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Defining Sexual Violence

Defined by the World Health Organization as:

Any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, 
unwanted sexual comments or advances, or 
acts to traffic, or otherwise directed, against a 
person’s sexuality using coercion, by any person 
regardless of their relationship to the victim, in 
any setting, including but not limited to home 
and work.

WHO - World Report on Violence and
Health
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Defining Sexual Violence

Verbal – Sexual Harassment

➢ Prohibited in schools, public institutions and 
workplaces

➢ Includes: sexual jokes, comments, requests for 
sexual favours, leering, non-verbal sounds, 
showing of pornography, threats or promises in 
exchange for sexual acts, includes anything 
related to an individual’s sexuality and gender.



Defining Sexual Violence

Physical - Sexual Assault - s. 273.1(1)

➢ All unwanted activity of a sexual nature, such as 
sexual grabbing, kissing, and fondling, as well as 
penetrative assault by a body part or object.



Defining Sexual Violence
Consent

Voluntary agreement to engage in sexual activity in 
question. Person affirmatively communicated 
their consent, whether through words or 
conduct. Silence or passivity does not equal 
consent.

Consent must be clear, coherent, willing, and 
ongoing

May consent to one type of sexual activity, but not 
another (ex: may have consented to kissing and 
fondling, but not penetration).



Sexual violence involves a spectrum of 
behaviours that are linked

to attitudes about sex, gender-roles, 
race, ability and sexual

orientation.
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Sexual Violence in Canada--
Statistics

1 in 3 girls and 
1 in 6 boys will 
be assaulted 

before 18 
years of age

In 80% of cases, 
the perpetrator 
is known to the 

victim

Most violence 
occurs between 
ages 12 and 34 

+50% of women 
will experience 
some form of 

sexual or 
domestic assault 
in their lifetime

(Statistics Canada. Self-reported sexual assault in 
Canada, Conroy and Cotter. July 2017)



Violence Against Women in Saskatchewan

2nd highest in Canada

Saskatchewan self-
reported rates of violence 

against women were 
double the national rate 

and second highest in the 
country

Northern Saskatchewan

Violence against women 
in northern Saskatchewan 

is the highest in Canada

(Statistics Canada. Self-reported sexual assault in 
Canada, Conroy and Cotter. July 2017)



A Note on Justice



Power and Sexual Violence
Although there may be sexual gratification as a result of a sexual violence, it is 
ultimately about an individual’s effort - through coercion or force - to exert 
power over another individual.

A power imbalance (due to age; position of authority or trust; disability; 
status/privilege due to race, gender, tenuous employment or immigration 
status, socio-economics) increases a person’s risk of sexual violence AND 
reduces access to support/justice.

People with marginalized identities face increased risks of exploitation and/or 
victimization, in large part because they lack access to power.
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What does that mean: Examples of how people in positions of less power (single parent, low socioeconomic, mental health) create additional risk of being victimized (tell why from examples) and also create barriers to accessing support and justice.Examples can be: (ask the room before getting into details in case they were/are involved) Cindy Gladue (sex worker died of 11cm cut to vagina, rape shield law violated, acquittal over issue of consent), Pamela George (Indigenous, single mom, sex worker, beaten to death by two white males, manslaughter convictions, judge cautioned the jury to remember “she was a prostitute”).  We want rigorous defense but courts are not equipped to deal with the complexities of sexual violence.  Still rely on myths about who is sexually assaulted, when and where.



Intersectionality
Intersectionality refers to social categorizations, or 

parts of people’s identities, such as race, class, 
gender, or sexual orientation that provide 
advantage and privilege or disadvantage and 
oppression.

These aspects of a person’s identity can influence:

● How “believable” a victim/survivor is perceived 
to be

● How easily they can access help (physical 
location, access to transportation, literacy)

● Their level of trust in and past experiences 
navigating social systems



Sexual Violence Impacts Everyone, But Not Equally

Trans and Bisexual Women
Close to 50% of trans 
people and 60% of bisexual 
women will experience 
sexual violence in their 
lifetime

People with Disabilities

80% of people with 
disabilities will experience 
sexual violence in their 
lifetime

LGBTQ2S+ Community
LGBTQ2S+ people are at 
elevated risk of sexual 
violence

Indigenous Women
Indigenous women are 
sexually assaulted at 3X 
the rate of non-Indigenous 
women



Defining Trauma
Trauma is commonly defined as exposure to actual or 
threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violation in 
which intense fear, horror, or helplessness predominates.

Trauma can occur through one single event or multiple and 
repeated traumatic events. It can include not only direct 
exposure, but also witnessing these events.



Trauma in Action: 

Post-assault, victims may:
Report feeling confused as to whether what happened was actually sexual 

abuse/assault

Act in a completely illogical way, perhaps getting a ride home with the 
perpetrator post-assault or returning home and act like nothing has 
happened (survival tactics)

Minimize what happened to them, finishing off a horrific story of abuse with 
“it could have been worse” or “it wasn’t that bad”

Feel confused as to why they froze and were unable to fight back, move, or 
speak

Be filled with feelings of shame and guilt, worried that their actions are the 
reason for the assault
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Here are some of the short and longer-term consequences of the trauma that can happen as a result of sexual violence. To better understand how this happens, we are going to take a quick look at the brain. 



Rational Brain
(Neocortex)

Mammalian 
Brain 

(Limbic 
System) 

Reptilian Brain

Top Down
Typical 
Brain 
Function
Driving 
your Car

(Van der Kolk, B. A., 2014)The Triune Brain (Typical Function)
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This image represents the three major parts of our brain. Our rational brain is responsible for higher level thinking and executive functioning – paying attention, abstract thinking, planning. Below the rational brain lie our two oldest brains. The mammalian brain, or limbic system, is responsible for memory, emotions, and detecting safety and danger. The hippocampus is located in the limbic system. It’s normal function is to encode incoming information as memories, for later retrieval. The reptilian brain is responsible for physiological responses (sleeping, breathing, heartbeat).  Most of the time, all three parts of the brain are working together, simultaneously. For example, if you’re driving in your car, thinking about work, song comes on, limbic system promotes pleasure, you keep driving, all the while breathing, steering, and watching for other cars.



Rational Brain
(Neocortex)

Mammalian 
Brain 

(Limbic 
System) 

Reptilian Brain

Bottoms Up 

Typical 
Brain 
Function
Driving 
your Car

(Van der Kolk, B. A., 2014)The Triune Brain (Typical Function)
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If we’re driving our car, squealing tires, headlights. If we look at the brain on trauma, it gets flipped upside down and we work from bottom-up. When the Limbic System senses danger, the primitive parts of the brain (green and blue) override the rational part (orange) for survival. This is an evolutionary mechanism that is fast and instinctive. When our stress response system is activated, which we will cover in the next slide, adrenaline and cortisol flood the body, activating increased heart rate, breathing, and blood pressure which prepares us for fight or flight.  All parts not crucial for survival go offline. The hippocampus stops encoding and storing memories and, instead, pumps cortisol (a stress hormone) into our bodies, so we can focus on survival instead of pain.  As a result, memories can be stored in a fragmented fashion, with no coherent, sequential timeline. This is what can make memory recall so difficulty for survivors. It is important to remember that when experiencing trauma, the part of the brain in charge of rational, logical thinking is offline. 



HUMANS HAVE FOUR TYPES OF MEMORY

EXPLICIT

• 1) SEMANTIC – FACTS

• 2) EPISODIC - EVENTS

IMPLICIT

• 3) PROCEDURAL – OPERATIONS

• 4) EMOTIONAL - FEELINGS

1) This is my bicycle.

2) One time I fell off my bicycle into 
Wascana Lake in front of someone I 
was trying to impress.

3) I can get on my bike and ride it 
without thinking about it.

4) Now when I see my bike in the 
garage I feel embarrassed.



Accessing 
Sensory/Emotional 
Memories

WHAT CONSTITUTES AN 
EMOTIONAL MEMORY?

WHAT ARE TRIGGERS?

 The role of the amygdala in emotional 
memories is key.

 Survivor was sexually assaulted face 
down on a sofa.  The room was dim 
and she couldn’t see the person who 
was assaulting her.  But he wore 
cologne and kept grabbing her hair.

 Which details could create a trigger?



Brain and Trauma

https://youtu.be/4-tcKYx24aA?t=56
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4-tcKYx24aAPlay the video from :56 seconds to 6:10.  This leaves out all the police evidence gathering info.



The Stress Response: 
Fight, Flight, Freeze 

 Attack
 Defend 

 Run

 Tonic Immobility (physical safety)
 Dissociation (mental safety)
 No resistance (conserve energy for flight 

when safe to do so)

Fight Flight

Freeze
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The freeze response is protective. It is designed to conserve the person’s energy, so they can escape when the danger has passed, and protects the person from experiencing the physical and emotional pain of the assault. Although it is instinctually activated when fight or flight poses a greater risk, it is often experienced as “passive submission”. Victims often experience a sense of tonic immobility, or an inability to speak, move, or otherwise resist. Some survivors describe it as being similar to having a nightmare where they want to run but can’t, and want to scream but nothing comes out. Sometimes, this can also be a choice made out of fear; the victim feels that if she keeps fighting, she will be hurt more or even killed. This response often leads to feelings of guilt, shame, and self-blame as the survivor may feel they are responsible for not stopping the assault or were too weak for not fighting back or running away. 



Trauma Responses 
EMOTIONAL

Restlessness
Irritability 
Anxiety 
Mood swings 
Uncontrollable anger or rage
Exhaustion 
Avoidance (dissociation) 
Shame
Guilt 

PHYSICAL

Elevated heart rate and 
breathing
Palpitations 
Sweating 
Muscle tension 
Increased startle response 
Nausea 
Nightmares 
Difficulty concentrating 



Post-Assault: Triggers

A trigger is something that sets off a memory tape 
or flashback, transporting the person back to the 
event of the original trauma and causing the 
individual to experience overwhelming emotions, 
physical symptoms or thoughts.

The individual will react to this trigger with an 
emotional intensity similar to the time of the trauma, 
though the intensity typically diminishes with 
treatment or with time.
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Trauma may result in “triggers”.  A smell, a sound, the feeling of a fabric — all of these things can trigger an emotional and/or physical response from the victim that overwhelms them with feelings and fears from the time of the assault.  The brain has created strong connections whereby the smell, sound or taste is now associated with danger and the body responds in a way that is appropriate for survival, but that may seem confusing for others.If a service user appears to act “irrationally” or has an intense emotional response, ask yourself what may have HAPPENED to this person, rather than what is WRONG with this person.



Life Implications
As a result of sexual violence, victims may:
• Suffer the loss of friends, family, or employment
• Suffer such extreme PTSD that they cannot continue 

their studies
• Lose all sense of personal safety and limit their social 

interactions
• Self-medicate to the point of addiction
• Self-harm (cutting, burning, etc.)
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There are a lot of far-reaching and devastating consequences for victims of sexual violence.  While society is often most concerned with the devastating fallout for the accused (damage to their reputation while uncorroborated allegations float through the public discourse), there are life-altering consequences for survivors of sexual violence that are immediate and devastating regardless of whether or not an allegation is ever proven true. 



• Children do not have the option to report, move away, or otherwise protect 
themselves – they depend on their caregivers for their survival. 

• When trauma emanates from within the family, children frequently 
experience a crisis of loyalty and organize their behaviour to survive within 
their families. 

• Being prevented from articulating what they observe and experience, 
traumatized children are likely to organize their behaviour around keeping 
the secret, deal with their helplessness with compliance or defiance, and 
accommodate in any way they can to entrapment in abusive or neglectful 
situations. 

Understanding Childhood Trauma



• A child is faced with an exceptional complexity when the family environment 
itself is responsible for the victimization and the child-caregiver relationship 
becomes the source of trauma.

• The very people that a child is being attached to are also the people 
violating the child, and children are likely to suffer not only a disrupted 
attachment but a disruption to all of their developmental systems.

• We are physiologically designed to function best as an integrated whole; 
When many critical developmental competencies are severely disrupted, 
children become unable to process and/or integrate what is happening.

Understanding Childhood Trauma



• Each age and stage carries its own critical developmental periods; if missed, 
can be very difficult to compensate. 

• Depending on the age and stage of the onset of trauma, child’s brain 
development, memory, narrative and verbal capacities, will be affected, as 
well as the child’ s opportunities for recovery. 

• The consequences of traumatic event(s) are highly likely to derail child’s 
healthy biological, emotional, cognitive and social development.

• Infants and toddlers are disproportionately at risk for maltreatment. Because 
these early years set the stage for all that follows, they hold the greatest 
danger for long-term damage, as well as great potential for successful 
intervention.

• They often times do not have a chance to develop coping skills, a sense of 
self, or a sense of self in relation to others.

Impacts of Childhood Trauma



Long Term Impacts of Childhood 
Sexual Assault:

•Beliefs

• Relational Issues

• PTSD

• “Functional” coping strategies in 
childhood that become dysfunctional in 
adulthood
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Beliefs/Supports/Messages Surrounding Childhood Sexual Abuse:Existing beliefs about sexual violence and the world in general can influence the impact of CSA on an individual.  Likewise, experiencing sexual abuse as a child may affect one’s beliefs and worldview.Existing support systems will shape the way that survivors experience sexual abuse.The abuse may have sent confusing or negative messages about the nature of healthy or loving relationships.Children develop coping strategies to suit their immediate emotional and safety needs.  As survivors enter adolescence and adulthood, new perspectives may elicit different emotions, and the coping tools that were used during childhood to suppress, contain or cope are no longer effective.



RESILIENCY
Children can heal from sexual abuse when:

• They are supported by those around
them.

• They are listened to and their feelings
are respected.

• They are reminded they are so much more
than what happened to them.

• They get messages that they are loved.



Responding to Adults Who Have Been 
Sexually Abused as Children:

• “I believe you.”

• “It is not your fault.”

• “The individual who sexually assaulted you 
made a choice to hurt you.”

• “Your feelings are normal.”

• “Thank you for telling me.”

Presenter
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- Let the survivor direct their own disclosure.- Be aware of questions and statements that may be victim blaming.- Demonstrate strength and resiliency.



What makes sexual 
violence different than 

other traumatic 
experiences?



Rape Myths
The social belief of 

personal responsibility 
of a victim for assault

Type of Violence
It is a very intimate and 

violating type of 
violence

Known Perpetrator
80% of the time the 
perpetrator is someone 
the victim knows

Shame around sex
the sexual violence is 
magnified by shame 
around sex



Shame, Guilt, and Blame 
SHAME is a normal emotional response to sexual assault and a significant 
reason people do not report and/or disclose to others. 

Often people will believe that they are somehow responsible for what 
happened or BLAME themselves. Certain mythologies within our culture 
reinforce this ‘victim blaming’ mentality. This often leads to a complexity of 
feelings such as shame, guilt, and confusion. 

There are several reasons people do not report sexual assault: fear of not being 
believed, embarrassment/humiliation, fear and mistrust of the justice system
or negative past experiences with the justice system, fear of consequences 
within their social circles and/or family for ‘outing’ the perpetrator, low 
conviction rates and a lengthy timeline.



Implications for Working with Victims
• Lack of trust in individuals, systems, and police
• Ambivalence about reporting or continuing a legal 

process
• Emotional responses to information or questions 

(triggers)
• Difficulty remembering or understanding new 

information (dates, processes, rights)
• Non-linear memories and timelines
• Co-occurring nature of the crime adds complexity
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So: the big reveal! How does trauma impact your work with survivors of sexual violence?Trauma has a significant impact on a survivor’s ability and willingness to trust others, for good reason. Be prepared for this and don’t take it personally.  It takes time to build rapport and trust.  Survivors may demonstrate ambivalence about reporting to the police or taking any action at all. They may have had prior experiences with the justice system that were negative or re-traumatizing or they may fear humiliation and not being believed. Do not pressure survivors into reporting to the police or taking further action; it should always be a personal choice. As lawyers, you may be used to seeing things out from beginning to end.  Those who are considering participating in the LISTEN project need to know that the most important thing you can do is give them information.  It’s possible the person may never use the information or you might not be there when they decide to move ahead with reporting or suing someone civilly but know that your information is one block of support and choice that this person needs.Irritability, anger and frustration are common responses. These can be exacerbated when survivors feel like they have no control over the process or timeline of a situation. At any point during your discussion with them, the victim may be triggered by a question you ask, an answer you give, or the emotions that the conversation evokes for them. This is where you can use your paraphrasing skills and offer to take a break (It sounds like you’re really frustrated, Susan. Are you able to continue or would you like to take a break and have this discussion at another time?)  Make sure they know that you are not abandoning them.Based on what we know about trauma and the brain, survivors may have difficulty remembering and keeping track of information. You may need to repeat information or (when possible) provide them with written handouts that they can review at a later time. As well, do not always expect a linear disclosure (if you are seeking one). Based on how memories are stored during trauma, it is often quite difficult to recall details in an orderly fashion. These behaviours do not mean the person is lying or leaving out details intentionally. It’s important to remember that sexual assault may occur in the context of other crimes, such as domestic violence, human trafficking, or physical assault. 



Trauma and Credibility

• Difficulty with chronological timelines
• May state or remember things our of order
• New information may be revealed in second or third 

conversations
• Trauma responses may create an impression of being 

uncooperative, sullen, “all over the map” or strangely easy 
going

All of these factors work together to create the impression that a 
victim is not credible

All of this is a normal part of processing, remembering, and 
reporting memories that were created during a traumatic 
experience. This is particularly true immediately after a sexual 
assault



A Trauma-Informed Approach to Working with 
Victims of Sexual Violence

• Build rapport
• Establishing timeframes 
• Control and choice (Informed 

decisions)
• Honesty and transparency 

(expectations vs. reality)
• Acknowledge and normalize 

trauma responses (“I imagine 
this must be hard”)

• Use the same language that the 
victim uses 

• Non-judgemental stance
• Support/Safety Planning
• Ask open ended questions 
• Limit interruptions
• Body language and calm tone of 

voice
• Environmental setup
• Non-verbal/verbal cues 
• Be aware of your own biases
• Ensure victim knows what to 

expect
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Control and choice are key for survivors, as this is something that was taken from them at the time of the assault. Explaining the process and different options can help them make informed decisions. Honesty and transparency – victims may know very little about the legal process and may find it intimidating or frightening. Taking the time to explain the process and different steps creates transparency and trust while helping restore the victim’s sense of control. 



A Trauma-Informed Approach, continued

Establish boundaries and context for the help they are seeking.

Before asking a question, determine if it’s relevant to your work; a trauma-informed 
approach avoids having victims tell their story to multiple people, which causes 
retraumatization.

Victims may be hypersensitive to anything that sounds like disbelief, victim-blaming or a 
question of their credibility. Provide context for questions. (“I know this is sensitive, but I 
have to ask to find out….”)

If a victim is becoming silent, emotional or uncooperative, consider a break, offering a drink 
of water, doing some breaths together or momentarily changing topics.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Whenever they do an intake or a first session, our counsellors start with asking the client what brought them into the Centre and what their immediate needs are. This approach allows the victim to set the boundaries and control the session from the outset. We believe that this approach will save you asking a lot of unnecessary and potentially re-traumatizing questions. 



Takeaways
 Empathy, compassion, 

and understanding can go 
a long way when working 
with a victim of sexual 
violence

 Remember the ways 
trauma impacts the brain 
and memory (bottom-up) 

 Recognize the impact of 
trauma and how this 
affects a survivor’s 
behavior when making an 
assessment of credibility
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In the end, I don’t think the work you’re doing with victims of sexual violence is that much different from the victim of a physical assault case. Treat them with the same kind of care and empathy as you would someone seeking advice on a physical assault and that should steer you in the right direction. If the victim were an important person in your life, how would you want the responding lawyer to treat them? Use that as a guide. And, if you get the sense that the conversation is heating up and about to derail due to emotional overwhelm, suggest a break or reschedule another appointment. 



“It is very tempting to take the side of the 
perpetrator. All the perpetrator asks is that 

the bystander do nothing. He appeals to 
the universal desire to see, hear, and speak 

no evil. 

The victim, on the contrary, asks the 
bystander to share the burden of pain. The 
victim demands action, engagement, and 

remembering.”

Judith Herman, M.D. 
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A note on 
secondary 
trauma: 
take care 
of yourself



Self-Care for supporting those who 
have been sexually assaulted. 

● Relaxation meditation
● Mindfulness
● Awareness/Education/Knowledge
● Counselling support and debriefing
● Personal support: social and family support
● Cultural supports



Thanks!
Do you have any questions?

moravia.rsac@sasktel.net
carissa.rsac@sasktel.net

reginasexualassaultcentre.ca
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