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When a girl or woman has been sexually abused she may feel:

. afraid
o distressed
o humiliated

. angry
. confused
. numb
. guilty

Her feelings may vary greatly from day to day or month to month.

So how is it best to help and support?

From our experience of counselling women and girls, and their
family and friends, over many years, we realise how important
the support of those around her can be.

We have prepared this leaflet to offer ideas to friends and relatives
on how they can positively help a woman or girl begin to feel back
in control of her life again after suffering sexual abuse.

Because the responses of those near to her can sometimes make
things more difficult we also include advice about what is best
to avoid doing if you want her to feel more confident and safe
after the assauilt.



What you can do

Of course women have individual responses to being abused.
What always seems to help though is having someone around
who will listen and not rush her to ‘get better’ or ‘forget about it’,
someone who will try to understand how she herself is feeling and
what she wants in the way of support.

What is always essential is being believed and feeling sure that
the people she tells do believe her. Whatever the circumstances
of the abuse, there is always one dominant feature — that it was
something forced on the woman or girl, against her will, and that
it deliberately snatched control from her ignoring what she wanted.
The use of force, however physically damaging, is always a violent
act, causing distress and humiliation. To help her regain control
over her life and begin to rebuild her sense of worth it is essential
to recognise how upsetting and frightening it is to be forced against
your will in this way, especially as it is often accompanied by
further threats to her.

Women and girls who have been raped or sexually abused lose
their feelings of safety and trust. With your help she needs to
begin to rebuild those feelings of control, trust and self-worth.

DON’T — criticise a woman for:

. being where she was at the time of the abuse
. for not resisting more

. for not talking about it earlier etc



The facts show very clearly that women and girls of all ages,

of all appearance and in any circumstance (at home or out) have
been raped or sexually abused. Whatever the circumstances
women should not be forced against their will, without their consent,
to any sexual abuse or violence. The only way to create greater
safety for women and girls in the long term is to challenge the
behaviour of those men who attack women, not to blame her.

It is not her fault. Because of the many myths around about ‘women
ask for it or provoking assault, and about men ‘not being able to
help it’ and forcing sexual assault on a woman, she herself may
already be feeling at least partly responsible for what has happened.
She may be anxious to tell people for fear they will blame her or
not believe her. It is important and very helpful for her to place
the blame where it belongs — with the man or men who

abused her.

DO - listen and understand why she was unable to prevent the
abuse happening. She may have been forced by fear, she may
have been unsuspecting and trusting, she may have been
threatened or physically attacked, she may have realistically feared
worse would happen if she resisted.

DO - listen to why, if she didn’t tell you immediately. She may
have been scared of your reaction, she may have felt ashamed
or embarrassed to tell you, she may have been protecting you
from the upset of knowing, she may have chosen to think it through
first or talk with those less personally involved.

TRY — to help her distinguish between wishing it had never
happened, that she hadn’t been there where she was, said what
she said, and it being her fault that it happened.



It is a woman or girl’s basic human right, as it is everyone’s,
to be free from threat, harassment or attack.

TRY - not to over-simplify what has happened by saying it is not
very bad, ‘never mind’, forget it’. Let the woman or girl say how
she feels and work through it in her own time.

DO - reassure her that you will give her support, and give her
time to work things through. Make it clear that you will be around
to talk now or in the future, and help her trust that you will not
push her into expressing things she doesn'’t feel ready to.

Ask her if she knows any other friends or adults who she would
find it easier to talk to, or if she would like to see a Rape Counsellor,
which we can offer at our organisation. Offer to help her organise
this if she’d like you to, but again, don’t pressure her.

DON’T — take control of her life or make all her decisions for her.
Sexual abuse usually makes a woman feel invaded, changed
and out of control. Whatever happened, she didn’t want it to.
However she tried to get him/them to stop, it may not have worked
— he /they didn'’t listen to her or care what she felt. Try to imagine
how this feels and try not to do what makes you feel better — listen
to what she wants and try to show you care how she feels.

As part of her rebuilding trust and strength, it is crucial that she
is able to make her own decisions and regain influence over what
happens to her. It is common for friends and relatives, often very
anxious and distressed themselves by what has happened, to
step in and be too protective and watchful, or to start treating her
very differently and decide things for her. While this is
understandable, our experience shows that it can add to the
frustration. Ask her how she wants help and try to do what she
suggests, and she will build up her sense of trust.

DO - help her to feel safe and take part in things again, but only
at her own pace and in the way she feels best.












