
For a sexual assault case to be successfully prosecuted, two elements must come together.

•	 First, there has to be a thorough, evidence-based investigation. 

•	 Second, the victim must be able to participate in the criminal justice process.1 

•	 Both of these are more likely when victims receive a positive response to their disclosure. 
Particularly helpful is the feeling of being believed.

Positive interactions with law enforcement have particularly beneficial effects, not only on the 
victim’s emotional state, but also on the amount of information they can provide during the 
investigation, and their feelings of hope about the resolution of their case.2  

Impact of Negative Responses

Victims can benefit from disclosing their sexual assault, but only if the person responds positively to 
their disclosure. Unfortunately, this is not always the case, and negative responses have a damaging 
impact – over and above the sexual assault itself. 

•	 About half of all sexual assault victims (43-52%) rate their experience with the criminal 
justice system as unhelpful or hurtful.3   

   
•	 Not surprisingly, these victims have worse physical and psychological outcomes.4  

•	 Specifically, negative responses from law enforcement (including expressions of skepticism 
or victim-blaming) had a negative impact on survivors’ emotions and led to feelings of 
hopelessness about their case. Two survivors in this study said that blaming reactions from law 
enforcement were what made them begin to blame themselves for their rape.5

•	 In another study, victims who disclosed their sexual assault and received negative responses 
had higher levels of hostility, paranoia, and phobic anxiety at a 7-month follow up.6  

•	 Other studies have found that negative responses are related to higher levels of posttraumatic 
stress, delayed recovery, and poorer perceived health, among other negative outcomes.7  
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Examples of Negative Responses
 
Negative reactions from informal support providers (family, friends, faith communities) can 
include being doubted, blamed, stigmatized, shamed, or patronized.8 

These responses can be separated into two types:

•	 Overtly hostile reactions, described as “turning against,” and 

•	 “Unsupported acknowledgments,” where loved ones acknowledge the sexual assault but fail to 
provide a supportive response.  

Both types of negative responses are associated with harmful effects on survivors.9  

From law enforcement, negative responses can include:

•	 Discouraging survivors from reporting, or

•	 Questioning them about their prior sexual history, what they were wearing, or whether they  
“responded sexually” to the assault.10

Negative responses from health care providers, can include:

•	 Treatment that is experienced by victims as “cold, impersonal, and detached.”11  

When it comes to prosecutors, negative responses can include:

•	 Failing to provide survivors with adequate information or preparation.

•	 In that same study, victims also described being forced to “go through a punishing process” of 
reliving their their assault and defending their character.12

Not surprisingly, victims who receive such negative responses are less likely to disclose to others 
in the future.13 
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