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Feelings Frequently Reported By Rape Victims
Rape is sexual conduct without consent gained by force or the threat of force. Rape is
a humiliating physical and psychological attack; its effects can be shattering. The first call
for help from a rape victim may be the most important. It can be hard for the victim to make
that call. Given the fabric of myths unfavorable to the victim that society had created around
rape, we can understand that the victim will be frightened to hear him or herself say to another
person that they have been raped. At a workshop on rape, a rape victim told us that the rape
victims place a lot of responsibility on the person they call for help. Therefore, when a rape
victim calls you or comes in to see you, it is important to help immediately as much as you can
in practical, concrete ways, and to create a feeling of mutual trust, security and competence so
they will feel comfortable about calling you or your group again if they need you.
Fear of People, Sense of Vulnerability
The rape victim frequently finds that he or she fears people and that they feel vulnerable going
about the regular activities of life. They may keep curtains drawn at night and during the day;
jump at certain sounds or sights; glance behind them; not go outside at all. They may be
particularly attuned to sexual innuendos, stray looks, pats, pinches, feels, etc. which they realize,
due to their heightened awareness, are all around, but which they used to take in stride. Now
those things cause terror. It may reassure them to know that many rape victims experience these
feelings and that they often remain long after the rape. They should try to be with friends and
build up their self-confidence again. This process is especially difficult for the victim when the
attacker was someone they trusted. In this case, not only their faith in others but their faith and
trust in their own judgment has been undermined by the rape. They will need time and support to
regain a realistic trust in themselves in relation to others.

Loss of Control Over Their Own Life
The rapist has forced him or her to submit to something they did not want to do. Possibly, they
harbored some ideas before the rape that rape couldn't happen to him or her, that they would be
able to resist or could take care of themselves. Since the rapist overcame their resistance by force
or fear, they no longer feel sure of anything about themselves and their self-determination.
Sometimes even little decisions like whether to have a cigarette or whether to eat become
momentous things. The victim practically has to repossess his or her self after the rapist took
possession by force. They have to reassert the value of doing things for themselves, have to insist
to themselves that they are worthwhile and still have willpower and control over themselves.
A related aspect of fear of people and loss of control enter when the victim has followed a life
style of trusting people, leaving doors open, talking to strangers, making friends in odd places,
hitchhiking across country, and so on. They may feel that in addition to their body, the rapist has
stolen their whole way of life. How can they return to their former freedom and trust when rape
has happened to them? Hopefully this frustration can develop into a combination of realistic
alertness, constructive anger and action to combat rape and its consequences.
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Fear of the Rapist
However he or she did it, the rapist overcame the victim's resistance and forced her or him to
submit to sexual demands. They have been robbed of self-volition and made helpless. They have
faced the possibility of violent injury or death. If the rapist was successful once, might they try it
again? The need we all have to preserve ourselves from bodily harm or death cannot be taken
lightly. If the victim resisted harder next time or even tried the kill the rapist, as some victims
have said they would do, they may be killed.
Fear of attack under these circumstances is normal human fear. The victim is not crazy or
paranoid to fear the attacker. They may also fear people who remind them of the attacker. This is
not crazy either. The pain of the experience, mental and physical, is still fresh in their mind.
They need positive assurances from those around that life is worth living and they need to
explore step-by-step instructions on what to do if the attacker does show up. Talk about the
attacker. If they knew the rapist, do they think he or she will come back? If so, encourage them
to plan accordingly. If it was a stranger, does the attacker possibly know the victim's name,
address, or phone number? Suggest alerting their employer not to give any information about
them to anyone. They could seek police protection by reporting the rape. The more they calmly
talk about the rapist, the clearer they will be about their plan for action if the rapist should return.
They may decided to get a protective dog, to take training in self-defense, to develop a warning
or "help" signal with a friend or neighbor; they may memorize the police emergency phone
number or have it written on the phone, etc. Whatever they decide, their plan should be clear in
their own mind and simple to put into operation even when they are emotionally upset.
Talking About the Rape vs. Risks of Telling
Talk to the victim about telling friends or other people. They may feel compelled to tell everyone
they see, or they may feel they have to hide the rape from everyone. They may find it difficult to
articulate out loud, even to ne's self, the fact that they have been raped, let alone to share this fact
with another individual. They are taking a risk by telling people about the rape since some
people will not be supportive. They may not be ready to stand up to their fears, doubts or real or
implied accusations, especially if they are friends or if they know the rapist and tend to be
protective. They need to see the dangers of being frank to everyone and to evaluate each
situation as it arises before telling someone. Nevertheless, supportive friends and relatives are
invaluable to the victim in dealing with the rape. Some rape victims never call any rape crisis
line, perhaps because they have people to talk to who will support them as long and as intimately
as the victim needs.
Concern for the Rapist
Many victims have expressed concern about what will happen to the rapist if the rape is reported
to the police. Some victims want psychiatric help for the rapist rather than jail. Perhaps these
attitudes are the result of their efforts to understand what happened and what their contributions
were to the assault. If no physical beating or other violence occurred, some victims even say that
it is not worth sending a man to jail. It is human to show concern for another human, especially
one in trouble. In feeling sorry for the rapist, they should not repress their anger for the
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indignities they have suffered just as most robbery victims wouldn't think of forgiving and
forgetting someone who robbed them.
Anxiety, Shaking, Nightmares
Victims often react after physical with shaking and anxiety. The relief of having made it, the
shuddering at the thought of how close to death they were are expressed in this way. The victim
remembers the incident. The trauma goes so deep tat they may have nightmares. They think what
they could have done and what the attacker could have done. Continued support from all around
and reassurance that they are physically safe and can do things to protect themselves will help
these symptoms of trauma dissipate. The nightmares will continue, perhaps, but they will not be
as vivid.
The next five symptoms or reactions - guilt, why me?, shame, embarrassment, and stupidity - are
treated together because they represent a tendency of women to blame themselves for things that
happen to them - a tendency with numerous social and psychological studies have documented.
Women are taught that they are especially responsible for sexual contacts which go "too far", and
women's feelings abut that forced contact frequently reflect the feelings they have been taught to
have about other sexual events. If women are caught in this line of thinking, they perceive rape
as just a contact which got out of hand, rather than as an aggressive act.
Guilt
Many women tell us they feel guilty about the rape. They may fear that they "asked for it" or
provoked it by their actions. They may feel they did not resist enough. Horrible as it was, they
may also feel that because we often hear that women really enjoy being raped, somehow they
did. They may feel guilty for looking nice, for giving the rapist an opportunity. Where do these
feelings come from? These feelings are society's myths and misconceptions about sexuality and
rape. These myths say that men cannot control themselves. They say that women who go out
alone at night or who hitchhike are "asking to be raped." If the victim spoke to the attacker once,
she may feel she was at fault. These feelings are the dirt result of knowing what society thinks
and worrying what society will think of her now. Positive, unwavering support and calm
objective talk about the absurdity of these destructive myths can help her see that she is not the
one who should feel guilty. Ask her this: Why should anyone feel guilty for being the victim of
an attack?
Wondering - Why Me?
Some women wonder why the rapist chose them. What is it about them that separated them from
other women? These feelings arise from the common mistaken belief that rape happens to
women who "ask for it", or who in some other way made themselves noticeable. These beliefs
are wrong; anyone can be raped. To help the victim see this, try to get her to tell you how she
came into contact with the rapist and what contacts she has with the rapist and where the rape
occurred. The rapist probably already knew where he could rape someone without interference
and waited until a woman happened into that spot. It might have been a room he knew was
empty or a dark corner or deserted parking lot. He may have maneuvered they situation to get
someone there. In short, she should be reminded that the rapist made the decision to assault her.
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Shame
The destruction of self-respect, the deliberate efforts by the attacker to make the victim do things
he or she knows the victim and society detest, to make the victim feel dirty and disgusting, may
cause shame. That they submitted at all, even if at knifepoint, may cause shame. Society's
attitudes toward sex and different sexual acts are all reflected in that shame. The victim who
feels violated needs to see that rape as an attack, not as a choice they made. One need not feel
shame where no choice was involved.
Embarrassment
There can be two kinds of embarrassment. She may be embarrassed to discuss the physical
details of the assault. Our bodies have always been regarded private and her privacy has been
stripped from her by another. Telling anyone at all may be painful. The other kind of
embarrassment is one we have all felt at times. It cam be embarrassing to admit that such a thing
could happen to us at all.
A victim's conversation with you should be private and serious. She needs to feel confident
talking to you and feel right about her choice of whether or not to tell anyone else. If she wants
to tell anyone else, she needs to feel safe in talking to you about further revealing her story and
should receive any help she feels it necessary to make further revelations. There are many
reasons given for not telling parents, police, for instance, but try help if she decides to do so.
Stupidity
The extent of her mistake that led to the point of rape determines how really stupid she feels. If
she was hitchhiking, for instance, she may blame herself for the rape because she knew it would
be risky. It is good to admit an error and to try to be more cautious in the future, but an
admission of error must not hide the fact that she was attacked. She was not the attacker, and no
person asks or deserves to be raped no matter how thoughtless or careless they were.
Anger
Anger is an appropriate, healthy response to sexual assault. When some one burglarizes our
homes or runs into our cars we are angry. The victim has been attacked and humiliated, so they
should be angry. They can vent their anger in several ways. They can report the incident to the
police. They can tell others about the attacker or about the situation he or she created leading up
to the attack.
In summary
Victims need calm, reassuring, unwavering support. They need to know they are not crazy. They
need help to restore their dignity and self-respect. They need not feel ashamed or guilty. They
need to see the total rape experience for what it was, an attack on their whole being. The rape
cannot be allowed to become a dominant factor in their life. Such an assault is a terrifying
experience that must be incorporated into one's life and them one can continue living as a
stronger person. It would be damaging to repress the experience or to negate their own part in it,
however small.
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It is difficult for a victim to call a stranger and say: "I was raped!" Consequently, the beginning
of a conversation with a victim is very important. Be calm, supportive. Explore with them
reasons they may be feeling the feelings they describe to you. It is not important for you to know
all the details of the assault. You only need to know those details that can help with sorting out
their feelings and put the rape into proper perspective. A good start is often to see if they have
seen a doctor. There are practical details they can talk about until they are ready to talk about
their feelings. Are they reporting to the police? Are they afraid the attacker will come back?
Always five them the feeling you believe them, that you understand their situation and that you
are firm in your own feelings about rape. They may not want to talk deeply with you, but may
want to listen to you tell how other victims have felt. Your concern for them as a person and your
knowledge and confidence in your beliefs will go a long way. Remember that they may not
know how they feel and what they want. It is up to you to help them explore what hey are really
feeling.
Be prepared to talk as long as they need you. Be sure to tell her she may call anytime or at what
times she may call. Tell them your name and give your telephone number. Try to be sure they
have a friend or relative who they trust since they may need them.

Rape Trauma Syndrome:
The Journey to Healing Belongs to Everyone
© Amy Menna, Ph.D., LMHC, CAP
Some say rape is about power. It has been said that when a woman is raped, her power is taken
away. Not only is this notion erroneous, but it is what keeps many woman silent. The immense
power within a woman cannot be destroyed. It can be hidden under scars that feel like they will
last a lifetime. However, the lasting effects of rape can be mitigated by uncovering the power
that may feel like it was cleverly concealed. So many survivors believe that they are alone on a
journey. Their story may be theirs...but the journey belongs to everyone.

The Story of Ella
Ella was raped at 17 when she was walking home from volleyball practice. The man who
assaulted her was someone that she knew from school. He approached her asking her to help him
lift something in to his van. He said that he would be able to give her a ride home afterwards.
When they reached the van, he proceeded to rape her. When he was finished, he told her to get
dressed and get in the front seat. He drove her right to her home without having to ask directions.
Ella never told anyone about the assault. She came home that day, went up to her room, and took
a shower. After that, her mother asked her to come down to dinner. Knowing that her absence
would be noticed, she sat at the dinner table pretending as if nothing happened. When asked if
there was something wrong, she said that practice had been difficult. After dinner, she completed
her homework and went to bed.
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Ella attempted to put the assault out of her mind, never telling anyone. However, after the rape,
she started having problems in school and became increasingly anxious. She started having more
arguments with her parents as they were constantly frustrated by her unwillingness to get up to
go to school. What her parents weren't aware of was that she slept very little throughout the night
due to nightmares. Ella also began drinking more on weekends and was smoking marijuana at
night just to be able to fall asleep. Her temper was extremely short which created problems with
her friends. She began to isolate more and more.
At the request of her parents, Ella went to see a psychiatrist. She discussed the symptoms of
depression and her inability to sleep. Never was she questioned about a history of sexual assault,
nor would she volunteer the information. She was placed on a common antidepressant and sent
on her way. Family therapy was recommended as the majority of problems seemed to surround
her parents.
Soon she went away to college and her drinking increased significantly. She began dating a man
who was verbally and physically abusive. At one point, she was referred by one of her professors
to student services after coming to class intoxicated. She was reprimanded for poor judgment
and placed on academic probation. This only created more discord with her parents. Fights with
her boyfriend became more frequent and at one point she began to cut her arms "just to get a
hold of herself." She started to think of suicide.
Her parents again intervened and sent her to a therapist. Again, she was not asked directly about
a history of sexual assault. She explained her irritability and at times violent outbursts. She was
diagnosed with Bipolar Disorder and sent to a psychiatrist who gave her medication. As many of
her problems were external, Ella felt that the medication did not help therefore stopped taking it.
When Ella returned home for the summer, her parents immediately noticed a problem with her
drinking. She was placed in a residential treatment facility for her addiction. The therapist asked
directly whether or not Ella had been raped or sexually abused. For the first time, Ella told
someone about what happened on the way home from school. Saying it out loud was her first
step in her journey to healing. In doing so, she began identifying the underlying reasons why she
made some of the choices she had made. Ella was able to recognize that on the day she was
raped, she began fighting the world and never stopped. When she was raped, it made her feel
scared, damaged, and like she had done something wrong. She had spent years wondering, "if I
had only..." Ella realized that the way her life played out was a direct result of what she thought
about herself.
Through trauma specific treatment, Ella was able to identify that issues surrounding safety and
self-worth were at the heart of her troubles. She began making choices that would insure her
safety such as putting up boundaries and not tolerating abuse. She began treating her body
respectfully by discontinuing the use of alcohol and illicit drugs.
It was a constant struggle to change her way of thinking and feeling. She completed hours of
exercises intended to increase her self-esteem. She created meaningful friendships with other
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women and started doing volunteer work for a women's shelter. At the end of the day she was
filled with pride about her actions instead of disgust about herself. Ella had found the power of
which she was searching for so many years.

The Truth About Rape
According to the Federal Bureau of Investigations Uniform Crime Report, Sexual Assault is the
most underreported crime in the United States. Survivors of sexual assault are often met with
intrusive questions, accusations, and fear a losing battle of "he said - she said." Although women
are the majority of the survivors, sexual assault does not discriminate. For many women, it has
the single most significant influence on their life without them even knowing it.
The effects of rape reach far beyond the physical injuries incurred. What transpires is a journey
where trust is lost and the bedrock of lives becomes quicksand. Rape survivors experience
common symptoms of flashbacks, nightmares, anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. Lack of
services and under reporting leave the survivor alone in a journey along with scores of others
who also feel isolated. So close to each other, yet so far away.

Rape Trauma Syndrome
Rape Trauma Syndrome (RTS) was identified by Ann Wolbert Burgess and Lynda Lytle
Holmstrom in the midseventies after studying the typical patterns of rape survivors. RTS
describes a process that rape survivors go through in response to the fear experienced during a
sexual assault. Although each survivor has their own experience, there are common
characteristics some survivors possess. These characteristics are the direct result of the profound
fear inherent in sexual assault.
The response immediately after a rape varies with each individual. This immediate response is
described as the Acute Phase. The Acute Phase can last anywhere from a few days to a few
weeks after an assault. It is a response to a complete disruption of one's life and the horrific
experience of being sexually assaulted. The Acute Phase produces as many responses as there
are survivors. Some survivors may cry, others may laugh, and still others may be completely
silent. As you saw with Ella, she went about her normal routine for the evening.
It is important to note that there is no "wrong" way to cope with the immediate after effects of
sexual trauma. Each survivor is unique and will process the assault in different ways. The
various responses to the initial assault fall into two categories; expressed and controlled.
Survivors engaging in expressed responses are open with their emotions and are in an emotional
state. Examples of expressed responses are crying, yelling, showing anger, or agitation. The
second type of response is known as the controlled. Survivors engaging in this style of response
contain their emotions and focus more on keeping their composure. These responses are a result
of the survivor "regrouping" after the situation that has occurred. Again, neither response is
superior to the other. They are both responses to trauma.
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During the Acute Phase survivors may feel disbelief or in some way frozen. It has also been
described as if survivors "left their body," forever being unable to reconnect with the woman or
man who was raped. Survivors may feel humiliated, confused, dirty, ashamed, or in some way at
fault for the assault; especially in the case where the assailant was an acquaintance. Physical
concerns may arise during the acute phase as well. These concerns may be the direct result of the
assault (i.e. bruising or soreness) or fear of the possible physical ramifications of the assault (i.e.
pregnancy or STD's).
The Acute Phase can be described as the world turning upside down. Everything that was in
place has fallen in disarray. The basic orientation to life has been lost by the survivor. This
disturbance can result in nightmares, heightened anxiety, or a complete disconnection from one's
emotions.
After the Acute Phase, comes the Reorganization Phase where the survivor attempts to
reorganize her life. This phase invites a myriad of emotions such as fear, anxiety, denial, and
most of all the loss of security. The shattering of security as well as trust is inherent in sexual
assault. This loss of the fundamental need for security wreaks havoc on the survivor's life. The
feeling of being unsafe looms over the survivor causing a heightened state of anxiety, difficulty
with intimate relationships, and hypervigilence such as constantly checking one's surroundings.
The loss of trust coupled with feelings of being unsafe chip away at the personal relationships
surrounding the survivor. Relationships suffer as a result of the survivor's isolating from their
support system either physically or emotionally. The survivor may feel a general disconnection
from peers as a result of the perceived unique experience. The shattering of trust can cause
intimate relationships to be diluted as survivors may have a heightened suspicion of other's
motives and feelings.
During the Reorganization Phase, the survivor attempts to reorganize his or her life and create
the world that she or he once knew. Despite best efforts though, this phase is often riddled with
feelings of guilt and shame. The survivor's attempt to get back to his or her routine is often
plagued with feelings of anxiety and fear. She may attempt to return to normal social functioning
(i.e. go out to social engagements), yet may find herself unable to do so. His or her attempts to
re-establish in relationships may be hindered by lack of trust.
Long term reactions to sexual assault may also include the inability to find peace within this
world. Sexual assault can change the individual forever as well as the world as they know it. The
end result is a constant state of turmoil. At times, the survivor may not even recognize what is
happening within. Sexual assault causes the body to be an unfriendly environment leading the
survivor to at times feel dirty and ashamed. These feelings cause the individual to disconnect
from their body entirely. Without a connection to their body, the survivor is unable to listen to
internal states which assist her in navigating through the world. This contributes to a feeling
inherent in many survivors, the feeling of being "lost."
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Sexual Assault and the Body
The words "the scene of the crime" speak volumes in criminal investigations and movies. In the
case of sexual assault, despite where the event occurred, the scene of the crime is the body itself.
The body then becomes less of a vessel for the spirit, and more of an enemy always reminding
them of what they long to forget. Resolution of the sexual assault requires the body to be
empowered. Forming a loving relationship between survivors and their bodies will enhance their
ability to care for themselves as well as live with less anger and fear.
During a traumatic experience, the body morphs into a different creature, one who of which
better equipped to handle the situation. An assault at this level is then captured by this "creature
within" who holds onto it to protect the individual from having to deal with such an emotional
upheaval. Although its intentions are noble, it can only hold on to so long. Eventually, the
memories and feelings start leaking out, causing the body to remember what the mind has
forgotten.
The results are body-based symptoms which may not be recognized by the survivor as having a
root in the assault. Survivors may have increased somatic complaints long after the original
assault. These complaints may come in the form of gastrointestinal problems, migraines, or
chronic pain. Sexual problems may also occur such as pain during intercourse.

Intrusive Symptoms
As stated above, the disconnection from one's body causes symptoms to leak into the survivor's
life without his or her consent. These are known as intrusive symptoms. They are appropriately
named as they intrude upon one's life. One symptom known to many survivors is a "flashback."
This is when the survivor flashes back in to a memory of the assault. Survivors may feel as if
they are seeing it or feeling it all over again. Intense fear surrounds these flashbacks as the
survivor is not able to predict or control when they will occur.
Ella suffered from a common symptom of sleep disturbance. Survivors may have trouble falling
asleep due to their racing thoughts or inability to calm their body. Some may attempt to put off
sleep, knowing that nightmares are most likely going to wake them up in the middle of the night.
This lack of rest only serves to compound the symptoms during the day.
Survivors may also experience extreme emotions that may not match the situation at hand. For
example, some survivors may have more of a "quick temper" after the assault. Many are prone to
depression or heightened anxiety. What was a "normal" worry is now an obsession that renders
them fearful or impulsive. Feelings are internal cues that tell information about the world and
what we are experiencing. For the survivor of sexual assault, feelings are more "flood gates" that
tend to open with the slightest provocation.
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Arousal Symptoms
Sexual assault can rob a survivor of their safety. This feeling of not being safe lasts long after the
assault. It's this lingering feeling that causes a survivor to have what is called arousal symptoms.
A common arousal symptom is known as an exaggerated startle response. If you have ever seen
a scary movie, you can relate to being "on the edge of your seat." This feeling may be
entertaining for a short time for some (hence the majority of the movies are action packed), but
to sustain this state is both exhausting and damaging to the survivor.
A common arousal symptom seen in rape survivors is hypervigilence. When individuals feel
safe, they are able to attune to what they choose to focus on. In the past, however, dangerous
things happened "out of nowhere." In order to protect the body, the individual is hypervigilent to
his or her surroundings, always attuned to what is going on in the background. This
hypervigilence may be exhausting to the survivor as well as those around her. He or she may be
accused of having a lack of attention or focus.

Avoidance Traits
Sexual assault creates an internal environment so scary that survivors may avoid any reminders
of the event. Avoidance symptoms are behaviorsof which a survivor engages in to avoid
reminders of the event. When referencing "reminders," though, one needs to recognize all that
was connected with the assault. To illustrate, if one was raped in a park, they may avoid large
open spaces. They may be triggered also by trees, the sound of birds, or a swing set that was near
during the assault. Perhaps the assailant was wearing a certain cologne; in this case one may
avoid smells including lotions, department stores, or other places where their senses may get
triggered.
Emotions that may have been present during or after the assault may be avoided as well. For
instance, survivors may avoid feelings of sadness or fear as they connect them to the assault.
They may see them as signs of weakness and may correlate it with being vulnerable. Many
survivors will avoid putting themselves in any vulnerable place even if it is showing emotion or
letting go of a secret. A vulnerable position may lead to physical and emotional pain. Survivors
will go to great lengths to ensure that the situation does not get recreated. Hence, survivors may
work on escaping or avoiding both physically and emotionally vulnerable situations at all cost.
Avoidance issues can cripple a survivor emotionally as they have taken themselves out of
important facets of life. Survivors of gang rape or date rape may avoid gatherings or large
crowds. Intimate friends and partners are now no longer trusted. The survivor becomes more and
more isolated from their peers as well as their own emotional experiences. Ella found the peer
interaction to be too overwhelming and chose to retreat. Prolonged avoidance of dealing with the
trauma of rape can lead a survivor to "hide out," causing them to work long hours, and/or
become obsessed with isolated behaviors such as eating or exercising.
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As the survivor attempts to avoid the difficult feelings associated with rape and its aftermath,
many increase their use of mood altering substances. They may use alcohol or drugs to blanket
the feelings of anxiety or fear. Many find mood altering substances initially comforting as they
produce a feeling of safety. Others find that the only way for them to fall asleep through external
means such as a substance. The flashbacks are then contained with drugs or alcohol. The amount
needed to numb the pain or contain the memories increases until they become addicted. Many
identify this as a problem and seek to lessen their drug and alcohol use. However, the less they
use, the more symptoms of the sexual assault may come up. In these instances, the need for
treatment of substance abuse as well as the assault is needed concurrently.

Negative Cognitions Associated with Rape Trauma
Although some survivors are able to connect their present feelings and symptoms to the original
trauma, many survivors use present day problems to explain unhappiness. For example, they
may not identify the deep rooted trust issues of which they may struggle. Instead, they believe
that their present relationships are "not working out." A good look at an individual's life will
reveal the true beliefs they have about themselves and the world. When one doesn't feel worthy,
it leads them to construe situations to confirm their unworthiness.
In life, there are certain "rules" we use in society to create a safe and predictable world. For
instance, the fact that the sky is blue has become a "rule" in our head ever since we first learned
our colors. We then use this fact as a reference point to determine whether or not something is
amiss in our world. We have also learned that a gray sky typically produces rain. In this case,
our world becomes predictable. If the sky is blue, there is little chance of rain. If the sky is gray,
we need to prepare for rain.
Additional "rules" and guidelines lay within the human mind. These rules are called "cognitions"
or "beliefs." They are beliefs about oneself which are perceived to be true based on one's
experience. Some common beliefs are that people are good, the world is relatively safe, sex is
pleasurable, and we are in control of our environment. A sexual assault can change these beliefs
at the core of the human being. These beliefs infiltrate the survivor's life without the conscience
being aware. The beliefs then morph into the feelings that people are bad, the world is not safe,
sex is something that hurts, and the environment is out of control. These beliefs about oneself
and the body then polarize the survivor from their body or their world. However, rarely are
survivors able to articulate that they feel their body is an enemy. Instead, they present with
eating disorders, substance abuse, or self injurious behaviors.
Here are some common beliefs which may result from a sexual assault;
1. The world is not a safe place.
Typically, we are able to walk around in a relaxed state free from the feeling of impending
doom. If this were not the case, we would walk this earth on a heightened state of alert. Our
heart rates would be up, we would not be able to concentrate on the task at hand, and we would
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be very suspicious of those around us. This can be true of the survivor. Prior to the assault, they
took comfort in a normal routine. Things were very predictable until the unpredictable happened.
Feeling as if the world is not safe creates a fearful environment. Walking around in a fearful state
is what leads to the heightened anxiety. The sense of pending doom lingers and the survivor
seeks safety in many ways.
Safety in such a tumultuous world means either fighting your way through life or withdrawing
all together. Relationships can be tainted with suspicion and intimacy is nearly lost.
If the assault was in the home, many people try to avoid the memories by moving. On the surface
this may look like a solution. As triggers tend to be generalized, an individual may not feel safe
in the home wherever it is. This related belief is that my home is not safe. In this instance, there
is no refuge for the survivor until this belief is reversed.
2. I am less than.
The feeling that the individual is somehow tainted often follows a sexual assault. The fact that
the body is the scene of the crime, feelings of shame become almost inescapable. This driving
belief may lead to sexual problems and feelings of contempt for one's own body. Due to the
contempt felt by the survivor, the body becomes a place that warrants harm instead of care. This
can lead to self-injurious behavior such as cutting or burning. There is also no regard for the
harmful effects alcohol or drugs have on the body.
Ella is a good example of someone who feels that she is somehow damaged or "less than." She
experienced a great deal of abuse always believing that it was her fault. She engaged in sexual
practices that she regretted. In this instance, she made a decision based on her boyfriend's wishes
outweighing her own.
Subsequent sexual acting out can stem from this belief. After all, if someone feels as if they are
dirty or bad, they will expect people to treat them as such. A good illustration of this may be a
survivor who enters into relationships with abusive men. These men in turn treat the survivor as
if she or he was less than thereby perpetuating beliefs about the self. Domestic violence can
ensue as the survivor continues to believe that he or she is dirty or doesn't deserve love. Positive
relationships that may develop are abandoned as they contradict what the survivor believes to be
true.
Associated beliefs with this are; I am damaged goods, I am worthless, I am here for other's
enjoyment, and I am dirty.
3.

Sex is something painful.

Sexual assault is often accompanied by physical pain. Flashbacks during subsequent sexual
activity perpetuated this belief. What once was a pleasant act to be shared between mutual
partners may now be a dirty despicable act to be avoided. Partners are often unaware of the
impact the assault has had on the survivors. At times they are unaware of the assault altogether.
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The feeling that one is engaged in an act that has harmed them in the past can lead the survivor
to disassociate during intimacy. Attempts may be made to avoid any sexual activity all together.
4.

People cannot be trusted.

Although it is true that some people in this world cannot or should not be trusted, a survivor
often loses trust in all people. In many cases, the survivor was acquainted with the perpetrator.
This contributes to the survivor feeling as if she somehow brought it upon herself. This belief,
which is extremely erroneous, leads to feelings of over responsibility and shame.
Intimate relationships are adversely affected as suspicion lingers on the mind of the survivor.
Support networks that were in place prior to the assault are not accessed as a result of this belief.
Intimate relationships developed after the assault may be tattered with trust issues as well.

Treatment of Rape
Part of the healing process is to uncover one's true belief system. Often survivors identify
verbally that the responsibility for the assault lies with the assailant. However, when you probe
into the workings of their mind, you uncover lingering feelings as if they had somehow brought
it on themselves. Eradicating these beliefs to the core then uncovers the strength beneath.
It is important that the survivor seek the treatment needed to resolve the underlying beliefs that
result in the troublesome aspects of his or her life. It is a journey where the hidden power is
uncovered. Through connecting with other survivors, women can share their stories and help
each other identify where they found their power. As with any treasure hunt, the more people on
your team, the better apt you are to find the gold.
A sexual assault can last from minutes to hours, but the lasting effects can go on for years. The
act committed by another person may leave a mark on the survivor so deep that at times they
may not even see it. The result is a cluster of symptoms that can only be resolved with awareness
and empowerment.
The spirit is amazing in its resilience and starts to heal the moment it becomes injured. In
becoming aware of the symptoms related to the assault, one can begin processing the events and
come to a resolution. Survivors are empowered to overcome the beliefs instilled in them during
the assault. Power is then uncovered showing strength that knows no limits. The spirit may have
become clouded, but it is never broken.
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Supporting a Rape Victim
Educate yourself about sexual abuse/rape and the healing process.
If you have a basic idea of what the survivor is going through, it will help you to be supportive.
Believe the survivor.
Even if they sometimes doubt themselves, even if their memories are vague, even if what they tell
you sounds too extreme, believe them. Survivors don't make up stories of sexual abuse or rape.
Let them know that you are open to hearing anything they wish to share, and that although it's
painful and upsetting, you are willing to enter those difficult places with them and to receive their
words with respect.
Validate the survivor's feelings: their anger, pain, and fear.
These are natural, healthy responses. They need to feel them, express them, and be herd.
Join with the survivor in validating the damage.
All sexual abuse & rape is harmful. Even if it's not violent, overtly physical, or repeated, all abuse
& rape has serious consequences. There is no positive or neutral experience of sexual abuse or
rape.
Be clear that the abuse or rape was not the survivors fault.
No one asks to be abused or raped. The survivor did what they had to do to survive. It is always
the fault of the perpetrator.
Don't sympathize with the abuser.
The survivor needs your absolute loyalty.
Express your compassion.
If you have feelings of outrage, compassion, pain for their pain, do share them. There is probably
nothing more comforting than a genuine human response. Just make sure your feelings don't
overwhelm theirs.
Respect the time and space it takes to heal.
Healing is a slow process that can't be hurried.
Encourage the survivor to get support.
In addition to offering your own caring, encourage them to reach out to others. Get support for
yourself. You will have many feeling about the abuse or rape also. Get support for yourself. You
need to take care of yourself so you can be there for the survivor.
Accept that there will very likely be major changes in your relationship with the survivor
as they heal.
They are changing, and as they do, you may need to change in response
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Childhood Sexual Abuse
Fast Facts:
1 in 10 children are sexually abused before the age of 18
Over 90% of them know their abuser
60% of abusers are acquaintances
30% of abusers are immediate or extended family
10% of abusers are strangers to the child
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Strategies for Working With Sexually Abused Children
When a child has been sexually assaulted, the hotline worker will often be contacted by a parent or
another family member. In speaking to parents, the hotline worker should keep in mind the following
objectives:
Receive the parents’ spontaneous reactions with empathy and understanding; be accepting of whatever
feelings the parents communicate; encourage expression of both “good” and “bad” feelings.
Common reactions to disclosure include:

o Shock: “How could such a thing have happened?”
o Feeling Helpless
o Blaming: Parents may use one or more of the following forms of assigning
responsibility:

o Self blame or guilt: “How could I have let this happen?” Remorse at having ignored
warning signs, having trusted the perpetrator, not having been sufficiently vigilant, etc.

o Blaming spouse or other family member: “You should have been stricter.” “You should

o
o

o
o
o

have known what could happen.” “You should have known that ___ could not be
trusted.” The latter is the most common when the perpetrator is a blood relative of the
person receiving the blame.
Blaming the victim: For disobedience, for not taking safety precautions, for not refusing
or resisting, for being naïve or trusting, etc.
Blaming the perpetrator: Remember- You cannot talk a parent out of feeling guilty or
assigning undeserved blame, but you can reflect back to them a more realistic
perception of the situation and remind them that children’s relative powerlessness,
their trustfulness, their confusion about what is appropriate sexual behavior, and their
ignorance of self-defense techniques can contribute to victimization.
Anger: Not only at the perpetrator, but also at the representatives of the many outside
agencies that become involved with the family following the disclosure, e.g. the child
welfare system, police, legal system, and mental health system.
Grief: Over what has been done to the child; over the irreparable changes within each
family member and within the family system; over the loss of trust and security
Fear: that the child will be irreparably damaged; that parents will not be able to protect
the survivor or other siblings from future assault; that the perpetrator will retaliate
against the family; that the child and the family will be stigmatized by neighbors and
friends.

In situations where the perpetrator is a parent, step-parent, or other individual upon whom a family is
dependent, there are additional fears concerning the consequences of disclosure. A mother may fear
the physical, economic, and emotional support. She may fear that her children will be removed from
home because of her failure to protect them.
Help parents accept the reality of what has happened. Because of guilt, fear, shame, etc., the parents
may attempt to resist further disclosure by denying the occurrence of sexual assault or by attempting to
pretend that what has happened was inconsequential. Such denials will prevent them from assisting in
their child’s recovery.
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Support the parents in believing the child.
Support the parents in not blaming the child and in alleviating the child’s sense of guilt. Pick up on
comments that blame the child (“I told him not to go to the park alone”; “I never trusted those kids that
she hangs out with”; “They were right in the next room and he didn’t even scream”) or that negatively
stereotype the child (“He’s always been so hard to handle”; “She takes after her mom who was a
prostitute”).
Explain to the parents why their child may not have been able to tell them about the assault. The
following are common reasons:

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Sex is a taboo subject in many families.
Youngsters don’t have the words to describe the experience.
Children are often confused about what kinds of touching are appropriate.
They fear parents’ anger or blame.
They feel responsible or stupid for having let it happen.
Older children fear that parents will cease to trust them and curtail their privileges.
They feel guilty for having derived some pleasure from sexual stimulation.
They fear the explicit or implicit threats of the perpetrator (don’t tell or you’ll be
whipped; mommy won’t love you anymore; they’ll take you away; I’ll be put in jail,
etc.)

Assist the parent in seeing that the child’s health needs are attended to. In the case of such physical
symptoms as vaginal or anal bleeding, discharge, rash, or sores, a referral to a pediatrician or hospital is
indicated.
A child can also be treated by any competent pediatrician or hospital clinic equipped to diagnose and
treat sexually transmitted disease, to conduct pregnancy tests, and to collect evidence of sexual assault.
It is common for children to be fearful of the medical procedures. Feelings of shame about selfexposure and guilt regarding the sexual assault may intensify their fear. Explanations about the
purpose of the procedures, descriptions of what will be done to them and what they will feel can be
reassuring. Victim advocates can help parents prepare their children for medical procedures and can
accompany children to the hospital or clinic.
Facilitate the beginning of parent-child communication regarding the assault. Children need honest and
accurate information in order to understand what has happened to them. They need to be reassured
that they were in no way to blame for what took place. They may be relieved to know that they are not
the only ones who have been sexually assaulted, that it happens to other children. They need to
ventilate the feelings they had during the assault; they may have had some pleasurable physical
sensations and felt loved and cherished. Parents should let their children know that it is okay to feel as
they do; they should react calmly and in a non-judgmental way. Often they fear that they will be
punished for disclosing, that the perpetrator may retaliate or continue to harm them, or that their
bodies will be permanently damaged as a result of the sexual assault. Repeated assurances by parents
are essential.
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Encourage the parents to bring their children for counseling and an assessment of how they are
handling the effects of the assault. Parents of children who have been assaulted report that they worry
about whether certain behavioral manifestations are normal or whether they represent unhealthy
modes of dealing with the experience of the assault. Sometimes parents tend to magnify symptoms
(such as age-appropriate interest in male-female differences) and sometimes they overlook signs of
disturbance. Both for the welfare of the child and for the parent’s peace of mind, it is advisable to have
the child evaluated by a counselor.
Alert the parent to the possibility that siblings of the survivor or children outside of their family may also
be the survivors of the same perpetrator. Encourage them to seek help for these other children as well.

Adult Survivor of Childhood Sexual Abuse
Definition/Description:
The caller/client is an adult who experienced, as a child, inappropriate sexual contact with another
person who may or may not have been a relative. The caller/client might be experiencing anxiety,
depression, low self-esteem, sexual adjustment problems, fear, guilt, lack of trust, nightmares,
flashbacks, new memories, periods of dissociation (spacing out), self-harm, or substance abuse.
Many adults who were victims of sexual abuse have never told anyone or were not believed if they did
tell. Children are commonly threatened into keeping abuse secret. As a result, memories of abuse may
be denied or forgotten for years.
Goal/Approach:
Support the survivor in the present situation, and if appropriate, encourage him/her to seek individual
counseling.
Do:

o Commend the caller on his/her decision to share his/her experience. Listen, believe, be
supportive, and try to generate an atmosphere in which the caller feels safe.

o Be patient and explore the caller’s feelings and experiences at the caller’s own pace.
Let the caller know it is okay to have the feelings being expressed.

o Be aware of and prepared for the caller to express continued concern about
consequences for the offender, breakup of the family, disbelief, or continued abuse.

o Assure the caller that as a child s/he could not have stopped the abuse, given a child’s
limited ability to defend him/herself.
Don’t:

o Do not be shocked if the caller reports the sexual contact may have been physically
pleasurable.

o Do not focus on the abuser and his/her actions in place of the caller and his/her
feelings.

o Do not verbally attack the abuser. Respect the caller’s possible ambivalent feelings (e.g.
love-hate).
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Relationship Violence and Abuse
Signs of the Abuser
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Blames circumstances for own problems
Demonstrates unpredictable behavior
Belittles victim verbally
Cannot control own anger
Always asks for a second chance
Abuser says, “I’ll change…I won’t do it again”
Abuser’s family may have also resolved problems with violence
Plays on victim’s guilt (If you loved me, you’d…)
Behavior often becomes worse when abuser uses drugs or alcohol
Is closed-minded- Abuser’s way is the only way.
VERBAL ABUSE
Uses verbal “put-downs” in order to damage self-esteem of partner—“You’re so stupid that
no one else wants you”
Critical, frequently tries to change and control the other person
Blames others (including victim) for abuser’s own faults
May seem angry at the world, claims “There’s nothing wrong with me.”
POOR COMMUNICATION SKILLS, dominates conversation, may seem uncaring, a poor
listener
RELATIONSHIP PROBLEMS
Extremely jealous and/or possessive
A need to keep partner isolated and “CONTROLLED” in every way (financially, emotionally,
physically, control over children if any)
Minimizes or denies abuse, “I didn’t hit you that hard.” May be sorry after abusive episode,
will promise that it won’t happen again.
Doesn’t relate to partner as a person, but as a symbol or place-holder: MY partner
Rigid expectations of roles within the relationship—Partner must conform to abuser’s
definition of roles.
With heterosexual relationships, often strong “traditional” role expectations for the woman,
and NEGATIVE and derogatory and/or idealized attitude toward women in general
Selfish sexually. Sex is imposed rather than mutual. Little or no sexual satisfaction is
achieved by the partner.
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POWER AND CONTROL WHEEL
Physical and sexual assaults, or threats to commit them, are the most apparent forms of domestic
violence and are usually the actions that allow others to become aware of the problem. However,
regular use of other abusive behaviors by the batterer, when reinforced by one or more acts of
physical violence, make up a larger system of abuse. Although physical assaults may occur only
once or occasionally, they instill threat of future violent attacks and allow the abuser to take control
of the victim’s life and circumstances.
The Power & Control diagram is a particularly helpful tool in understanding the overall pattern of
abusive and violent behaviors, which are used by a batterer to establish and maintain control over
the victim. Very often, one or more violent incidents are accompanied by an array of these other
types of abuse. They are less easily identified, yet firmly establish a pattern of intimidation and
control in the relationship.
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The Cycle of Abuse

Emotional Reactions Experienced by Victims
of Domestic Violence
•
•
•
•
•
•

Loss of control, feelings of helplessness
Fear
Anger
Guilt
Embarrassment
Doubts about own sanity

NO ONE HAS THE RIGHT TO ABUSE YOU VERBALLY, PHYSICALLY, OR EMOTIONALLY
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Domestic violence
Why do they stay? Why don't they leave?
The information below is adapted from the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence.
It's not uncommon to hear "Why do women stay in abusive relationships?" or "Why don't they leave?"
These types of questions, although common, have a tendency—whether unintentional or not—to blame
victims and to suggest they enjoy or thrive on being abused. If they didn't enjoy being ill-treated, they would
leave, right? Obviously, if they choose to stay, they must have low self-esteem, right?
No. These attitudes are common myths about victims of domestic violence. The fact is that reasons for
staying are far more complex than a blanket statement about a victim's character or strength of will.
In some cases, women may seem to "want" to be beaten. For those who come from dysfunctional
families—families in which they were routinely beaten and emotionally abused as children—they know
no other patterns of behavior and have learned to expect frequent incidents of violence. For such women,
the anxiety of waiting for the next outburst of violence is often more stressful and agonizing than the
violence itself. They hate not knowing when they will next be hit, kicked, punched, burned, bitten, or
stabbed, and they would rather "get it over with" than not know when they will next be abused.
Often, it is dangerous for a person to leave an abusive relationship. If the abuser is economically abusive
and withholds all family money, leaving can lead to additional hardships. Leaving could mean living in
fear of being stalked, fear of losing custody of any minor children (parental abduction is not uncommon),
losing financial support, and experiencing harassment at work.
Do not underestimate the effects of domestic violence on its victims. Abused people experience isolation,
shame, embarrassment, and humiliation. People may not immediately leave an abusive relationship
because:


They fear their abusers will become more violent—perhaps fatal—stalking them if they leave.



Friends and family may not support their decision to leave.



They fear being a single parent with little money.



There are periods of calm, nurturing and love between incidents of violence (see The Cycle of
Abuse).



They may be unaware of sources of advocacy and support.



They may be unaware of shelters and other resources that offer safety and support.
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Safety Planning
Safety planning for someone involved in an abusive relationship is a necessary and important
step. Planning can be used while you are still with your abuser or after the relationship has
ended. While still in an abusive relationship, your safety is of primary importance.
These safety suggestions have been compiled from safety plans distributed by state domestic
violence coalitions from around the country. Following these suggestions is not a guarantee of
safety, but could help to improve your safety situation.

Personal Safety with an Abuser
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Identify your partner’s use and level of force so that you can assess danger to you and
your children before it occurs.
Try to avoid an abusive situation by leaving.
Identify safe areas of the house where there are no weapons and there are ways to escape.
If arguments occur, try to move to those areas.
Don’t run to where the children are, as your partner may hurt them as well.
If violence is unavoidable, make yourself a small target; dive into a corner and curl up
into a ball with your face protected and arms around each side of your head, fingers
entwined.
If possible, have a phone accessible at all times and know what numbers to call for help.
Know where the nearest pay phone is located. Know the phone number to your local
battered women’s shelter. Don’t be afraid to call the police.
Let trusted friends and neighbors know of your situation and develop a plan and visual
signal for when you need help.
Teach your children how to get help. Instruct them not to get involved in the violence
between you and your partner. Plan a code word to signal to them that they should get
help or leave the house.
Tell your children that violence is never right, even when someone they love is being
violent. Tell them that neither you, nor they, are at fault or are the cause of the violence,
and that when anyone is being violent, it is important to stay safe.
Practice how to get out safely. Practice with your children.
Plan for what you will do if your children tell your partner of your plan or if your partner
otherwise finds out about your plan.
Keep weapons like guns and knives locked away and as inaccessible as possible.
Make a habit of backing the car into the driveway and keeping it fueled. Keep the
driver’s door unlocked and others locked — for a quick escape.
Try not to wear scarves or long jewelry that could be used to strangle you.
Create several plausible reasons for leaving the house at different times of the day or
night.
Call a domestic violence hotline periodically to assess your options and get a supportive
understanding ear.
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Getting Ready to Leave
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Keep any evidence of physical abuse, such as pictures.
Know where you can go to get help; tell someone what is happening to you.
If you are injured, go to a doctor or an emergency room and report what happened to you.
Ask that they document your visit.
Plan with your children and identify a safe place for them, like a room with a lock or a
friend’s house where they can go for help. Reassure them that their job is to stay safe, not
to protect you.
Contact your local battered women’s shelter and find out about laws and other resources
available to you before you have to use them during a crisis.
Keep a journal of all violent incidences, noting dates, events and threats made, if
possible.
Acquire job skills or take courses at a community college as you can.
Try to set money aside or ask friends or family members to hold money for you.

General Guidelines for Leaving an Abusive Relationship
•
•
•
•
•
•

You may request a police stand-by or escort while you leave.
If you need to sneak away, be prepared.
Make a plan for how and where you will escape. Plan for a quick escape.
Put aside emergency money as you can.
Hide an extra set of car keys.
Pack an extra set of clothes for yourself and your children and store them at a trusted
friend or neighbor’s house. Try to avoid using the homes of next-door neighbors, close
family members and mutual friends.

Take with you important phone numbers of friends, relatives, doctors, schools, etc., as well as
other important items, including:
• Driver’s license
• Regularly needed medication
• Credit cards or a list of credit cards you hold yourself or jointly
• Pay stubs
• Checkbooks and information about bank accounts and other assets
If time is available, also take:
• Citizenship documents (such as your passport, green card, etc.)
• Titles, deeds and other property information
• Medical records
• Children’s school and immunization records
• Insurance information
• Copy of marriage license, birth certificates, will and other legal documents
• Verification of social security numbers
• Welfare identification
• Valued pictures, jewelry or personal possessions
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You may also create a false trail.
Call motels, real estate agencies and schools in a town at least six hours away from where you
plan to relocate. Ask questions that require a call back to your house in order to leave phone
numbers on record.

After Leaving the Abusive Relationship
If getting a protection order and the offender is leaving:
• Change your locks and phone number.
• Change your work hours and route taken to work.
• Change the route taken to transport children to school.
• Keep a certified copy of your protection order with you at all times.
• Inform friends, neighbors and employers that you have a protection order in effect.
• Give copies of the protection order to employers, neighbors and schools along with a
picture of the offender.
• Call law enforcement to enforce the order.
If you leave:
• Consider renting a post office box or using the address of a friend for your mail.
• Be aware that addresses are on protection orders and police reports.
• Be careful to whom you give your new address and phone number.
• Change your work hours, if possible.
• Alert school authorities of the situation.
• Consider changing your children’s schools.
• Reschedule appointments that the offender is aware of.
• Use different stores and frequent different social spots.
• Alert neighbors and request that they call the police if they feel you may be in danger.
• Talk to trusted people about the violence.
• Replace wooden doors with steel or metal doors. Install security systems if possible.
• Install a motion sensitive lighting system.
• Tell people you work with about the situation and have your calls screened by one
receptionist if possible.
• Tell people who take care of your children who can pick up your children. Explain your
situation to them and provide them with a copy of the protection order.
• Call the telephone company to request caller ID. Ask that your phone number be blocked
so that if you call anyone, neither your partner nor anyone else will be able to get your
new, unlisted phone number.

