SUPPORTING SURVIVORS
OF SEXUAL ASSAULT e

When someone has been raped or sexually assaulted, they need a great deal of
support from the people around them as well as from people like counsellors, the
police, doctors and so on.

Many people simply do not know how to help somebody through the trauma of rape or
sexual assault, and so they become frustrated and bewildered and feel that they are
in some way failing the person they care about. These feelings can sometimes be
transmitted to that person, making it even harder for them to cope with their
experiences and often leaving them with even more feelings of guilt and confusion.

Every person responds differently to abuse, although there are certain feelings that
are common, such as fear, distress, humiliation, anger, confusion, numbness and
guilt. The feelings a person has may vary from week-to-week, day-to-day, even
minute-to-minute. What is important is that someone who has been attacked is
allowed to experience their feelings without fear of having them invalidated or
dismissed. It is important that they feel they have people who will allow them to talk
and will try to understand their needs rather than assuming that others know best and
rushing them to "get over it".

It is essential that they know they are believed, and that they be allowed to begin to
rebuild their life at their own pace. The dominant feature of sexual abuse is that it is
forced on a person against their will, and it is an act of violence and violation
regardless of how much visible "violence" is used; it takes away a person's control,
and so it is vital that someone who has been through this be in control of their
journey to recovery. People who have been raped or sexually abused need to rebuild
feelings of safety, trust, control and self-worth, all things which are often lost
through an assault.

The following are some tips on 'dos’ and 'don'ts' to help you to help the person you
love through the trauma of rape or sexual assault. The responses of those near to a
survivor can occasionally make things more difficult for them, and that is something
nobody wants. The focus should always be on the survivor - never try to make them
do anything they don't feel comfortable with. Also try to remember that you need
support too, in order to continue supporting the survivor.

The support services at Survivors Network are also available to supporters of
survivors. See page 5 for more information on this.
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DON'T CRITICISE

Don't criticize a survivor of abuse for being where they were at the time, for not resisting
more or screaming, for not talking about it earlier or for anything else. Anybody,
anywhere, can be a victim of abuse, regardless of age, gender, looks, dress and so on.
Regardless of circumstances "no" means "no," and nobody deserves to be raped.

Myths about women "asking for it" or men being "unable to help themselves" create a
burden of guilt on the survivor in the first place, and they may already feel partly
responsible. Any criticism of their handling of the situation, either during the attack or
afterwards, simply adds to that guilt, and it is important that the blame is placed firmly
where it belongs - with the person who committed the assault.

DO UNDERSTAND

Listen and try to understand why they were unable to prevent it from happening. They
may have been frozen by fear, or have been unsuspecting and trusting, or they may have
been threatened or physically attacked and may have realistically feared worse would
happen if they resisted. You wouldn't expect somebody who has been mugged to have
been able to prevent it.

DO LISTEN TO THEIR REASONS

Listen to their reasons if they didn't tell you immediately. They may have been scared of
your reaction, they may have felt ashamed or embarrassed to tell you, they may have
been trying to protect you from the upset of knowing, they may have chosen to think it
through first, or to talk to people less personally involved.

DO HELP THEM DISTINGUISH BETWEEN °IF ONLY'S™ AND GUILT

Try to help them distinguish between wishing it had never happened, in terms of wishing
they hadn't been there at that time, or said what they said, and so on, and it being their
fault it happened. Everyone has a basic human right to be free from threat, harassment or
attack.

DON'T OVERSIMPLIFY

Try not to over-simplify what has happened by saying it isn't very bad, "never mind",
"forget it". Let them say exactly how they feel and allow them to work through it in their
own time.
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DO REASSURE THEM THAT YOU ARE THERE

Reassure them that you will give them your support, and allow them time to work it
through. Make it clear that you will be around to talk to now or in the future, and help
them to trust you not to push them into expressing things before they are ready. Ask if
they know any other friends they would find it easier to talk to, or if they would like to see
a Counsellor, and offer to help them organise this if they'd like you to, but remember not
to pressure them into anything they don't feel ready for.

DON'T TAKE CONTROL

Sexual abuse makes people feel invaded, changed and out of control; try to imagine how
this feels, and try to do what helps them rather than what makes you feel better - listen
to what they want. It is crucial that they be able to make their own decisions and regain
influence over what happens in their lives in order to rebuild trust and strength.

It is common for loved ones, themselves distressed, to step in and be too protective, or to
treat survivors differently and make their decisions for them, all of which can add to their
frustration. Ask them how they want to be helped, and in trying to do this you'll help
rebuild their trust.

DO HELP THEM TO FEEL SAFE

Help them to feel safe and take part in things again, but only at their own pace and in
ways they feel are best. Knowing they can talk to you about feeling unsafe and can ask
for your companionship when they need it, will be reassuring as they tackle difficult
things.

DON'T FRIGHTEN THEM

Don't come up behind them or touch them unexpectedly or in a way that reminds them of
the assault. They may want to be held and comforted, or prefer not to be until they feel
safe - ask what feels best. Don't feel offended if they find it difficult to be close,
emotionally or, if you are their partner, sexually, after the assault. It is not that they feel
you might assault them but that it may recall their feelings of violation and fear.

Encourage them to say what is comfortable and safe and how they want to spend their
time with you. If you find that there is an emotional distance between you following the
assault, try not to blame them or put pressure on them to forget it quickly.

Seek support for yourself from someone who may understand - feeling guilt or pressure
will only make it harder for them to work through the experience. Feeling that you are
listening and responding on the other hand will help them to re-establish feelings of
closeness and trust.
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DON'T DIRECT ANGER AT THEM

Don't direct the anger and frustration you are likely to feel about the assault at the
survivor. They will already be worried that what has happened to them will hurt those
close to them. Reassure them that you know it isn't their fault, and if you do feel anger,
make it very clear that it is directed towards those who committed the assault and not
them. Remember that threatening to take the law into your own hands is not helpful; it
can make them feel even more unsafe, make them distressed to see you so upset, or
could worry them that you'll get into trouble or get hurt.

It can also make them feel out of control of the situation and that their needs are again
being ignored. You may need to ask friends or other trusted people for support and ideas
about how to deal with your own understandable feelings of anger and frustration.

DON'T BLAME YOURSELF

Don't blame yourself for what happened because you weren't with them, hadn't
protected them, etc. The responsibility lies solely with those who committed the assault.

DON'T SPEAK FOR THEM

Don't speak for them unless they specifically want you to. When friends, the police, the
doctor, etc., ask how they feel, always let them speak for themselves. If they want to
talk to someone who isn't emotionally close to them, make it clear that they can choose
whether or not you are with them.

DO ENCOURAGE A MEDICAL CHECK-UP

Remember that whether or not they choose to report the assault to the police, they
should have a medical check-up, and may need pregnancy, HIV or STl tests, although
again, remember not to put pressure on them.

On the 'Resources' tab of our website, there is a 'medical appointment sheet' that the
person you are supporting can take with them to an appointment to help explain to the
clinician what their boundaries are.

DON'T EXPECT TOO MUCH OF YOURSELF

They may need different types of support from different people. No one person can do
everything for them. It can help you too to know that they can go to other people for
support if they choose to. Sometimes, a counsellor or trusted friends and colleagues can
help in ways those closest to them can't.

You won't be able to magically make everything better straight away, but you can make a
great different by showing them that you believe them, that you don't blame them, and
that you want to help them regain control of their life. By listening, respecting their
feelings and views and showing you care, you can help them begin to heal again.
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RESOURCES & SUPPORT

Survivors' Network is the Rape Crisis Centre for Sussex, supporting survivors of sexual
violence and abuse and their supporters across Sussex.

We believe that no one should be alone when they have experienced sexual violence. We
are here for survivors whether their experiences were a week ago or fifty years ago.

We will support you, listen to you and believe you.
Our friendly Welcome Team are here for all of your calls, emails and self-referrals made
through our website. They will guide you through our services, and signpost you to make

sure you reach the right people.

You can email them on info@survivorsnetwork.org.uk, or give us a call on 01273
203380.

You can also visit our website, www.survivorsnetwork.org.uk, and fill out a referral form
on our 'Get Help' webpage so the Welcome Team can get in touch with you.

We have a self-help guide for supporters that you can find on the 'Resources &
Information' tab of our website.

You might also find it useful to have a look at our '"Myths About Rape' document you can
find in the same section, for more information about the kinds of stereotypes that can
cause further harm, self-blame, and shame for survivors of sexual violence. Knowing
about these stereotypes may help you to better understand what your loved one is going
through.

HELPLINE & EMAIL SUPPORT

Our Helpline & Email Service is open every Monday (7-9pm) & Wednesday (12-2pm) for
people of any gender aged 14+. We offer support to survivors, professionals and loved
ones/supporters of survivors.

Call us on 01273 720110 or email at help@survivorsnetwork.org.uk.
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