Tips for Family & Friends to Support a Survivor of Sexual Assault


After a rape, survivors may be openly upset, even hysterical, or  they may be numb and seemingly calm.  You can help her/him to:
· Feel Safe: Someone who has experienced a sexual assault has been violated in a very personal and traumatic way.  Because of this violation, they may want to have someone with them to help them feel secure.  Sometimes just being physically present with the survivor is very comforting and reassuring.  

· Be Believed: It is important that you communicate support and acceptance to someone who has disclosed a sexual assault to you.  Here are some suggested responses that convey your support:

· I’m sorry this happened to you. 

· You didn’t deserve for this to happen. 

· This wasn’t your fault.

· I believe you. 

· Know it was not her/his fault: Most victims of sexual assault feel as though they are some how to blame for their own assault.  Especially in acquaintance rape/date rape situations victims often feel as though they should have done something different or seen it coming.  While this is a normal response, it’s important that as a support person you help the victim know that they are not to blame.  No one wants or asks to be raped.  

· Regain control of her/his life: Because of the nature of the crime, rape victims often feel a total loss of control due to the assault.  It is very important that the survivor begins to regain control over her life.  This can be done by allowing the survivor to make decisions about seeking medical attention, reporting the assault to law enforcement, determining who she talks to about the assault, etc.  Although tempting, do not try to take over and do what you believe to be right for your friend/significant other/family member.  Now is the time to help her/him re-establish control and respect the decisions they make, even if those decisions differ from what you believe are “right” or what you would do.
· Obtain medical assistance:  Medical attention immediately after the assault is important for treatment of any physical injuries, testing for sexually transmitted infections, HIV, and/or emergency contraceptives.  Please note: Medical care providers are mandatory reporters for sexual assault.  If the victim reports seeking medical attention due to a sexual assault or rape, the police will automatically be called.
After a friend, significant other, or family member discloses a sexual assault, it is common for a support person to want to help, but often don’t know how resulting in a feeling of helplessness.  The following are suggested ways you can offer support: 

· Listen; do not judge.  Now is the time for you to offer non-judgmental support to your friend/significant other/family member.  Try to avoid asking questions as to why they were there, what they did to fend off the perpetrator, etc.  These questions can really make a survivor feel as if they are at fault for the assault, or worse, that you believe they did something wrong.  Accept her version of the facts and be supportive.  The support person can be a very difficult role to assume; Voices of Hope offers counseling, crisis line and walk-in services to you as well as the survivor.
· Offer Shelter.  If it is at all possible, stay with her/him either at their place or have her/him spend the night at your place.  This is not the time for her/him to be alone, however make sure you allow this to be her/his decision; do what is most comfortable for the survivor.

· Be Available.  She/He may need to talk often and sometimes at odd hours.  She/He may not have a lot of people with whom they feel comfortable talking about the assault.  Sometimes this can lead to a heavy burden on the support person.  Do what you can, but also offer information about Voices of Hope’s 24 hour crisis line: 475-7273 or to utilize walk-in services or support groups.

· Offer Comfort.  She/He has experienced something traumatic and needs support and comfort.  Though it may feel as if you’re not actually doing anything, offering unconditional support can be priceless.  

· She/He is not to blame.  Let her/him know she/he is not at fault for the assault.  This is crucial.  Many rape victims blame themselves.  She/he needs to be reassured that the rapist holds all responsibility for the assault.

· Be Patient and Understanding.  It can be very difficult to watch someone you love suffer and in those cases it is not uncommon to try to “speed up” the healing process.  No one responds in the same way to a traumatic event like a sexual assault, nor is there a timeline for recovery.  Be patient and allow your loved one to process through this experience in their own time.

· Do Not be Overly Protective.  When someone we love has been hurt, it is natural to want to protect them.  You can do this by encouraging her/him to seek assistance for dealing with the assault and respecting her/his choices.  Accept her/his solution to the assault, even if you disagree with the decision.  This is the time for you to set aside your feelings and offer unconditional support to your loved one.  If you experience strong feelings such as feeling as though you want to get revenge against the perpetrator, or that she/he needs to report the rape to authorities, talk to a friend, call the crisis line or seek assistance at Voices Of Hope.
Voices of Hope

2545 N St. Lincoln, NE 68510

402-476-2110 or 402-475-7273 (crisis line)


