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While that number is sobering, even more heartbreaking is how often survivors suffer in silence. Too many
survivors are too afraid to tell anyone, even those closest to them. So if you think you don't know someone
who has experienced sexual assault, chances are, you do.

This guide was created for friends and family members—people like you who want to help but might not
know how. \We know that when survivors feel supported by those around them, they are more likely to ask
for help. What you say, how you listen, and how you react, can make all the difference. This guide includes
practical tools, insights, and resources to help you respond with compassion, understanding, and care.
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UNDERSTANDING

SEXUAL ASSAULT

Sexual assault is any sexual act, behavior, or contact that happens without a person's clear and voluntary
consent. It can involve physical force, manipulation, threats, or coercion. It can happen even if the person
being harmed doesn't say no out loud. Sexual assault isn't always violent, and it doesn't always leave visible
marks, but the emotional and psychological impact can be deep and lasting.

Sexual assault can involve either contact or
noncontact acts. Contact sexual assault includes
acts like unwanted kissing, fondling, forced oral
sex, or vaginal or anal penetration. These are often
what people think of when they hear the word
‘rape. But sexual harm can also happen without
physical touch. Noncontact sexual assault may
include being pressured to watch sexual acts

or pornography, experiencing unwanted sexual
comments or advances, or being subjected to
sexual harassment or exposure.

People often imagine that sexual assault is
committed by a stranger in a dark alley. In reality,
it is more often someone the survivor knows, such
as a friend, coworker, classmate, partner, or family
member. No matter who the perpetrator is, sexual
assault is never the survivor's fault.

Myth: Sexual assault is an act of lust and passion
that can't be controlled.

Reality: Sexual assault is about power and control
and is not motivated by sexual gratification.?

Myth: Most sexual assault is committed by
strangers in dark alleys.

Reality: Over 80% of sexual assaults are committed
by someone the survivor knows; like a friend,
family member, or loved one3

Reality: Over 55% of sexual assaults happen at or
near a survivor's home*

con-'sent:

Consent is a voluntary, mutual, informed,
active, and ongoing agreement between
legally aged participants to engage in sexual
activity. It can be reversed at any time.

If someone you care about shares an experience
like this, even if they're unsure whether it “counts”
as assault, it's important to listen without judgment
and remind them that what happened was not
their fault.

Myth: A person cannot sexually assault their
partner or spouse.

Reality: Nearly 1 in 10 women have experienced
rape by an intimate partner in their lifetime

Myth: If a victim of sexual assault does not fight
back, they must have thought the assault was not
that bad or they wanted it.

Reality: Many survivors experience tonic
immobility or a “freeze response” during an assault
where they physically cannot move or speak.®



IMPACT OF

SEXUAL ASSAULT

Survivors of sexual assault react in many ways, and all of them are valid. It is important to remember that
there is no right or wrong way to feel after an assault. Personal style, culture, and life experiences all shape
how someone copes. Some people talk openly about what happened, others may not. Some may share
their story right away; while others might wait weeks, months, or even years; or choose never to talk about
it at all. Emotions, behaviors, and physical responses can come and go as the mind and body process the
trauma. As a support person, one of the most important things you can do is respect each survivor's pace
and coping style. Just being there and believing them makes a difference.

Trauma is how the body and mind respond to
something deeply painful or overwhelming. Unlike
other forms of harm, trauma can have lasting
effects on a person's thoughts, behaviors, physical
health, and emotions. It can create a sense of
disconnection; from oneself or from others.
Healing often begins by slowly rebuilding those
connections between the mind, body, and heart.

Every survivor responds to trauma in their own way.
Some may experience many trauma responses,
others just a few, and some may not recognize

any right away. The list below includes common
trauma responses a survivor might experience.

- Emotional responses: feelings of fear, shame,
anger, guilt, sadness, or numbness

- Mental health struggles: anxiety, depression,
post-traumatic stress, panic attacks, or trouble
concentrating

+ Physical symptoms: headaches, stomach

issues, sleep problems, or fatigue

- Behavioral changes: withdrawing from others,

avoiding certain places or people, changes in
eating or sleeping habits

- Relationship challenges: difficulty trusting

others, changes in intimacy, or feeling unsafe
even with people they love

- Loss of control: feeling helpless or

overwhelmed, especially when triggered by
reminders of the assault

+ Impact on work or school: difficulty focusing,

missing days, or changes in performance

- Spiritual or identity struggles: questioning

beliefs, purpose, or sense of self

ALABAMA SEXUAL ASSAULT LAWS

Some experiences of sexual assault are considered crimes under the law,
while others may not be. That doesn't make them any less real or any less
harmful. Legal definitions can affect what options and resources are available,

especially when it comes to the justice system. If you're unsure whether what
happened is considered a crime, it may help to talk with an attorney. To learn
more how sexual assault is defined under Alabama law, scan this QR code.




HOW TO HELP AN

ADULT SURVIVOR

The period following a sexual assault can be extremely confusing, emotionally charged, and frightening
for both you and the survivor. After an assault, many survivors feel like they've lost control over their lives
and choices. One of the best ways to support them is by checking in before taking ANY action on their
behalf. This includes things like telling other people, calling the police, or contacting a local support
service. Always ask first and let them lead the way when it comes to their own healing and next steps.

If someone you know or love has been sexually
assaulted, there are some steps you want to take:

Physical Safety: Make sure the personisin a
safe place. Be there emotionally for them and
encourage them to reach out for additional
support. With their permission, reach out to your
local rape crisis center for free and confidential
counseling and support or call the National Sexual
Assault Hotline at 1.800.656.HOPE.

UNDERSTANDING
TRIGGERS

After a traumatic experience like sexual
assault, certain sights, sounds, smells, or
situations may suddenly bring the survivor
back to that moment. These are called
triggers.

A trigger is the brain's way of reacting to

something that feels unsafe; even if there's no
real danger in the present moment. The body
may respond as if the trauma is happening all

Medical Attention: After an assault, some
survivors may feel unsure about seeking medical

care; especially if they don't want to report to law
enforcement. Gently encourage them to consider
it but avoid pushing. Medical care can help with
physical healing and offer peace of mind. In
Alabama, all medical care is confidential, and
healthcare providers are not required to report to

law enforcement when an adult survivor seeks help.

A provider can check for injuries (even ones that
arent visible), treat possible infections, and provide
emergency contraception, if needed. If the assault
happened recently, they may also offer a Sexual
Assault Forensic Exam (SAFE), sometimes called
a “rape kit". During this exam, a Sexual Assault
Nurse Examiner (SANE) will collect DNA evidence
that can help identify the perpetrator. The survivor
does not have to agree to a forensic exam to
receive treatment, but doing so may give them a
stronger case against the perpetrator if they report
the crime now or down the road.

over again.

Here's what to keep in mind:

- Triggers are different for everyone. What
affects one person deeply might seem
small or confusing to someone else.

+ They can lead to trauma responses like
panic attacks, flashbacks, or trouble
sleeping.

- Triggers are real, valid, and often
unpredictable.

+ It's never helpful to joke about being
“triggered.” For survivors, the experience is
serious and distressing.

If someone you care about has a strong
reaction to something that reminds them
of their assault, respond with patience and
empathy. A calm, supportive presence can
help them feel grounded and safe.



WHAT IS A SAFE EXAM?

A SAFE (Sexual Assault Forensic Exam) is a
medical exam that collects evidence after

a sexual assault. It's performed by specially
trained nurses or medical staff and is available
at no cost to the survivor. The exam is
completely confidential, and survivors are

not required to report to law enforcement to
receive one.

SAFE exams are most effective when done
within 96 hours (4 days) of the assault, but
exams may still be possible after that time
frame. If the survivor is unsure about reporting,
evidence can still be collected and stored while
they take time to decide.

The best first step is to contact the local rape
crisis center. They can provide, or coordinate,
all necessary services; including transportation,
advocacy, and medical care. In Montgomery,
One Place Family Justice Center is an excellent
resource that helps set clear expectations
about the SAFE process.

HOW YOU CAN HELP

Let the survivor know:
+ They are in control. They can say yes or no to
any part of the exam.

+ They should avoid eating, drinking,
showering, changing clothes, or using the
restroom if possible—but they can still have
the exam even if they have.

If they change clothes, bring the clothes
worn during the assault in a paper bag, not
plastic.

The exam will include:

- A medical check for injuries

+ Treatment for possible infections
Evidence collection (like DNA swabs or
photos)

The provider will explain every step and ask for

consent throughout. The goalis to care for the

survivor's physical and emotional well-being
while giving them options.

Reporting the Assault: The decision to report
sexual assault is deeply personal and should
always be made by the survivor. Some survivors
say that reporting helped them feel heard, reclaim
their sense of control, or begin to heal. Others may
choose not to report, and that decision is valid too.
It is also okay to change their mind at any time.

In Alabama, if a survivor decides to report, they can
contact local law enforcement or One Place Family
Justice Center at 334-213-1227. The survivor may
be asked to give a statement, participate in an
investigation, or undergo a Sexual Assault Forensic
Exam (SAFE) if one has not already been done.
Depending on the case, it may lead to criminal
charges, but that process can take time.

If they are unsure, survivors can talk with an
advocate or attorney to better understand their
options without committing to making a report.

What if they don't want to report the assault?
That's okay. Not everyone chooses to report sexual
assault, and that decision belongs entirely to the
survivor. Your role isn't to persuade them, it's to
support them, no matter what they decide.

Here is what you can and should do:

+ Respect their choice. Don't push them to report
or share their story before they're ready.

+ Let them know they have options. You can
gently offer information about resources,
including confidential support services, medical
care, and legal options without pressure.

+ Remind them that reporting is always an
option later. Choosing not to report now doesn't
mean they can't change their mind in the future.

+ The goalis to help the survivor feel in control
again. Respect, patience, and steady support
can be just as powerful as any formal action.

Learn more about sexual
assault forensic exams, visit
One Place Family Justice
Center's website.




HOW TO HELP A

MALE SURVIVOR

Sexual assault can happen to anyone—regardless of gender, size, strength, or sexual orientation. Yet when
the survivor is male, harmful stereotypes and misinformation often get in the way of support. Many people
still struggle to understand or accept that men can be victims of sexual violence. This belief, reinforced by
media portrayals and cultural expectations, keeps too many male survivors silent.

The truth is, 1 in 6 men will experience sexual
assault in their lifetime’. But because male
survivors are often not believed or taken
seriously, many never report what happened.
Their stories remain untold, and the trauma goes
unacknowledged and untreated. This silence can
lead to feelings of isolation, shame, or confusion.

This stigma is fueled by long-standing myths that
continue to shape how we talk about and respond
to male survivors.

Myth: Men cannot be sexually assaulted.

Reality: Men can be sexually assaulted, and they
are. This is true regardless of their size, strength, or
sexual orientation. There's a false belief that “real
men" are always in control, always want sex, and
cannot be victimized, but none of that protects
someone from being harmed.

If someone you care about shares that they've
been sexually assaulted, how you respond
matters. Your reaction can help break the silence
and begin the healing process. Here's how to offer
meaningful support:

- Believe him. Your trust and support can make
all the difference.

- Take it seriously. Don't minimize what happened
to him or try to explain it away.

« Reassure him. Let him know it wasn't his fault
and he's not alone.

Myth: If it was really sexual assault, he wouldn't
have gotten aroused.

Reality: Arousal is a physical response, not a
sign of consent.

The body can react involuntarily, even during
fear or pain. An erection or ejaculation during
an assault doesnt mean he wanted or enjoyed
it. These reactions can leave male survivors
feeling confused, ashamed, or guilty—but they
don't make the assault any less real.

Myth: Only gay men and boys are sexually abused.
Reality: Anyone can be sexually abused. Abuse
has nothing to do with someone's current or future
sexual or gender identity.

+ Ask how you can support him. Follow his lead
and listen without judgment.

- Offer options, not pressure. Respect his right to
make his own decisions about what to do next.

+ Share resources. Let him know about local or
national services that support male survivors.

+ Encourage him to talk to someone. \When he's
ready, a rape crisis hotline or advocacy center
can help.

Let him know you're there for him, no matter what
he decides. Feeling supported can be the first step
toward healing.



HOW TO ‘TALK’

WITH A SURVIVOR

When someone tells you they've experienced sexual assault, your response matters. It's not easy to talk
about trauma like this, and your reaction can either help them feel supported and safe; or make them
regret opening up. Whether someone has already shared their story with you, or you want to be ready if
they ever do, learning how to respond with compassion and respect is one of the most important things
you can do. When the time comes to support a survivor in your life, remember to just TA.LK."

‘TALK’

If someone tells you they've experienced
sexual assault, it's normal to feel unsure about
what to say. You may worry about saying the
wrong thing or not knowing how to help. The
T.ALK method is a simple way to remember
how to respond with empathy and support.

T THANK

KEEP

>
n
A

"The TA.L.K acronym was developed by RAINN (Rape,
Abuse & Incest National Network) to help guide
conversations with survivors of sexual assault. Learn more
at https:~/rainn.org/TALK

1. Thank Them for Telling You

It takes a lot of strength to talk about sexual
assault. If someone opens up to you, let them
know you appreciate their trust. A few simple
words can go a long way in helping them feel
heard and supported. Try saying:

“Thank you for sharing this with me. I'm really
honored that you trusted me.”

+ “Im so glad you told me. | believe you."
‘I am sorry this happened to you.”

Your response can shape how they feel about
reaching out for help in the future. Keep it calm,
genuine, and centered on them.

2. Ask How You Can Help

When someone you care about shares that they've
been sexually assaulted, your first instinct might
be to offer advice or try to fix things. But one of the
most supportive things you can do is step back
and let them decide what feels right for them. You
don't need to have all the answers. What matters
most is that they know you're there and willing to
help in the way they need.

They might not know exactly what kind of support
they want right away, especially if this is their first
time talking about the assault. Still, it's important
to ask. A simple statement like, “I care about you,
and I'm here for whatever you need,” can make a
powerful difference. It shows that you're offering
support without pressure or expectations.


https://rainn.org/TALK

3. Listen Without Judgment

You might feel angry, shocked, or overwhelmed by
what you hear—but try to manage those emotions
and stay focused on the person in front of you.
Survivors often carry shame or blame. The last
thing they need is to feel responsible for how you
feel, too.

Supportive responses might sound like:
+ Im so sorry this happened to you.

| believe you.

+ Youre not alone.

« What can | do to help you feel safe right now?
+ This wasn't your fault.

Avoid saying or doing things that might cause
harm:
Don' ask for proof or details.

Don't question what they were wearing, whether
they were drinking, or if they “knew the person

Sometimes, in the moment, people say the wrong
thing: out of shock, fear, or just not knowing what
to say. If your first reaction hurts the person you're
trying to support, know this: you can still make it
right. Here is how to take responsibility without
centering yourself:

+ Apologize sincerely: 'm sorry for how | reacted.
I was caught off guard, but that's no excuse. You
deserved better”

+ Acknowledge the harm: ‘I realize my response
may have made you feel unsupported or blamed.
Im really sorry.”

- Don't make it about you: Avoid saying things
like “I feel so awful” or ‘I can't believe | said that’
These shift the focus away from the survivor's
experience.

+ Ask how you can rebuild trust: */ want to
support you in a way that feels helpful. Can |
check in with you about what you need right
now?"

+ Keep showing up: Your actions over time will
speak louder than your words. Keep listening,
keep learning.

Don't minimize what happened.
Don't suggest they should be “over it by now!

Don' pressure them to report, press charges,
get an exam, or tell others.

You can offer information about options, but the
choice needs to stay with the survivor. Pushing
them to act can take away their sense of control,
which may feel re-traumatizing.

4. Keep Supporting

Healing doesn't follow a straight line, and it doesn't
happen overnight. Your continued support—
whether you're talking about the assault or just
spending time together—can be incredibly
meaningful.

Try to stay connected through everyday activities,
even if they don't want to talk. A movie night, a
walk, or cooking dinner together can help them
feel a sense of normalcy again.

SURVIVOR VS. VICTIM:
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

These terms are often used when talking
about sexual assault, but they are not one-
size-fits-all. It's not about which one is right or
wrong—it's about personal choice.

- Some people identify with the word victim
because it names the harm done to them
and the lack of control they had.

+ Others prefer survivor because it reflects
their strength, resilience, and ongoing
healing.

Both terms are valid. What matters most is

how the individual feels. If you're unsure which

word to use, it's okay to ask.

Throughout this guide, we use the term
survivor because we believe that anyone who
has lived through the trauma of sexual assault
is a survivor—no matter where they are on
their healing journey.




TAKING CARE OF

YOURSELF

Supporting someone you care about after a sexual assault can be incredibly emotional. You may feel grief,
anger, helplessness, or fear. You may be so focused on helping them that you forget to care for yourself.
But your well-being matters too. In fact, the more supported and grounded you are, the better support you

can offer them. Here are some things to keep in mind:

When someone we care about experiences
trauma, we can be deeply affected too. You might
find yourself feeling overwhelmed, constantly
worried, or emotionally drained. This is known as
secondary trauma, and it is a natural response.

It does not mean anything is wrong with you. It
means you are human. Recognizing it is the first
step toward taking care of yourself.

Managing Your Emotions

It is okay to feel big emotions like shock, rage,
sadness, or confusion. But it is important not to

let those emotions take center stage when you

are with the survivor. Try to find healthy ways to
process what you are feeling. Talk to someone

you trust, write it out, or take breaks when you
need them. Your feelings are valid, and you
deserve space to work through them but not in the
presence of the survivor.

Seeking Professional Support for
Yourself

You do not have to go through this alone. FSC
offers support not just for survivors, but also for the
people who care about them. Whether you need
help understanding what your loved one is going
through or want space to talk about your own
experience, there are advocates and counselors
who can help.

Asking for help is not a sign of weakness. It is a
sign that you are taking your role seriously and

doing what you can to show up in a healthy way,
for your loved one and for yourself. If you're feeling
overwhelmed, remember that you don't have to
figure it out alone. The resources on the following
pages are here to support you, too.

Setting Healthy Boundaries

Being a support system does not mean you
have to do everything or always be available. It is
okay to say, ‘I care about you, and | also need a
moment to rest” Boundaries are not walls. They
are guidelines that help protect both you and
your relationship. It is not selfish to set them. It is
responsible and self-care.

TAKE CARE OF YOU, TOO

Supporting a loved one after sexual assault
can be emotionally heavy. You might feel
overwhelmed, helpless, or even triggered.
These reactions are normal, and taking care of
yourself is essential.

Self-care helps you stay grounded and able to
support someone else.

For practical tips and
resources on self-care
after trauma, scan the
QR code.

Supporters need
support, too.




RESOURCES &

FURTHER SUPPORT

Family Sunshine Center 24-Hour Crisis Line
334-263-0218 (collect calls accepted)
www.familysunshine.org

Standing Together Against Rape (STAR) Hotline
334-213-1227

Alabama Coalition Against Rape (ACAR)
800-725-7273
WWww.acarorg

Family Sunshine Center

334-206-2100

www.familysunshine.org

Administrative Offices and Counseling Center
858 S. Court Street, Montgomery, AL 36104

RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network)
www.rainn.org

The nation's largest anti-sexual violence
organization. Offers a 24/7 hotline, live chat,
information on sexual assault laws, and steps for
healing.

1in6 - www.1in6.org

Dedicated to supporting male survivors of sexual
abuse and assault. Offers online support groups,
information, and resources for men and their loved
ones.

National Sexual Assault Hotline (RAINN)
800-656-HOPE (4673)
WWWw.rainn.org

National Domestic Violence Hotline
800-799-SAFE (7233)

Text "START" to 88788

TTY for hearing impaired: 800-787-3224
www.thehotline.org

Standing Together Against Rape (STAR)
Forensic Examinations at the One Place Family
Justice Center

334-213-1227

530 S. Lawrence Street, Montgomery, AL 36104

Love Is Respect - www.loveisrespect.org
Focused on teen and young adult relationships.
Provides education on healthy relationships, tools
for recognizing abuse, and 24/7 text and chat
support.

NSVRC (National Sexual Violence Resource
Center) - www.nsvrc.org

Offers extensive research, training materials, and
statistics on sexual violence. Ideal for educators,
advocates, and community leaders.

1 Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics, National Crime Victimization Survey, 2019 (2020).

2 Groth, A., Burgess, W., & Holmstrom, L. Rape: Power, anger, and sexuality. American Journal of Psychiatry, 134(11), 1239-43. Pubmed.gov.

3 Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics, National Crime Victimization Survey, 2010-2016 (2017).

4 Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Female Victims of Sexual Violence, 1994-2010 (2013).

5 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey. (2011). National Intimate Partner and Sexual

Violence Survey. (2011).

6 TeBockhorst, S., OHalloran, M., & Nyline, B. (2014). Tonic Immobility Among Survivors of Sexual Assault. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research,

Practice, and Policy, 7(2). 171-178
7 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2006


http://www.familysunshine.org
http://www.acar.org
http://www.rainn.org
http://www.thehotline.org
http://www.familysunshine.org
http://www.rainn.org
http://www.1in6.org
http://www.loveisrespect.org
http://www.nsvrc.org

ADDRESSING
SEXUAL ASSAULT

A Guide for Friends and Family of Adult Survivors

Created by the Family Sunshine Center

This project was supported by Subgrants #2025-SA-VS-11 and
#2025-SA-VS-91 awarded by the Alabama Coalition Against Rape
through the Law Enforcement Traffic Safety Division of ADECA
and the U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, and
conclusions or recommendations expressed in this publication/
program/exhibition are those of the author(s) and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. Department of Justice or
grant-making component.






