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SECTION 8: SURVIVOR HEALING

SURVIVOR 
HEALING

INTRODUCTION
Healing	from	any	type	of	sexual	violence	is	a	
personal	journey	and	will	vary	for	each	individual.	
The	way	a	survivor	chooses	to	begin	and	
continue	on	their	healing	path	will	depend	on	
a	variety	of	factors.	Gender	identity,	ethnicity,	
sexual	orientation,	religious	affiliation,	cultural	
identification,	support	systems,	and	life	history	are	
just	a	few	of	the	factors	that	will	have	an	impact	
on	how	a	person	navigates	their	individual	healing	
process.	

Although	there	are	many	factors	that	will	contribute	
to	the	process	of	healing,	there	are	some	steps	
that	will	apply	to	many	survivors.	The	steps	below	
highlight	some	of	the	widely	recognized	phases	a	
person	may	go	through	on	their	individual	journey,	
though	that	journey	will	look	different	for	every	
survivor.	Much	of	the	following	information	has	
been	adapted	from	two	books	by	Ellen	Bass	and	
Laura	Davis:	The Courage to Heal	and	Beginning 
to Heal,	and	from	Judith	Herman’s	book	Trauma 
and Recovery.	Although	many	of	the	key	points	
have	been	provided	throughout	this	manual,	they	
are	included	here	in	a	concise	summary	to	provide	
advocates	with	a	single	point	of	reference	for	the	
different	aspects	of	healing	from	sexual	violence.

Before	learning	about	some	of	the	common	themes	
in	healing,	it	is	important	to	acknowledge	survivor	
resiliency	and	the	part	resiliency	may	have	in	the	

overall	healing	process.	Resiliency	is	having	the	
ability	and	willingness	to	make	progress	and	move	
forward	after	experiencing	difficult	life	situations.	It	
is	also	about	being	able	to	adapt	to	how	one’s	life,	
and	possibly	one’s	surroundings,	have	changed.	
Human	beings	are	capable	of	being	highly	resilient,	
and	while	resiliency	does	not	erase	pain	and	
suffering,	it	can	equip	survivors	with	an	innate	
strength	and	motivation	to	conquer	obstacles	in	
front	of	them.	According	to	the	Suicide	Prevention	
Center	(2000),	“A	resilient	person	demonstrates	the	
ability	and	ways	to	manage	stressors	that	are	both	
effective	at	the	time,	and	also	help	strengthen	them	
against	future	adversity.”

COMMON THEMES IN 
HEALING

Healing	requires	a	conscious	decision	and	
commitment	on	the	part	of	the	survivor.	There	is	
no	one	way	to	heal.	People	find	their	own	healing	
path,	and	may	change	directions	or	try	many	
approaches	throughout	the	process.	Some	people	
go	into	therapy,	some	join	support	groups,	some	
use	massage	or	art	therapy,	and	some	read	self-help	
books	and	rely	on	family	and	friends	for	support.	
Survivors	can	draw	from	many	different	parts	of	
their	lives	to	inspire	and	direct	their	healing.	

Taking Stock

The	long-term	impacts	of	sexual	violence	can	
be	broad,	affecting	one’s	sense	of	self,	intimate	
relationships,	parenting,	physical	health,	work	
life,	and	mental	and	emotional	health.	Much	
of	a	survivor’s	energy	may	be	spent	on	day-to-
day	survival.	A	first	step	toward	healing	often	

Considerations for Advocates

Advocates will be speaking and meeting with survivors who have 
experienced different types of sexual violence, people who are at 
different places in their healing journey, and people with a variety 
of beliefs about healing and wellness in general.  As advocates 
familiarize themselves with the healing process, it becomes clear 
that surviving is healing in and of itself.
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involves	taking	stock	of	one’s	present	situation,	
acknowledging	that	violence	has	happened,	and	
recognizing	the	impact	that	it	has	on	the	survivor’s	
life.	Some	survivors	may	struggle	with	uncovering	
and	incorporating	memories	of	the	abuse.	Judith	
Herman	(1992)	says	“this	slow,	painstaking,	often	
frustrating	process	resembles	putting	together	a	
difficult	picture	puzzle.”	For	more	information	about	
repressed	memories,	refer	to	the	Child	Sexual	Abuse	
section	of	this	manual.

Deciding to Heal

Making	the	decision	to	heal	is	a	powerful,	positive	
choice,	introducing	a	richness	and	depth	to	life	
not	previously	thought	possible.	Facing	the	pain	
and	moving	through	it,	rather	than	around	it,	has	
been	described	by	survivors	of	sexual	violence	as	
providing	a	tremendous	sense	of	relief.	

Talking

Speaking	with	at	least	one	person	about	the	
violence	can	be	a	powerful	step	in	healing.	It	is	
important	that	this	person	be	someone	the	survivor	
trusts	or	feels	as	comfortable	as	possible	with,	
someone	the	survivor	believes	will	respond	in	a	way	
that	will	be	helpful	rather	than	hurtful.	Breaking	the	
silence	and	reaching	out	for	support	are	significant	
steps	in	the	healing	process.	It	may	be	helpful	to	
explain	to	survivors	that	the	act	of	giving	voice	to	
their	experiences	has	remarkable	healing	qualities	
in	itself.

Acknowledging Survival and the 

Process of Healing

 
It	is	powerful	for	survivors	to	acknowledge	that	they	
have	made	it	this	far,	using	whatever	internal	and	

external	coping	mechanisms	they	have.	Sometimes	
moving	forward	can	feel	so	overwhelming	that	
to	keep	going	seems	impossible,	but	they	have	
survived	the	direct	experience;	it	is	behind	them,	
and	acknowledging	this	truth	speaks	volumes	about	
the	courage	and	strength	within	survivors.		Healing	
often	begins	with	the	acknowledgment	of	survival.	
Healing	is	a	process	and	may	be	life-long	for	some	
survivors.	Acknowledging	any	and	all	steps	taken	
towards	healing	is	important.		Those	steps	are	part	
of	each	survivor’s	journey.
 
Observing Self-Blame

Survivors	may	become	aware	of	deep	feelings	of	
guilt	or	regret	as	they	take	steps	toward	healing.	
The	reality	that	survivors	are	not	responsible	for	the	
violations	that	happened	to	them	may	be	difficult	
for	some	survivors	to	integrate.	For	some	survivors,	
blaming	themselves	gives	them	a	sense	that	they	
can	then	“fix”	things,	giving	them	a	sense	of	control	
that	has	helped	them	to	cope.	

Considering Confrontation and 

Forgiveness

Many	survivors	may	struggle	with	the	idea	that	
confrontation	and	forgiveness	are	necessary	steps	
in	the	healing	process.	Survivors	may	consider	
these	in	relation	to	offenders,	and	also	others,	such	
as	concerned	others	who	knew	about	the	sexual	
violence	that	occurred.	However,	survivors	have	
the	right	to	define	and	decide	what	steps	they	take	
toward	their	own	healing.

Confronting	an	offender	and	forgiving	an	offender	
are	not	the	same.	Confrontation	may	be	a	positive	
step	in	the	healing	process	for	some.		It	is	important	
to	remember	that	confrontation	is	not	always	

Considerations for Advocates

Not all survivors possess the same level of resiliency; however, with 
the support of advocates, survivors may be able to identify strengths 
and abilities they were not able to previously recognize.
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possible,	and	that	if	it	is	possible,	it	may	not	go	as	the	survivor	hopes	it	will.	For	additional	information	
about	considering	confrontation,	please	see	the	Additional	Materials	at	the	end	of	this	section.	

Forgiveness,	as	with	confrontation,	is	a	personal	choice	and	may	have	a	spiritual	component	to	it	for	some	
survivors.	Forgiving	an	offender	of	sexual	violence,	or	others	involved,	may	happen	for	some	survivors	
after	they	have	been	working	on	their	healing	for	a	considerable	amount	of	time.	Others	may	explore	
the	possibility	of	forgiveness	when	they	feel	safe	from	the	offender	or	others	harming	them	again.	
Some	survivors	may	explore	forgiveness	as	a	start	to	their	healing,	some	may	feel	that	forgiveness	is	not	
necessary	to	their	healing,	and	some	may	choose	not	to	forgive	the	offender	and	will	be	comfortable	with	
this	choice.

Becoming Empowered

 
Empowerment	is	the	process	of	transforming	the	pain	and	powerlessness	created	by	sexual	violence	into	
the	realization	that	one	can	live	their	life	beyond	their	experience	of	sexual	violence.		Judith	Herman	(1992)	
describes	this	process:	

The	survivor	no	longer	feels	possessed	by	[their]	traumatic	past,	[they	have	ownership	
over	themselves].	[They	have]	some	understanding	of	the	person	[they]	used	to	be	and	of	
the	[harm]	done	to	that	person	by	the	traumatic	event.	[Their]	task	now	is	to	become	the	
person	[they	want]	to	be….	Survivors	may	focus	their	energies	on	helping	others	who	have	
been	similarly	victimized,	on	educational,	legal,	or	political	efforts	to	prevent	others	from	
being	victimized	in	the	future,	or	on	attempts	to	bring	offenders	to	justice.	(p.	202)

Advocates	have	an	opportunity	to	contribute	to	a	survivor’s	sense	of	empowerment	by	listening	and	
trusting	the	survivor’s	ability	to	know	what	is	best.	

Exploring Spirituality

Spirituality,	a	sense	of	being	connected	with	something	larger	than	the	physical	self,	has	helped	many	
trauma	survivors	not	only	to	stay	on	the	healing	path,	but	also	to	lift	their	burdens.	Nature,	meditation,	an	

Considerations for Advocates

It may be helpful for callers to discuss what they hope to get out of a 
confrontation situation and what might happen if the confrontation 
does not go as planned. The advocate can explore with them ways to 
create a safety plan around the confrontation by identifying potential 
support people and self care strategies.

Considerations for Advocates

Survivors make spiritual connections in many ways, which may or 
may not involve a formalized religion. Advocates need to be sensitive 
when exploring spirituality with callers who may have experienced 
sexual abuse within a religious institution or in a ritualistic setting.
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inspiring	piece	of	music,	a	belief	in	a	higher	power,	
can	all	become	entrance	points	to,	or	aspects	of,	
spirituality.	For	some	survivors	of	sexual	violence,	
the	comfort	that	can	accompany	spirituality	is	a	
welcome	and	safe	haven,	and	one	that	is	always 
accessible.

Reconnection

Finally,	reconnection	involves	the	survivor	getting	
back	to	some	or	all	of	the	people,	places,	and	
activities	the	survivor	enjoys.	Prior	to	the	sexual	
violence	or	the	demands	of	the	healing	process,	
individuals	may	have	had	professional,	social,	and/
or	community	networks.	These	relationships	may	
have	understandably	been	put	on	hold	while	the	
survivor	focused	on	healing.	Reconnection	can	also	
be	about	discovering	what	is	it	the	survivor	enjoys	
doing,	and	who	they	enjoy	being	with.	For	some,	
the	main	task	up	to	this	point	has	been	surviving	
and	making	it	through	each	day.	This	may	be	the	
first	time	a	survivor	has	explored	connecting	with	
others	and	taking	steps	toward	finding	peace,	joy,	
and	pleasure	in	their	lives.

ADDITIONAL MATERIALS

Considering Confrontation

The	information	in	this	additional	material	is	
adapted	from	The Courage to Heal	by	Ellen	Bass	
and	Laura	Davis	(1992)	and	Victims No Longer: 
Men Recovering from Incest and Other Sexual Child 
Abuse	by	Mike	Lew	(1990).

There	is	no	clearly	defined	course	of	action	when	
considering	whether	or	not	to	confront	an	offender	
and/or	others	involved.	For	survivors,	it	is	a	personal	
decision	and	there	may	be	many	reasons	to	
consider	confrontation,	including:

 • Wanting	validation	that	sexual	violence	
actually	took	place

 • Seeking	information	to	help	piece	together	
the	survivor’s	memories

 • Sharing	the	impact	the	sexual	violence	had	
on	the	survivor

 • Breaking	the	silence

There	may	also	be	many	reasons	to	avoid	
confrontation,	including:

 • The	presence	of	ongoing	danger

 • A	lack	of	support	through	the	process

 • Not	wanting	to	take	on	additional	stress

 • Not	wanting	to	risk	being	disregarded	

It	is	important	to	consider	what	might	be	gained	
and/or	lost	by	confrontation.	What	does	one	hope	
to	get	out	of	the	confrontation,	and	what	are	the	
possible	consequences?	It	is	also	important	to	think	
ahead	of	time	about	the	range	of	possible	responses	
from	the	offender	or	other(s)	being	confronted.	
Responses	from	the	offender	or	other(s)	can	range	
from	denial,	an	ambiguous	response	such	as	“I	don’t	
remember,”	to	acknowledgment	of	the	survivor’s	
experiences,	to	an	apology	for	what	has	happened.		

There	are	different	ways	to	go	about	confrontation.	
A	survivor	could	do	this	in	person,	over	the	
telephone,	in	a	letter,	or	through	someone	else.	
If	a	survivor	chooses	in-person	confrontation,	it	is	
important	to	consider	carefully	comfort	and	safety,	
including	time	and	location.	It	may	be	helpful	to	
practice	what	the	survivor	hopes	to	say	at	the	
confrontation.	It	is	important	for	survivors	to	say	
what	they	want	to	say	and	to	ask	what	they	need	to	
ask.	Survivors	may	not	be	heard	in	the	way	they	had	
hoped,	or	get	the	answers	they	hoped	to	get,	but	
for	some,	confrontation	can	provide	the	satisfaction	
of	knowing	that	they	spoke	up	and	said	what	was	on	
their	mind.	

At	a	planned	or	unplanned	confrontation,	people	
may	expect	the	survivor	to	listen	to	the	offender’s	
side	of	the	story,	or	to	hear	other	people’s	reactions.	
If	a	survivor	wants	to	have	this	type	of	a	dialogue,	it	
may	be	helpful	to	think	of	doing	it	at	another	time,	
rather	than	at	an	initial	confrontation.

If	the	offender	and/or	other(s)	are	unavailable	for	
some	reason,	perhaps	because	they	live	far	away	
or	are	deceased,	there	are	symbolic	ways	that	a	
survivor	can	consider	facing	an	offender:

 • Write	a	letter	and	do	not	mail	it

 • Write	a	poem	or	create	artwork	and	consider	
publishing	it
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 • Donate	money	to	an	organization	that	
supports	survivors

 • Simulate	confrontation	in	a	controlled	
therapeutic	environment

It	is	important	that	survivors	be	clear	about	their	
motivations	and	expectations	when	considering	
confrontation.	In	addition,	survivors	will	benefit	
from	having	support	at	all	stages	in	the	process	
should	they	decide	to	go	forward	with	a	
confrontation.
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