Suggestions to Recovery from Sexual Assault

The suggestions below are not linear. They are about validating the experience of sexual assault and working through the symptoms associated with it. 

These are just a few steps toward recovery. Undoubtedly there will be other steps survivors will uncover as they continue on the journey. It is important that a survivor is issued unconditional positive regard and that she/he is gentle with herself/himself in recovery. 

It may be an extremely difficult path; one survivor's may not want to take alone. It is recommended that survivors have assistance in their recovery. It can be friends, family, a trained counselor, or any other person whom the survivor deems to be safe, trustworthy, and understanding. Although survivors may feel a great deal of isolation, it is important to know that they are not alone. Remember that this is a process where the survivor needs support and guidance.

Take these experiences as suggestions. This may be a messy process, survivors may feel better at times, and worse at other times. This may be an introduction to recovery or enhancing the progress of recovery survivors have achieved in the past.
 

1. Get a support system in place. Survivor's need a strong support system in order to work through sexual assault. However, they should be selective in the process. Survivors need someone who is understanding and nonjudgmental. The idea here is to feel safe. A counselor/therapist can be a member of your support system.

2. Identify strengths to build on: It important to know what the survivor is doing right or she/he will focus on what they are doing wrong. Survivors should be mindful of their assets. It is helpful to write them down and place them on the mirror, refrigerator, anywhere they can be seen on a regular basis. Knowing the strengths to build upon will create the very foundation needed to work through the experience with sexual assault. 

3. Identify ways to self-soothe. Anxiety and depression may be side effects of working through the effects and impacts of sexual assault. Part of the foundation of recovery is to be able to soothe yourself when you are feeling anxious. This can be difficult for survivors as they may feel that they are amidst a life under fire. This may not be easy, but it is important that they cultivate skills that are calming and can bring them back to center. Without these, the anxiety may pile up and the depression may become greater. 

It is important that they are able to find relief in something healthy. Self-soothing can involve journaling, talking to a friend, going for a walk, meditating, or anything else that is not hurtful to the survivor or anyone else. Remember that the goal is to have a healthy outlet which calms anxiety, depression, and fear.

4. Finding your story. When survivors keep things to themselves, they deny themselves help. This suggestion is difficult as survivors have to face their fear and have what may be the hardest conversation they will ever have. Many survivors think that if they don't talk about it, it didn't really happen. Suffering in silence is a struggle. "I was raped" may be the most difficult sentence they can utter. By voicing and validating their experience, they can open up to what is ahead. Although there may be things that they cannot remember; memories may come as they continue on this journey. 

5. Educate yourself on the topic of sexual assault and related issues. Knowledge is power. It allows survivors to identify what happened and how it is affecting them. By educating themselves on topics such as "Rape Trauma Syndrome" or "Post Traumatic Stress Disorder," they will be empowered and will better understand their symptoms. There are many excellent resources regarding recovery. It is important that they know the symptoms and aftermath of sexual assault. Although every survivor's recovery is individual, finding common ground may enhance their recovery as they realize they are not alone. 

6. Identifying the impact of the sexual assault. Before and after the sexual assault, survivors may have certain thoughts, behaviors, or feelings. These may have changed as a result of the sexual assault. For example, survivors may have had higher self-esteem prior to the sexual assault and now they struggle with positive feelings about themselves. Survivors may be more depressed, anxious, or fearful. Painting the "before and after picture" will validate the impact of the sexual assault. In addition, it shows survivors areas they want to strengthen. 

7. Assign responsibility. Sexual assault is the responsibility of the assailant. It doesn't matter what the survivor was doing, wearing, drinking or what has transpired in the past. Sexual assault happens as a result of the behavior of the assailant. It is NEVER the survivor's fault. Being angry with themselves is a difficult place to be. Survivors need to listen to people when they validate them and their experience. Survivors need to hear those words and take them to heart. 

8. Identify triggers. There are triggers that may remind survivors of the sexual assault and creates feelings as if it is happening all over again. Getting triggered is typically a result of intrusive symptoms. This step may also be difficult as it asks survivors to look at components of the sexual assault. It does not have to be an exhaustive list. In looking at where survivors "buttons" are they can be prepared and stay in the here and now. When survivors get triggered, typically they move through the symptoms of PTSD. Survivors may have anxiety, intrusive thoughts, or they may feel as if they need to retreat by leaving the room either physically or psychologically. Remember that to get triggered is normal. 

9. Get help with other concerns. It is not uncommon for survivors to have problems that are not associated with the assault. These include physical problems, yearly check-ups, dentist, etc. It is very common for women to neglect going to the gynecologist as it may be too traumatic. It is important that survivors have a "well-rounded" recovery. In taking care of their health, they may be better equipped to deal with additional stress. 11. Empower yourself. It is important that survivors cultivate and regain their power. They may do so by reaching out to others whom have had the same experience, taking a self-defense class, or doing something they have always wanted to do. Realize that some fear is normal. It is important to lean into the resistance and move through life intentionally. 

