WWILD-SVP Association Inc.
Working Alongside People with Intellectual and Learning Disabilities

Supporter Factsheet— Responding to Disclosures of Sexual Assault
and Abuse from Your Loved One
Learning that your family member has experienced sexual abuse can be extremely
difficult. Itis normalto not know what to do or say when this happens. This fact sheet

will help guide you on how to respond to a disclosure from an adult who has intellectual
disability.

Some key things to remember are:

e Tryand stay calm - This may be hard because you will be experiencing your own
difficult thoughts and feelings at this time.

e Helpthe person feel listened to, believed and supported.

e Do not blame the person or do or say anything that might give that impression,
such as asking “why were you alone with them?”. Sexual abuse is never the fault
of the person.

e Take a sexual abuse disclosure seriously and make all attempts to get the
person the support they need.

Place and Time

e Disclosures often happen spontaneously and without warning—if your family
member wants to share something with you about their abuse it is important to
try and find a quiet, private place to talk.

e Explainto the person that what they are telling you is important so it might be
better to find somewhere quiet, where you will be able to listen and talk.

o Ifyou can’tdo this straight away, organise with the person a time and place to
talk later which is private.

e Tryto make them feel as safe as possible. This might be by giving privacy, choice
and making them feel heard.

e Allow the person the time to disclose in the way that they choose.

What and How to Ask

e Use acalm and kind voice and give them time to tell their story.
e Letthem know that they are notin trouble. Let them know that you believe them.
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Try not to ask questions, interrupt, or disrupt the person’s thoughts. Allow them
to tell you in their own way. Remember that is not your job to investigate. Simply
listen and reassure the person that they have done the right thing by telling you.
Sometimes a person has been threatened by the offender to keep the act a
secret and telling someone is terrifying for them. Reassure them that it is ok to
tell you.

Do not promise to keep it a secret or confront the alleged perpetrator.

Some people struggle with the order of events and memory so itis important to
watch your language and take things slowly.

Use easy English and avoid ‘why’ questions.

Do not ask probing or leading questions such as: “Was it Mr X that did this?”.
Instead use questions such as: “What happened next?” “What do you mean?”
Use open questioning where possible— “What do you need?”

Avoid double-barreled questions such as: “Did it happen at the train station and
what time was it?”.

Safety planning - check their current level of safety and help them work out what
to do to be or maintain that level of safety.

What to Record

Note the day, time and place of the conversation.

Write down all information in the person’s own words as soon as possible and as
detailed and accurately as possible.

Record dates, places and people’s names that are mentioned.

Explain to them why you are doing this.

If you are the first person that they share this matter with, it may make you the
‘supporting witness’ if it becomes a criminal matter. That is why it's important to
make a written record of the conversation as you may be asked to give a
statement to the police.

What next?

Support the person to decide what they would like to do next. Decision-making is
difficult and giving them space to think about what they want to do is important.
This resource might assist you in helping the person make a decision.

Support the person to be in control as much as possible.

Provide relevant and understandable information so that the person can make
their own choices. WWILD have easy-read information for people with

intellectual and learning disabilities that explain these things.
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https://supporteddecisionmaking.com.au/
https://wwild.org.au/easy-read-resources/

e Checkthatthe person is safe from that person now. If not, make plans to ensure
no contact from that person. This might require help from the police or support
services. There are support services listed on the WWILD website.

e Tryand stay calm and seek support for yourself if needed.

e When they are ready, ask what they would like to happen next.

Next steps
Here is a brief rundown of the possible steps and options following a disclosure
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1. Calmly listen and

2. Safety planning - check their current level of safety and help them work out what to
do to be or maintain that level of safety.

3. Medical care

a. The person can choose not to access any medical care.

b. The person can visit a doctor or hospital for a medical check.

c. The person has the option of a Forensic Medical Exam to gather evidence if they
choose to pursue legal options. They can choose to use the FME results for
reporting at any time or not to use it. The police will request that the person have
an FME if they decide to report. However, it is always their choice whether they
want to do this.

(For more detailed information on medical care and Forensic Medical Examinations -
see the Supporter Factsheet - Reporting)

4. Reporting
a. The person can choose not to report.
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b. The person can choose to report to police and then not take any further legal
action.
c. The person can choose to report and the police will gather evidence.

5. Alternative Reporting Option - The person can choose to make an alternative
report via an online form. This means the person can provide details without being
contacted or making a formal complaint.

There is more information on reporting and court processes in the Support fact
sheet— Reporting and Court Processes.
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