
SURVIVORS 
GUIDE
An information guide for victims of sexual assault 
in the Bow Valley and their friends and family

Content warning: This document contains information about 
sexual violence that may be triggering to some.
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CORE BELIEFS OF THE HARMONY PROJECT
• It is a basic human right for all individuals to live their lives without violence or fear of violence.
• Anyone can be a victim of sexual assault.
• Sexual assault is about power and control, not intimacy.
• Anyone impacted by sexual assault has the right to sensitive, immediate and appropriate care.
• Everyone has the capacity and resiliency to recover from sexual assault.
• Victims of sexual assault are not to blame and perpetrators must be held accountable.
• Services addressing sexual assault need to be delivered in an inclusive, respectful, and equitable manner 

regardless of ethnicity, religion, sex, gender, sexual orientation, mental health or ability. 
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A person’s behavior, attitude or appearance (dress/clothing) NEVER 
provokes, invites or justifies sexual assault. 

Regardless of how you dressed, what you had to drink or where you were, you were a 
victim of a violent crime and the perpetrator is 100% responsible for the assault. Anyone, 
regardless of age, sex, class, race, religion, sexual identity, occupation or physical 
appearance can be sexually assaulted.  

Most victims are sexually assaulted by someone they know

In 82% of sexual assaults the perpetrator is someone the victim knows like an employer, 
co-worker, friend, boyfriend/girlfriend, spouse, neighbor, or relative (http://aasas.ca/).  Even 
if someone does initially agree to engage in sexual activity, they can change their mind AT 
ANY POINT.  If someone doesn’t consent or cannot consent and their partner doesn’t 
accept it but instead continues to pressure or force them into any sexual activity, they are 
committing sexual assault.  

There are ways that people resist sexual assault other than screaming for 
help or physically fighting back.

It’s very common for someone to “freeze” or to “check-out” when they are being assaulted, 
especially if the perpetrator is someone they know. These are coping strategies that help a 
victim to survive and are actually different ways of resisting. Sometimes fighting back can 
put the victim in more danger.

Someone in a committed relationship (marriage, dating, common-law) 
can be assaulted by their partner.

Entering into a relationship does not give anyone the right or ownership of another person’s 
body. Being in a committed relationship is no different than any kind of hook up, when it 
comes to consent each person has the right to not give their consent at any point. Every 
time two people engage in sexual activities, consent must obtained.

Sexual Assault is never an accident, it’s an intentional choice.

Consent isn’t complicated: when someone wants to stop and the other person wants to 
continue, the burden is entirely on the person who wants to continue to make sure their 
partner wants to as well (http://www.consented.ca). Someone may feel they are getting 
mixed messages but that is not an excuse for sexual assault. If it is unclear what their 
partner wants, communication is the only way to make sure both people feel safe and 
comfortable with what is happening. It is the responsibility of the person initiating the sexual 
contact to obtain consent. 

THE TRUTH ABOUT SEXUAL ASSAULT
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• Can this person communicate clearly?
• Are they coherent?
• Are they sober enough to fully know what is going on?
• Did they say no when they were sober and now they are saying yes? It is okay for 

people to change their mind, but since we know that alcohol can play a big role in 
people being able to communicate consent, play it safe. Wait until they are sober and 
check in again; if you do have sex have even more check ins than normal 

If there is any doubt, mixed messages, uncertainty, or confusion, don’t do it.

Alcohol is the substance used most frequently to facilitate sexual assault

Many people believe that date rape drugs are commonly used to incapacitate victims, but it 
is actually alcohol that is used most frequently (Campus Sexual Assault Study, National 
Institute of Justice, 2007). It is very difficult to determine if date rape drugs were used in a 
sexual assault because of how quickly they leave the victim’s system. Sexual assault is 
about power and control and perpetrators exert power over victims in many ways. Most 
sexual assaults occur by people that victims know and trust, and due to both this and 
dynamics of power, perpetrators often do not have to use substances to gain and maintain 
control.

Anyone can be sexually assaulted

Sexual assault is not a “women’s issue”- people of all genders are sexually assaulted. It can 
happen to anyone, regardless of their sexual orientation, size, strength, appearance, 
occupation, race or culture. It happens at home, at work, in locker rooms and in cars - just 
about anywhere a perpetrator thinks they can get away with it. Most men have never 
considered the possibility of such a think happening and are therefore totally unprepared. 
We know that people that identify as being transgender experience higher rates of sexual 
assault and sometimes experience increased barriers in trying to access services and 
supports. People of all genders can be victims and perpetrators of sexual assault.

Someone incapacitated by alcohol or drugs CANNOT give consent

Under the Canadian Federal Law, anyone who is incapacitated by drugs or alcohol cannot 
consent to sexual activities. If they are drunk, asleep or passed out, they are incapable of 
consenting to sex. In media and our society there is a complicated link between alcohol 
and sexual assault where victims are often blamed for having consumed alcohol and 
perpetrators justify their actions. This is opposed with many images in the media of people 
consuming substances and having consensual sex. 

Sometimes people consume substances and they are still able to have consensual sex.  In 
fact, sometimes people want to have sex after they have been drinking. Therefore, really 
clear communication of consent is even more important when the partners involved have 
consumed substances.

Regularly and continually checking in is crucial and it can be important to check in the next 
day as well.

Ask yourself: 

For more information check out the following websites:

Association of Alberta Sexual Assault Services - http://assas.ca/

Calgary Communities Against Sexual Assault - http://www.calgarycasa.com/
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Some victims/survivors have reported:

• Feeling lost and alone

• Having nightmares/flashbacks

• Feeling like no one understands

• Not being able to think clearly or focus on 
regular tasks

• Experiencing nausea and changes to 
eating patterns

• Having trouble sleeping

• Headaches and muscle tension

• Feeling unclean

• Experiencing grief and loss

• Thinking about the assault continuously

• Sexual dysfunction

• Not wanting to be touched by anyone

• Difficulty trusting yourself and others

• Disconnection from the world and day to 
day reality

• Paranoia

• Fear of being alone

• A lack of self confidence

• Being in shock and feeling numb

• Feeling angry

• Not wanting to talk about the assault 

These symptoms can occur over a long 
period of time. You might experience them 
right after an assault or not until many years 
later.

AFTER THE 
ASSAULT
The impacts of sexual assault are many and 

may show up in different forms and at various 

stages of your life. These impacts may vary 

depending on your age, the relationship 

between you and the perpetrator, the nature of 

the assault, the length and frequency of the 

sexual assaults, the degree of violence 

involved, the reactions of those around you and 

the resources available to you. 

Everyone has different reactions to being 

assaulted. There is no right or wrong way to 

feel or act.  Whether a sexual assault happened 

recently or years ago, it has certain effects, 

some of which are common to a majority of the 

victims, others might be more specific to your 

situation.  You may display a variety of 

behaviours that others might not understand.  

These behaviours are coping strategies and 

you are surviving in whatever way you can.  
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ReintegrationOutward
Adjustment

Initial Shock

1. Initial Shock

• This stage is very intense - it is experienced right after 
the assault and can last for days or months
• Common feelings/responses include:  fear, anxiety, 
shock, nightmares, helplessness, confusion, anger, guilt 
about what you did or didn’t do, shame, difficulty 
concentrating, feeling alone
• You might be very overwhelmed with all of feelings that 
you are experiencing; know that this is a normal reaction 
to trauma and it will subside 

2. Outward Adjustment

• During this stage you might be trying to get your life 
back to normal - it can last from several weeks to 
several years
• Family and friends might encourage this stage and 
think you are recovering
• You might still be experiencing symptoms related to 
the assault such as: nightmares, feelings of depression, 
fears, issues around intimacy/sexuality, use of alcohol 
or drugs, shame/self-blame
• You want to be able to cope with memories of the 
assault in a way that makes sense for you 

• You want to regain control of your life and may not want 
to talk about the assault at all; you might deny that the 
assault still bothers you
• This might be a time of activity for you and you may 
decide to make changes such as moving or starting a 
new job 

3. Reintegration

• Often feelings from the previous stage last for a long 
time and are a part of this phase as well
• Fear, anxiety and flashbacks to the assault are still a 
part of your life but you might not be experiencing 
these feelings as often as before
• You are using and identifying healthy coping 
strategies
• You start to feel empowered and more positive about 
yourself
• The assault doesn’t define you, it is one part of your 
identity
• You are working towards finding a new way of being 
in the world 

PHASES OF HEALING
Although the process is different for everyone, it is common for victims to experience different phases of 

their healing journey.  These phases usually aren’t experienced one right after the other, they can overlap 

and sometimes something can happen that triggers feelings related to the assault and you may revisit 

the previous phase.  For example: a nightmare, a court date, seeing your attacker or someone who 

reminds you of them, hearing about a sexual assault in the media, etc. 
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IF SOMEONE YOU KNOW HAS BEEN ASSAULTED
The most important thing you can do to support someone is to sit back and listen.

Do:

• Tell them you believe them
• Validate their feelings - there is no right or wrong way to feel when someone has experienced trauma
• Let them know that they have your unconditional support and that you will be there for them in whatever 
way they need
• Tell them that what happened wasn’t their fault
• Encourage them to make their own decisions about how they want to proceed
• Provide them with options and information as needed 

Things to avoid:

• Asking questions about what they did or didn’t do (were you drinking? why did you go back to their place? 
did you try to fight back?); This can be interpreted as victim blaming
• Making them re-tell their story or share details they aren’t ready to share
• Giving advice
• Getting really angry - this takes the focus away from the victim and they may start to feel guilty that they 
have upset you 

Be sure to take care of yourself. After someone has shared their experience with you, you might be 
feeling sad/angry/overwhelmed and may need to reach out and get some support yourself. 

Frequently Asked Questions

Q. What key messages should you give someone who has been sexually assaulted?

A. If someone discloses to you that they have been sexually assaulted, the most important message that you 
can give them is that you believe them.  Remember that one of the most damaging ideas about sexual assault 
is that survivors lie about it. The number of false reports is a very low 2 to 4%, similar to the number of false 
reports of any other crime (forensiceducation.ca). They are telling you because they trust you. You could play 
an important role in helping to get them connected to the services they need.

It’s also important to tell them that it’s not their fault.  Anyone, regardless of age, sex, class, race, religion, 
gender identity, occupation or physical appearance can be sexually assaulted.  Whatever choices they may 
have made, they are not to blame for the sexual assault. Consent is always necessary to obtain under the 
Canadian Federal Law. And even if someone does initially agree to engage in sexual activity, they can 
change their mind AT ANY POINT. If someone says “no” and their partner doesn’t accept it but instead 
continues to pressure or force them into any sexual activity, they are committing sexual assault. It’s very 
common for someone to ‘freeze’ or to be too scared to fight back when they are being assaulted.

Alberta ONE LINE for Sexual Violence is a 24-hour support service available for victims as
well as their friends or family members. 
Available by text, talk and chat: 1.844.403.8000
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Q. What if your friend/co-worker/family member doesn’t want to go to the police or to the 
hospital?

A. It is important that you recognize the victim/survivor’s right to make decisions, even if 
you disagree with them. These choices can be very complex especially when 82% of the 
time the perpetrator is someone the victim knows like an employer, co-worker, friend, 
boyfriend/girlfriend, spouse, neighbor, roommate or relative (http://aasas.ca/).

Less than 5% of victims choose to report their assault to the police (http://www. 
canadianwomen.org/blog/10-reasons-violence-still-a-problem). Always ask a victim what 
they need and what they want to do and respect their choice.  You can let them know that 
they can get medical care (STI testing, pregnancy test) from the hospital without pressing 
charges.  You can also tell them that if they are unsure if they want to press charges, the 
Calgary Sexual Assault Response Team will collect evidence and store it for up to 1 year 
while the victim makes that decision (this is called the 3rd option).

You could also suggest that they meet with a counsellor to work through their feelings 
and discuss what their options are. Walk-in counselling and urgent mental health care are 
provided free of charge in Banff Mineral Springs Hospital and Canmore General Hospital.

Q. What if someone was sexually assaulted a year ago but is just telling you about it 
now?

A. This is quite common. Often and for many different reasons, victims might try to just 
get on with their lives and forget the sexual assault ever happened. As time goes on they 
might find that they are having trouble coping. Listen, let them know that you believe them 
and that it’s not their fault and then ask them what they need. There are local options for 
free counselling if this is something that they are interested in. They can report the assault 
to the RCMP if this is something they want to do.

Q. What if someone isn’t sure if they have been sexually assaulted?

A. Consent isn’t complicated: when someone wants to stop and the other person wants
to continue, the burden is entirely on the person who wants to continue to make sure their 
partner wants to as well. Perpetrators don’t sexually assault people by accident; they not 
only understand consent, but also choose to ignore it. They know that what they are doing 
is wrong and they choose to do it anyway (http://www.consented.ca/ ).

If a victim was drinking or using drugs prior to the assault, or the perpetrator used 
substances to gain access to the victim, they may have experienced a ‘blackout’ and not 
be able to remember what happened. Someone who is intoxicated to the point of 
blacking out is not able to consent. Alcohol is the substance used most frequently to 
facilitate sexual assault. 
(Campus Sexual Assault Study, National Institute of Justice, 2007).

Listen and give them the opportunity to work through it. If you don’t feel like you can 
adequately support them, encourage them to talk to someone they trust or refer them to 
one of the services listed in this guide.
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