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Message from the
committee
On September 16 2016, for the 35th anniversary of the Journée
d’action contre la violence sexuelle faite aux femmes, the Quebec
Coalition

of

Sexual

Assault

Centers

(RQCALACS)

published

a

summary of 12 helpful attitudes to adopt when someone opens up
to you for the first time about the sexual violence they suffered. This
edition of the 100 Issues journal will talk about those 12 attitudes.

Our reactions, and the way that we receive someone’s story in these
circumstances can have a positive or a negative impact on the
victim’s healing process. We need to pay special attention to our
words, our gestures and our non-verbal communication if we want
the victim to have a positive and constructive experience as they
share their story.

Knowing how to be open to a victim as they share their story is a
good thing, but it’s important to keep in mind that the experience
can also have an effect on the listener. Part of this journal will talk
about self-care, and how to be an advocate if you want to get
personally involved in the fight against sexual assault.

y
o
j
n
e
u
o
y
e
p
o
!
l
a
We h
n
r
u
o
j
the
3

Believe her
Most victims of sexual assault wait for a long time before they share their
story, whether it’s with somebody close to them or a counselor. According
to our statistics, women wait an average of thirteen years before turning to
the services of the CALACS. They feel ashamed, they think that people
won’t believe them, and they feel guilty: and this pushes them to keep the
assault secret for many years.
You need to believe the victim for her to start her path towards healing.
Her story might bring up a range of emotions for you, starting with anger,
frustration, disbelief, denial and powerlessness. This is normal. However,
your emotions shouldn’t make you question the victim’s story. You need to
understand that it took a lot for her to put her trust in you, and share her
story. It’s an important step.
Contrary to popular belief, women rarely make up stories about sexual
assault.

Nobody

wants

to

willingly

open

themselves

up

to

the

social

prejudice victims are subject to, or the incomprehension from the people
around them. There is no reason for them to make up stories like that.
(RQCALACS, 2016)

Did you know?
Only 5% of victims of sexual assault report it to the police
(Conroy & Cotter, 2017).
Of that 5%, only 5.9% are false accusations (a similar
percentage to other crimes) (Lisak et al., 2010). The belief
that victims invent a story of an assault for personal gain,
attention or revenge is false.

I believe you.
Thank you for trusting me.
Do you want to tell me more?
4

What can
I say?

Listen without judgement
Listen to the victim’s story without judgement. Show non-verbal signs of
openness: maintain eye contact, hold your body in an open posture, etc.

It’s not always easy, to not judge. We actually spend a lot of time judging
other people and situations, criticizing and comparing in regard to our
values, priorities, and choices, etc. When you listen to a victim of sexual
assault, you need to concentrate on the person, listening and remaining
open to her emotions and reactions, even if it’s difficult. You weren’t in her
shoes. Remember that it’s easy to judge. You need to work hard and
always be patient, be open and accommodating. (RQCALACS, 2016)

Make sure you’re available to listen
Avoid leading questions
Let her finish her sentences before you speak

If a victim feels judged while she is sharing her
story, the consequences could make her feel
ashamed, like the attack was her fault.

What can I say?

'I hear what you are saying.'
'I am here for you, and I will always listen to
what you tell me without judgement.'
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Respect her rhythm, her
experience, her words
Sexual assault is one of the worst forms of disrespect for others. This is why
it is important to respect the victim’s rhythm, her silences and even her
hesitations. Be patient: her words may be confused and repetitive, but they
will set her free. As she tells the story of her assault, little by little, she will
regain control. Let her take it back: she’ll let you know what she needs to
say (or scream) in her own words. Don’t try to put words on her experience
or on her emotions. Let her identify, name, and understand.

Don’t

ask

questions

about

the

attack.

Help

her

feel

that

she

is

more

important than finding the facts. Concentrate on her lived experience.
(RQCALACS, 2016)

Don’t try to guess her needs
‘What you’ve been through is terrible! Come on, I’ll take
you straight to the police station!’
Keep in mind that the victim is more important than the
events
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What ca
n
I say?

Listen without amplifying
or minimizing
Listening to a victim of sexual assault tell her story means accepting her
story as it is, without measuring the severity of the crime or comparing it to
any other situation. Victims all react differently and the same person’s
reactions

could

even

be

different

at

different

times

in

their

life.

It’s

important not to judge or to rate the assault, according to the details
shared, but rather to understand what the victim has been through.

You shouldn’t dramatize the situation by saying something like, ‘I don’t
know how you can be so calm! If I were you, I’d want to kill him.’ And by the
same token, you shouldn’t minimize it by saying, ’Well, you’re not the first
person to ever be sexually assaulted, you’ll probably get over it,’ or ‘Hey, it
could have been worse.’ (RQCALACS, 2016)

Well, it was just a case of sexual harassment;
it’s not as bad as getting raped.

Did you know?
You should never rate different forms of sexual
violence. They are all equally serious, and the
consequences are the same. Sexual violence
includes sexual assault, sexual touching, incest,
sexual cyber-bullying, exhibitionism, voyeurism,
sexual harassment, sexual exploitation, and more.

What can I say?
'You shouldn’t compare the attack with
other events you consider ‘worse’ than
your experience. The consequences for
you are just as serious.'
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Ensure trust and confidentiality
Make sure the victim can trust you to be discreet and keep her story
confidential, unless you feel that her safety is being threatened. It took a
great amount of courage for her to come to you. The fact that she chose
to confide in you means that she has placed her trust in you: don’t let her
down. You need to care for this bond of trust, and reassure the victim that
everything she says will remain between the two of you, unless she wishes
otherwise, and expresses it clearly. (RQCALACS, 2016)

Telling a victim’s story to a third party could have
serious consequences for the victim, and violates
confidentiality. Are you having trouble processing the
story that was shared with you? Instead of talking
about the victim’s assault, talk about how you feel, your
emotions and what you’re going through.

When someone is sharing their story, ask yourself:
Does the victim seem comfortable in this
situation?
Are there any elements that could make it
easy for someone else to listen in?
If so, is there another place where we could
have a private conversation?

What can I say?
'You need to know
that anything you
tell me today will
remain between us.'
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Be mindful of strong reactions
To really listen to someone’s story, you need to give them all of your attention.
Faced

with

a

story

of

sexual

assault,

it’s

only

normal

to

have

some

strong

reactions: anger, sadness, surprise and disbelief, hate and desire for vengeance,
frustration, a feeling of helplessness, etc. When you are the listener, remain in
control of your emotions as much as you can. Be careful of sharing your feelings
in a sudden outburst: the victim could feel awkward about not sharing the same
emotion, or could even withhold expressing a different emotion.

An attitude that is centred on the listener’s reaction could also result in a reversal
of roles. Don’t forget, it’s the victim that needs support: not you! If you insist on
talking

about

your

own

issues,

the

victim

could

tend

to

minimize

the

consequences of her aggression to calm you down, or feel guilty about the
suffering she thinks she is causing you.

If her story brings up feelings that you can’t control, maybe your role should be to
help the victim find another person that she can confide in. (RQCALACS, 2016)

Yelling, crying uncontrollably, swearing, demonstrating
aggressive non-verbal behaviour, etc.
‘What you’re saying makes me so mad! I’d like to kill him.’
‘Oh, my God, that’s just unbelievable!’
Having a calm, collected attitude
TIPS
If you have trouble controlling your emotions or if you feel yourself
shaking as you listen to the victim’s story, try holding an object in your
hands (water bottle, cup, pen, etc.) that will help you control your physical
reactions, and will provide a distraction (like a stress ball does).
If you feel that your emotional state is stopping you from helping the
victim, you can help her access people or resources in her circle that are
able to help.
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Validate her feelings
and emotions

By forcing sexual acts on a person against her will, the person who assaults
denies the victim’s feelings. When she speaks for the first time about the
violence of her experience, she is often overcome by a wave of feelings
that she has held back for a long time. Those feelings can be contradictory,
going from timid and confused to overwhelming. The survivor of the assault
slowly regains control over her emotions, giving herself permission to really
feel them, to accept them. Encourage her to express what she is feeling,
whether

it’s

enveloped

by

in

a

crying,

laughing

caring

hug.

or

yelling,

Validate

her

punching
emotions.

a

pillow

or

Encourage

being
her

to

express her feelings, including the anger and shame that some victims feel.
Normalize her reactions. (RQCALACS, 2016)

Did you know?
Survivors of sexual assault live with consequences that are not
just physical and psychological. They can also have sexual and
relational difficulties, eating disorders, spiritual and existential
troubles, economic and social problems, and feel a great deal
of anxiety and frustration. All of these consequences are
normal. For more information, you can read Le Guide à
l'intention de l'entourage d'une victime d'agression sexuelle
published by the Chateauguay CALACS in 2012, or the Guide
d'information à l'intention des victimes d'agression sexuelle
from the Montreal Table de concertation sur les agressions à
caractère sexuel (2018).

‘It’s alright to cry, you are safe
to tell me how you’re feeling.’

‘Don’t worry about letting
your emotions come out,
they are real and you can
express them without fear
‘You have the right
of being judged.’
to feel this way.’
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What can
I say?

Help her with her feelings of guilt
It’s NEVER the victim’s fault!
Shame is a really sneaky feeling that haunts many victims of sexual assault: ‘Why
couldn’t I stop it?’ ‘Why did I accept his invitation?’ ‘Why didn’t I turn him in?’
Many victims talk about feeling dirty, and feelings like this come with shame of
self.

What’s more, sexual assault is one of the few crimes where society still blames
the victim: ‘Well, did you see what she was wearing?’ ‘She asked for it, she was
flirting with him,’ etc. And when the survivor dares to name her aggressor, she’s
criticized again: ‘She’s just out to ruin the reputation of a family man,’ ‘She’s
trying to get revenge on her boss because he didn’t give her the promotion,’
‘She’s a home wrecker,’ etc. These sexist and prejudiced comments flip the roles:
the attacker is portrayed as a victim, and the one who suffered the violent
aggression bears the responsibility. Even if nobody speaks such words directly to
the victim, she probably hears them echoed in popular culture, in the media, etc.
The trivialization of rape culture is in large part responsible for the feelings of
shame and guilt that keeps victims silent, and allows the sexual violence to
continue.

If the victim shares her feelings of shame with you, let her express herself. Don’t
deny her emotions, and explain why it’s such a common occurrence. Place the
blame back on the aggressor: he’s the only one responsible for his actions.
(RQCALACS, 2016)

‘What happened was not
‘You don’t need to feel guilty about what
happened. You consented to somebody buying
you a drink, but not to sexual relations.’

your fault. The only one
responsible is your attacker.’

What can I say?
11

Keep her safe
It’s hard for a woman or a child to understand that somebody wanted to
hurt them. During an assault, the victim only wants to survive. The trauma
they experience is very deep, and insidious. Following a sexual assault, the
victim will experience reactions and consequences that will have lasting
effects on their physical and mental health and well-being.

More than 80% of aggressors are known to their victims, and 70% of sexual
assaults take place in private homes. In a great majority of cases, the
victim knows her attacker. This could interfere with her safety, on a number
of levels. You need to evaluate if the victim is still in danger, or if she is
having suicidal thoughts. Inquire if she is feeling depressed, and help her
get the help of a professional if necessary. Make sure that she is safe, and
see

if

there

possible

is

something

retaliation

from

that
her

needs

to

aggressor.

be

done

Make

to

sure

protect

the

her

assaults

from
can’t

happen again, and encourage her to get in touch with resources that can
keep her safe. (RQCALACS, 2016)

‘Are you still in
contact with your
aggressor?’

‘Are you having
suicidal thoughts?’

‘Are the assaults
still happening?’

‘Are you afraid
for your own
safety?’

‘Are the assaults
still happening?’

‘Do you feel the
need to talk to a
professional?’

What can
I say?

In the examples on this page, we’ve often used the term ‘aggressor,’ but
don’t forget that some survivors don’t necessarily see their situation this
way, since they have an attachment to the person. In some cases, then,
this term isn’t the right one to use.

12

Offer support, be present, be available
Let the victim know that you are there for her, just to talk or to help her find
the resources she needs. Don’t leave her on her own. You may also be a
victim of sexual assault, and the fact that she is sharing her story is making
you re-live your experience, or you just don’t feel that you are capable of
providing the support she needs at that precise time, for any number of
reasons. Don’t feel guilty, and above all, respect your own limits. But if
you’re feeling like you can’t help her, it’s important that you tell her, and
help her find someone who can. Make sure that she has a support network
(family and friends) who can help her out. (RQCALACS, 2016)

‘If you want to continue on your path towards
healing, I’ll be there to support you.’

What can
I say?

‘If you ever need to talk, you can always call me.’
‘If you need me, I’ll be there for you.’
‘No matter what you decide to do, you can count
on me to be right there with you.’

Did you know?
In a feminist approach to case work, our goal is to help the
woman regain control over her life following a sexual
assault. Society puts a lot of pressure on victims to report
the assault to the police. A victim can become empowered
in a number of ways, without necessarily going to the
police or through a trial. It is important to support victims
while respecting their own rhythm and needs.
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Help her express her needs.
Encourage her autonomy.
It’s normal to want to find solutions and give advice to someone in need. If
you feel like this is your first reaction, remind yourself that a sexual assault
means that someone had control over the victim, and forced her to do
something against her will. To build herself back up, she needs to reclaim
her own will, her capacity to act, to consent or to say no. If you keep this in
mind,

it

will

be

easier

to

accompany

the

victim

as

she

regains

her

autonomy, identifies and expresses her needs and finds ways to get them
filled. Encourage her to make her own decisions. Point out her successes,
underline her strengths, and celebrate her good ideas. Help her regain her
self-confidence. Accompany her in her process, following her rhythm, as
she regains power over her life. As tempting as it may be, resist the urge to
take charge. If you take over her care, this could do more harm than good.
It

could

revictimize

her,

or

discourage

her

from

becoming

more

independent: and that’s not a good thing. (RQCALACS, 2016)

I found the number for the

What can
I say?

CALACS, maybe you’d like to

to do for you?
What would make you
feel better?
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How can I help you

right now?

What would you like me

talk with them.

Help her find resources
Sexual

assault

including

those

can

bring

usually

many

serious

associated

with

consequences
PTSD.

Even

for
if

the

victims

victim,
don’t

experience all the same consequences, one thing is for sure: they will need
help regaining control over their lives. This help comes in many forms, and
that is why there are so many different resources out there to answer the
needs of victims of sexual assault. Encourage her to seek out sources of
support: you will really help when you refer her to community resources.
Provide

concrete

help:

go

with

her

to

the

medical

clinic,

give

her

information about her options and discuss them with her, bring her to make
a police report or to get counseling, if that’s what she wants. And don’t
forget that she might go and get help in a matter of weeks, or it might take
months. It’s up to her. (RQCALACS, 2016)

Refer her to who?
To the offices of the CALACS. See the website for the Quebec Coalition of
Sexual Assault Centres (RQCALACS) to find the centre nearest you:
www.rqcalacs.qc.ca
To the 24/7 free hotline for victims of sexual assault: 1-888-933-9007 or
514-933-9007 in the Montreal area. For more information, visit the website
agressionssexuelles.gouv.qc.ca
If the victim sharing her story tells you that she’s having suicidal thoughts,
refer her to 1-866-APPELLE (277-3553). When she calls the number, she will
automatically be transferred to her local resource.
You can also refer the survivor to her local Centre d’aide aux victimes d’actes
criminels (CAVAC). To find the one closest to you, call 1-866-532-2822 or
visit www.cavac.qc.ca
You can refer her to her local CLSC. If you’re not sure where to find the
closest one, visit this website: https://sante.gouv.qc.ca/en/repertoireressources/clsc/
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BE AN ADVOCATE
HEY, YOU! YES, YOU!
YOU CAN DO SOMETHING, TOO!
If

you

hear

people

spreading

myths

and

preconceptions about sexual assault, don’t hesitate

speak up, and inform them.

to

If you see a photo or a video that you find offensive
on social media,

report it!

If you read something in the news media that makes
you

uncomfortable,

be

proactive

and

write an

opinion letter in response.
To be an

activist

for the cause, get in touch with

your local CALACS.

Some other ways to show your support:
By posting a banner on Facebook
By wearing a pin
By personalizing your Facebook profile photo
By putting a sticker on your planner or binder
By sharing information about the CALACS

Each year, the CALACS offers awareness building workshops about
sexual assault. For more information, get in touch with us.
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HOW DO I GET
INVOLVED? With the CALACS

When you decide to get involved with the CALACS, you are taking a step towards
sharing the organization’s collective project. This means that you believe in its
mission: to fight against sexual assault and all other forms of sexual violence. The
CALACS promotes a shared set of values, defends its cause, contributes to improving
social conditions, and gives power back to women: and you are choosing to be
associated with these efforts. Your involvement can vary, depending on your
interests, at your own rhythm and availability, and your choice.
JACVSFF: Special day for action against violence towards women

Event
organization

12 days of action: Making ribbons and discussions about different
issues
March 8th: International Day of Women’s Rights
Members’ Christmas celebration: party preparation

Organizing
committee

This committee’s objective is to maintain the vitality of the associative
activities

of

the

CALACS.

This

means

promoting

and

maintaining

involvement from members.

Vie
associative

Visibility

This committee’s goal is to raise awareness about the CALACS among the
general population. Each committee member chooses the location to
distribute posters and pamphlets about the CALACS.

The goal of this committee is to ensure that the services, activism, and

Inclusion

associative activities of the CALACS are open to diverse populations: that
is, women from immigrant or First Nations backgrounds, elderly women,
women with limited mobility or other disabilities, as well as gender and
sexual diversity.

The Board oversees all of the actions necessary to promote the objectives

Board of
administrators

of the CALACS, according to the law, its general rules and regulations
and the mandate given to its members at the general assembly. The
Board is responsible for the administration of the CALACS activity. Note
that the board members are elected annually.

17

Self-care
When a survivor of sexual assault chooses to speak of her experience for
the first time, as you listen, it’s normal to feel: upset, shocked, disgusted,
devastated, inadequate, powerless, guilty that you can’t give her more
support,

guilty

for

questioning

your

role

as

a

caregiver,

guilty

for

not

stopping the assault from happening, frustrated by the time it’s taking her
to

heal,

threatened,

stuck,

under

attack,

blamed,

stressed,

confused,

desperate, distraught, upset by memories from your own past that come up
again, etc… (CALACS de Chateauguay, 2021)

Hearing the story about the sexual assault of somebody close to us isn’t
easy. This is why it’s important to take care of yourself as well. You don’t
need to take the responsibility on, all alone. If you feel the need to talk,
don’t hesitate to contact a resource that helps victims of sexual assault.
They can also meet with members of the victim’s close circle. This could
give you the opportunity to talk about your own emotions as you were
listening to the account of the assault, and get resources to help the victim
of sexual assault.

Meet with a
CALACS
counselor

Talk about what
you were feeling as
the victim was
telling her story
(without talking
about her
experience)

Keep a Journal
about what you
were feeling as
the victim was
telling her story

Supportive people need support, too!
18
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