
SUPPORTING ADULT SURVIVORS
OF CHILDHOOD SEXUAL ABUSE

The pain of childhood sexual abuse can last well into adulthood. Learning how to heal in a healthy way from this 
early trauma can take many years for some women and men. 

If someone has told you about past abuse and he or she is struggling to cope, please be patient, gentle and 
supportive. Talking about sexual abuse, which is often rooted in secrecy and shame, requires courage and trust. 

The survivor has shared a part of his or her life that was painful, overwhelming and scary. Respect the person’s 
trust in you by keeping this information private.

Other steps to take to help an adult survivor with his or her healing:

			   Educate yourself on the topic of sexual abuse and the healing 			 
			              process to better understand the far-reaching impact 			 
				                 of sexual abuse on a person’s life.

					                          Emphasize that the abuse was not the fault 
							       of the survivor.
			    
				                                         NO ONE should violate a child.

					                             Encourage the survivor to build a network of 	
							       support, which may include a therapist.
 
					                          Share your feelings of anger, sorrow, empathy 	
					                        and pain. Doing so validates the survivor’s emotions.

				                                Refrain from urging the survivor to 			 
						       “let go of the past” or “get over it.”

				                      Respect the healing process.  
					       Don’t set a timetable.

Surviving childhood sexual abuse is a journey  
for many adults. With compassion and support, 
you can assist a survivor with moving on.

LISTEN to what  
is said. Allow the 
person to express 
his or her feelings.



Helping Adult Survivors 

Break Their Silence
It is not uncommon for men and women who were sexually abused as children 
to ease their pain in unhealthy ways. Often these coping techniques are harmful 

behaviors, such as using alcohol and drugs, eating disorders or aggression.
• • • • • •

What many survivors have learned over the years is the ability to ignore, 
mask or temporarily “forget” the ordeal. Some survivors become overachievers and 

others struggle for success and meaningful relationships.
• • • • • •

If you suspect someone you care about is struggling as an adult survivor, 
refrain from asking direct questions. Survivors usually speak when they feel ready and 

tend to do so with a person they trust. 

Work on being a trustworthy friend who is nonjudgmental, respectful and patient.
• • • • • •

Educate yourself about the needs of adult survivors of sexual abuse in case  
the person you suspect was abused decides to share his or her story.

• • • • • •
It takes tremendous courage for an adult to talk about abuse after many years of silence. 

• • • • • •
If someone turns to you, listen, show compassion and offer support.  

Be a friend.

Listen.  Show ‘compassion.
 Offer ‘support.


