
Basics for Helping Survivors
At Any Age or Stage in Healing
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◊ Help identify and address the victim’s safety needs, 
including physical, emotional and cognitive safety. 

◊ Give as many choices as possible and make suggestions 
that might increase safety, but do not make decisions 
for the survivor.

◊ Ask if s/he feels safe being alone and if there is anything 
s/he needs that would increase a sense of safety.

◊ Ask if s/he wants the door open or closed. 
◊ Explain processes (examinations, interviews, etc.), and 

who and what will be involved before beginning.

◊ Maintain a non-judgmental attitude in order to help the 
survivor regain power and control. Survivors who 
perceive they are being judged may immediately 
relinquish control to others to avoid further judgments. 

◊ Help the survivor identify strengths and why these are 
critical. Capitalizing on what is already inside is most 
helpful with coping and healing. 

◊ Remind the survivor that s/he can heal from this event.

Prioritize Safety

◊ Maintain a non-judgmental attitude, regardless of 
personal feelings or emotional responses.

◊ Treat the survivor as a person first, not a “case” 
or a “complaint.”

◊ Give the survivor as much control as possible, even with 
small things such as which chair to use. It may include 
letting survivor decide what order to do things, giving 
choices about appointments and professional providers. 

◊ Keep in mind that the survivor has a full life aside 
from this trauma and its impact. 

◊ Remember to “check in,” that is, periodically ask how 
s/he is and whether s/he needs a break. 

Demonstrate Respect

Minimize the Potential for 
Retraumatization or Triggering

◊ Talk to other professionals, supervisors or colleagues 
about your own feelings and thoughts regularly to 
minimize any secondary stress or trauma. This is 
especially important if you work primarily or 
exclusively with trauma related issues. 

◊ Remember, you can’t be helpful to others unless you 
take care of yourself.

Support and Encourage

◊ Be attentive and focused, and take steps to eliminate 
distractions and interruptions.

◊ Reflect the content of what is being said by gently 
clarifying and asking follow-up questions.

◊ Reflect the survivor’s demeanor and mood, for example, 
if s/he is speaking softly and slowly, your demeanor 

should be relatively soft and on the slow side.

Listen Actively and Carefully

People cope with extraordinary circumstances to the best of their ability and in ways unique to the 
individual. Sometimes survivors’ behaviors may appear problematic or even self-destructive to 
others, but seem like the best option to the survivor. Individual coping strategies depend upon the 
survivor’s personal history, cultural background, values, history of other trauma, personal

worldview, individual perception of the event, existing coping skills, and responses of family and friends. Coping is also greatly
influenced by interactions with people encountered after the violence. Your contact with a survivor may have more impact than
you realize. It is imperative that you remember that you are dealing with a person – survivors are women and men, mothers and
fathers, wives and husbands and lovers, daughters and sons, sisters and brothers, neighbors, friends, colleagues and co-workers. 

In many cases, greater knowledge and understanding can be keys to healthier coping strategies. You can help by giving survivors
accurate and understandable information, especially information that helps with understanding of emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral responses to the assault. It is also important to help survivors understand that there is no “correct way” to think, feel
or behave after a trauma. While there are some responses that are more adaptive than others, all responses may be seen as a
reaction to an extraordinary event, even symptoms of Acute Stress Disorder and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Survivors will
have different strengths that will help them cope, and different vulnerabilities that will present challenges for them. You can
help them recognize, utilize and build on their strengths, and recognize and manage their vulnerabilities.

A trigger is something that reminds the survivor of the
assault through sensory stimulation. Triggers may be
auditory, visual, tactile, and/or olfactory similarities to
something related to the assault. Triggers are often
unexpected and sudden, and can leave a survivor feeling
overwhelmed and out of control. A trigger can make a
survivor feel as if s/he has been through the event all over
again and understanding this phenomenon is very helpful. 
◊ Triggers and retraumatization can be caused by thinking 

or talking about the traumatic event, even when 
necessary.

◊ Educate survivors about ‘triggering’ and assist them 
to find ways of regaining control and a sense of safety. 

◊ Provide and seek information at a rate that does not 
overwhelm the survivor. 

Maintain Self-Awareness 
and Self-Care


