START BY BELIEVING
By Jennifer Lucero, JFHQ SARC
When someone reports a sexual assault to you, what will your reaction be?  Your reaction makes a difference. There is no shame when a loved one dies…a car is stolen…or someone is diagnosed with a horrific disease.  Friends and loved ones gather around and offer love and support.  They don’t blame you for “bringing it on yourself.”  It should be the same for sexual violence.  Instead, when a victim musters up enough courage to tell someone, oftentimes they are blamed for the assault or they are not believed.  In the military, victims may report the assault to their leadership…the supervisor, first sergeant, commander, platoon sergeant, superintendent….expecting guidance and support.  A negative response can worsen the trauma and mean a victory for the perpetrator.  Leadership’s response determines the climate of trust that is established within the unit, and could either encourage or prevent more victims from coming forward.  In fact, many victims are deterred from coming forward after witnessing the treatment of other victims who reported sexual assaults.  

If someone tells you he or she was sexually assaulted, your first words to the victim should be supportive.  “I’m sorry this happened to you, what can I do to help you?”  “I believe you.  I’m here to support you.”  Remember, it takes a lot of courage for a victim to come forward.  In fact, you may be the first person this soldier or Airman confides in, which is why your response is so critical.  But it doesn’t stop there.  There are many steps a victim must take on the road to justice and healing.  They may need to go through an invasive examination by a forensics nurse.  They may be interrogated by a police officer or district attorney and have to describe the painful details of the attack.  They may have to explain to their supervisor why they need to see a counselor on a regular basis.  Each step of this process is a link in the chain of support, and one negative response by anyone in the chain means the chain is weakened and falls apart.   If the chain falls apart, the victim may fall apart as well, resulting in victory for the perpetrator.  If the perpetrator is not held accountable, he or she will attack again.  We can’t let this happen.  Stop the cycle, lead by example and teach our Soldiers, Airmen, and civilians to start by believing!

Check out startbybelieving.org.  
