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One of the biggest problems with dealing with sexual assaults in the military is the reluctance of victims to come forward.  Why don’t they come forward?  Several reasons:  distrust of the command, lack of accountability, fear they will be treated badly, and fear of retaliation.  These are all valid concerns.  Think about it.  What if the perpetrator was a supervisor, a fellow soldier, or someone in the chain of command?  As a victim of sexual assault, would you feel comfortable reporting the incident?  How leadership addresses the victim of sexual assault after he or she reports the crime results in the climate of trust that is established within the unit. 
When dealing with a victim of sexual assault, empathize with them by putting yourself in their shoes.  How would you want to be treated, and what would you want the leadership to do to ensure your physical and psychological security?  
Establish a climate of trust by immediately taking care of the victim.  First, take it seriously and don’t question the validity of the report.  Contact the Sexual Assault Response Coordinator (SARC), provide immediate medical care and/or counseling, and ensure a victim advocate is assigned.  Contact law enforcement and the Judge Advocate General and ensure there is a timely, thorough investigation conducted.  If CID cannot investigate, and local law enforcement officials will not investigate or prosecute, contact the JFHQ SARC for possible investigation by the Office of Complex Investigations.  In cases of sexual assault, internal investigations are strongly discouraged.  
Avoiding re-victimization, or the perception of re-victimization, is extremely important. It makes or breaks the climate of trust.  Be cautious with the way questions are worded.  For example, asking the victim why they didn’t report the incident earlier may be well-intentioned, but the victim may perceive it as doubting the validity of the report because they waited so long.  Keep in mind, it could take weeks, months, or even years for some victims to muster enough courage to report a sexual assault.  
Although command may want to know the details about the case, let the investigators do their job.  Not only could this jeopardize the investigation, it is also another form of re-victimization.  Collect only necessary information.  Asking the victim for specific details forces them to relive the incident over and over again, as they will already be required to tell their story several times to investigators, medical personnel, and others.  Additionally, leaders should limit details concerning the incident to only those with a legitimate need to know.  Sharing details with those who do not have a need to know causes distrust.
Consider the best courses of action for separating the victim and subject during the investigation.  Commanders should seriously consider giving a written military protection order.  To the extent practicable, they should also accommodate the victim’s desires regarding safety, health, and security as long as neither a critical mission nor a complete investigation is compromised.  Leaders should also consider separate work schedules, separate work centers, and separate drill weekends.  Attention to detail is imperative.  The last thing the victim needs is to be in the same room as the offender.  Discuss these options with the victim.  Remember, forcing the victim to move can be viewed as punishment and re-victimization. They may be thinking, “Why should I have to move when it’s the offender who committed the offense?”   On the other hand, they may want to move.  
Communication is the key.  It is the commander’s responsibility to keep the victim informed of the status of the investigation on a monthly basis, although more frequent contact is advised.  Failure to contact the victim sends the message that command does not care.  The victim needs to know they can rely on the command’s support.  
Failure to establish a climate of trust increases the likelihood that sexual assaults will occur.  Victims won’t come forward; therefore offenders know they can get away with it.  On the other hand, establishing a non-permissive climate, where potential future offenders know they will be investigated and held accountable, will increase reporting and decrease incidents of sexual assault.  What are you doing to establish a climate of trust in your unit?
