reporter you feel will 
provide accurate and fair coverage  
of your story.

• File a formal complaint against 
a reporter whose behavior is 
unethical, inappropriate or abusive.
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The criminal justice process takes 
patience. Once charges are filed, 
great care is devoted to each case 
and, as a result, it may take more 
than a couple of years before anyone 
is found guilty or sentenced for the 
crime. There will be delays and 
postponements and this will require 
your patience and determination.

As a crime victim, you have rights. 
A copy of the Crime Victims Bill of 
Rights is available through Chicago 
Survivors. We also want to provide 
you with a basic outline of the criminal 
justice process that occurs after 
someone is arrested:

When the offender is known but has 
fled: After investigating detectives 
will present the facts to felony review 
and request an arrest warrant, which 
enables other police agencies to make 
an arrest, anywhere within the United 
States. Felony review will look at the 
evidence and interview witnesses. At 
the conclusion of that review, they can: 
a. Approve charges and the warrant;
b. Instruct detectives to conduct 

additional work on the case and re-
contact them when that is completed. 
Felony review classifies the request as 
a continuing investigation;

c. Reject the request for the warrant 
and charges.

When an offender is in custody:  
Once an offender is in custody of the 
Chicago Police Department, detectives 
have 48 hours for adults and 24 hours 
for juvenile offenders to get the charges 
approved by Felony review. Felony 
review will either approve the charges 
or could give detectives additional 
investigative steps to complete, making 
this a continuing investigation. The 
detectives will re-contact felony 
review when that work is done to seek 
approval. If the charges are approved, 
the offender is formally charged and 
will appear at a bond hearing on the 
next day that court is in session.

If the charges are not approved within 
the 48 or 24 hour window, the offender 
must be released, but can be re-arrested 
at a later time.

Bond hearing: Within 24 hours, the 
defendant is brought before a judge to 
determine if there is probable cause 
to detain them and, if so, the amount 
of money required to bail them out 
of jail. This money will be posted on 
their behalf to ensure their continued 
appearance at court hearings. If the 
defendant is released, they may face 
certain restrictions, including no 
contact with you, the victim’s family 
or trial witnesses. During the bond 
hearing, the judge will also set a date 
for a preliminary hearing. 

A Guide to Prosecution
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Preliminary hearing/Grand jury:  
The Cook County State’s Attorney 
must determine if there is probable 
cause that a crime was committed 
and that it was committed by the 
defendant. This is done through either 
a preliminary hearing or a grand jury. 
A preliminary hearing happens before a 
judge in open court and you can attend. 
The defendant’s attorney has the 
right to cross examine witnesses and 
may present evidence that probable 
cause does not exist. The judge will 
then make a determination. During a 
grand jury, the state’s attorney presents 
information to 18 people selected 
for that jury, and there is no judge, 
defense attorney or defendant. The 
jury members may ask questions, but 
the proceedings are confidential, and 
the victim’s family cannot attend unless 
they are testifying. 

The charging document and 
assignment: If the judge or grand jury 
members determine there is a finding 
of probable cause, formal charges are 
filed against the defendant. About two 
weeks later, the case is assigned to a 
felony judge.

Arraignment: The defendant is served 
with a copy of the charges against them 
and enters a formal plea (almost always 
not guilty). The case is then continued 
periodically through various motions 
and filings of discovery or evidence. 
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Trial: If the case does advance to a trial 
and the crime occurred in Chicago, 
the trial will likely be held at the 
criminal courts building at 26th & 
California in Chicago or in Bridgeview. 
The defendant may choose for the 
case to be heard before a judge, bench 
trial, or a jury, jury trial. In a bench 
trial, a judge will hear both sides of the 
case and determine if the defendant 
is guilty. In a jury trial, 12 citizens 
selected for jury duty will determine 
the defendant’s guilt. 

The state’s attorney will present 
evidence to prove the defendant 
committed the crime. The defense 
may present evidence on behalf of 
the defendant. Once that process 
is complete, a verdict is delivered. 
If it comes from a jury, it must be 
a unanimous decision. If it is not 
unanimous, it results in a hung jury 
and the judge may order a new trial. If 
the defendant is found not guilty, there 
cannot be another trial, as it would be 
double jeopardy.

Post-trial motions/Sentencing hearing: 
If the defendant pleads guilty, a judge 
will usually approve the sentencing 
the same day. If it goes to trial and the 
defendant is found guilty, sentencing 
will usually occur within 30 to 60 days. 
Before that occurs, the judge will ask 
the probation department to conduct 
a pre-sentence investigation into the 

Pre-trial motions: Throughout the 
legal process and leading up to a plea 
negotiation or trial, there will be several 
motions made by both the prosecution 
and defense. Sometimes, witnesses 
are asked to testify at these pre-trial 
hearings. These motions could include:

• Status hearing: Documents, records 
and other evidence are collected by 
the prosecution and defense and 
shared with the other side. This 
process may take several months. 
Dates will also be scheduled for 
hearings and/or trial, though some 
may be delayed as a result of the 
evidence-gathering process.

• Suppression hearing: In homicide 
cases, it’s common for the defense 
to file motions to keep damaging 
evidence from being introduced at 
the trial. These hearings may last 
hours or days as both sides argue 
why the evidence should –  
or shouldn’t – be allowed.

Plea negotiation: Most homicide cases 
are settled without a trial and result in 
a plea agreement between the state’s 
attorney and the defendant. The 
defendant will enter a guilty plea in 
return for a specific sentence. The 
defendant must give up the right to 
appeal and the agreement must be 
approved by the judge. You will be 
contacted by the state’s attorney before 
a plea agreement is made. 
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defendant’s background. This process 
will include contacting the family of the 
homicide victim to ask about the impact 
of the crime on their lives. A report 
is then prepared for the judge with 
a sentencing recommendation. The 
defendant is likely to respond with a 
Motion For A New Trial, listing reasons 
why the verdict was incorrect. These 
motions are very rarely granted but 
must be filed by the defense attorney.

At the sentencing hearing, the state’s 
attorney may present aggravating 
factors that justify a longer sentence, 
while the defense may present 
mitigating factors that justify a shorter 
sentence. Both sides will also offer their 
recommended sentence. The defendant 
also has a right to make a statement. 

Survivors of the victim have the right 
to submit written victim impact 
statements to the judge, recounting 
the impact the crime has had on 
their lives. They may also read their 
statement in court. In some cases, the 
judge may edit the statement. Once 
this is complete, the judge will issue  
a sentence. 

Post-conviction proceedings: Almost 
every defendant found guilty of murder 
will appeal that conviction to the 
Appellate Court of Illinois. These are 
among many different post-conviction 
proceedings they are entitled to after 
conviction. These include an appeal, 

which will not involve court dates 
or witnesses and must be based on 
legal issues only. Arguments are made 
in writing by attorneys, though the 
court may ask attorneys to make oral 
arguments before they issue a decision 
about the defendant’s appeal. Other 
motions could include a demand for a 
reverse/remand of the case, clemency, 
parole and expungement. When these 
hearings take place, the victim’s family 
is entitled to be present and have 
an opportunity to be heard through 
testimony or written submission.
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Understanding Your Grief

It is important to grieve, and everyone 
grieves in his or her own way. It 
can help to know what kind of grief 
you’re feeling and what experiences 
are normal and natural for someone 
grieving. 

Traumatic grief 
Feelings of traumatic grief can be so 
intense and so unlike any other feeling 
of loss that some survivors have begun 
to doubt their own sanity. These are 
normal responses. This grief doesn’t 
go away, but it changes over time.

• Shock and denial: You may feel 
numb. You cannot believe it really 
happened.  Eventually, you will be 
able to face the reality of your loss.

• Anger: It is so unfair. You may 
feel angry with yourself or at 
others for not preventing it. You 
ask, “Why?” over and over. The 
anger can be all-consuming.

• Guilt: It’s not unusual to blame 
yourself for something you did or 
did not do, guilt over things said 
or left unsaid, for failure to act fast 
enough. Be kind to yourself; you  
did not do this.

• Depression: You may feel totally 
drained, unable to perform even 
routine tasks. Eventually, you will 
take steps, perhaps tiny steps at first, 
to become involved in life again. 
Your life has been changed; it will 
not be the same. You enter this new 
reality unwillingly.

• A “trigger” may suddenly remind  
you of the trauma, and cause a surge  
of emotion:  

 − A sight, sound, smell, touch or 
taste similar to something at the 
time of the trauma 

 − The anniversary of the event 
 − Holidays, significant “life events” 
 − The arrest of the assailant, 

hearings, trial, other phases in the 
criminal justice proceeding 

 − Media reports about similar events 
 − Even just walking down the  

street, getting on a bus or going  
to the store

• Hope: You will reach an acceptance 
that your loss is real. This does not 
mean that you forget your loved one 
or that the pain disappears. You start 
to learn how to carry your loss with 
you, as you carry the memory of your 
loved one forward.

Complicated grief
In the months after a sudden violent 
death, people sometimes report feeling 
stuck or trapped in grief that can keep 
them from healing. This is known as 
complicated grief. You may feel:

• Trouble accepting the death, even  
over time

• Inability to trust others

• Numbness, detachment

• Agitation, bitterness, anger

• Emptiness, meaninglessness

• Hopelessness, helplessness



Post-traumatic stress disorder 
It is natural to be angry, guilty, afraid 
and sad. You might feel confused or 
have trouble remembering things. You 
might even have difficulty sleeping 
and eating, start to become sick easily, 
or get lost or forget what you are 
doing. It is natural to feel depressed 
and searching for purpose in life. It is 
natural to think of drastic measures.  
It is natural to feel that the pain will 
never ease.

• It’s natural to have at least some of 
these symptoms after a traumatic 
event. Sometimes people have very 
serious symptoms that go away 
after a few weeks. However, when 
these symptoms become an ongoing 
problem, they might have PTSD. 
Some people with PTSD don’t 
show any symptoms for weeks or 
months after a traumatic event.

There are four types of post-traumatic 
stress reactions:

1.  Re-experiencing reactions

• Unwanted memories of the event, 
triggered by something or out of  
the blue

• Nightmares and flashbacks—reliving 
the trauma over and over 

• Intense bodily reactions like a racing 
heart, sweating, shaking or strong 
emotional reactions

2. Avoidance reactions

• Not talking about what happened 
because it upsets you

• Avoiding situations that remind you 
of your loss

• Avoiding situations that could make 
you feel panicky or unsafe

3. Numbing reactions

• Feeling distant or detached from 
other people, even people you love

• Losing interest in activities you used  
to enjoy

• Blocking painful memories or having 
trouble remembering the event 

4.  Activation reactions

• Feeling keyed up and jumpy

• Being irritable

• Being easily startled

• Feeling overly watchful and on edge

• Have trouble sleeping or 
concentrating
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Learning to Cope

Learn about your anger and irritability.
Learn to recognize the situations 
that trigger your anger and the early 
warning signs that you are angry. Then 
use the skills listed below to cope with 
these feelings. The earlier you address 
your anger, the more successful you 
will be at coping with it.

Practice methods to manage  
angry reactions.  
Use calming strategies to reduce 
your anger. Make a plan for handling 
situations that trigger your anger. 
Identify and remove the triggers or 
plan how you will manage them when 
you encounter them. Try:

• Breathing exercises 

• Writing down your thoughts  
and feelings

• Talking to a trusted friend

• Exercising

• Praying

• Meditating 

• Listening to quiet soothing music 

• Going to a calm peaceful place

Take a time out. 
Anger can increase your heart rate 
so much that you cannot clearly 
concentrate on the situation you are 
facing. Take a deep breath. If you are 
in a relationship, agree in advance 
on a signal for taking a break. A time 
out can keep disagreements from 

getting out of control. It doesn’t mean 
ignoring your feelings, but instead 
finding a way to cool down so you can 
come back and resolve the problem.

Don’t use alcohol or drugs to cope with 
anger. This will not make things better.

Take care of yourself.  
Try to eat well, drink plenty of water.  
Do something nice for yourself – a 
warm bath, aromatherapy, a cup of tea.  

Practice helpful thinking.  
Check out your thoughts.  Are they 
negative or unhelpful?  If so, they may 
be causing your anger.  Develop a plan 
to substitute helpful thoughts. 

If you’re having problems sleeping: 

• Use calming strategies to calm your 
body and mind, including:

 − Breathing exercises
 − Meditation
 − Stretching
 − Yoga
 − Prayer
 − Listening to quiet music

• Try adopting a new behavior or 
routine for at least one week to see  
if it helps. Some examples are: 

 − Wake up at the same time every  
day. Don’t “sleep in” for more  
than one hour.

 − Give yourself 30 minutes of 
“winding-down” time before you 
go to bed.  
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 − Do something non-stressful and 
non-stimulating (turn off your 
television or computer because 
their light spectrum stimulates 
wakefulness).

 − Have a bedtime routine that 
reminds your body that it is time 
to go to bed, such as taking a bath, 
listening to quiet music, reading 
a book.

 − Do not stay in bed when you 
are not asleep.  If you cannot fall 
asleep in 20 minutes, get up and 
go to another room until you feel 
sleepy, then try again.

 − Do not drink coffee, tea, cocoa or 
cola after 4 p.m.  The caffeine will 
make it harder to fall asleep.

• Consider talking to your physician 
or counselor.  

 − If these strategies do not work, 
seek help.  Sometimes it helps to 
have a “sleep coach” to help you 
find what works for you.
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27Seeking Help

How do I know when I need help? 
There is nothing wrong with seeking 
help whenever you need it. You 
deserve assistance whenever you want 
it. Don’t wait until you feel desperate. 
Chicago Survivors are here you 
navigate your feelings. 

You might feel overwhelmed, but you 
are not alone. 

• Talk to a trusted friend. 

• Talk to a pastor or spiritual leader. 

• Join a Chicago Survivors Support 
Group to see how others cope and 
to learn about memorializing the 
person you love. 

• Chicago Survivors can also find a 
doctor or counselor for you or your 
family member. 

Our office: 312-488-9222
Our HOTLINE (24 hours):  

877-863-6338
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