
A guide to keeping your audience safe while repor�ng sexual harm

Insight for
journalists

Lead author: Victoria Coe
Lived experience adviser: Dominique Martin



2
INSIGHT FOR JOURNALISTS

References to sexual harm

Please be aware that this document contains
detailed references to sexual harm
throughout. If you or someone close to you
has experienced trauma associated with
sexual harm you may find this document
triggering.

Sexual harm is an issue that affects too many
people in our communi�es. If, as a journalist,
you have been affected by sexual harm and
you want to talk with someone about your
experiences, there are people who work in a
range of services who can provide you with
prac�cal informa�on, advice, help and
support.

We’ve added informa�on about just some of
these services to page 29 along with details
about what specifically they do, so that you
know what op�ons you have, and you can
make choices that are right for you.
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Sexual harm can devastate lives,
but it can be prevented

As a journalist you can influence opinion and inform
debate. You have the power and the pla�orm to
make a difference.

Through the way in which you report about sexual
harm, you can have a posi�ve impact on the
millions of people affected by it.

Through the language you use you can help
challenge stereotypes and harmful viewpoints
about issues like consent.

You can raise awareness about the efforts of a
diverse range of individuals and organisa�ons who
are working �relessly to prevent sexual offences and
to support those harmed by them. You can also
inspire leaders to act.

We have created this content with the help and
support of individuals who have experienced sexual

crimes and the harm which follows, to support you
as you report the facts and share the stories which
help shape our society.

We believe that with your support and through your
words, together we can prevent sexual harm.
Please help us

Why you ma�er

‘All that’s generally talked about in the media is collective suffering,
struggling, danger and death. Our commonality as victims and survivors is
pain, hurt and anger, which is quite scarily accurate. But I want to hear and
see more about our collective strength and power. Organisations campaigning
for change and making progress in creating a better world for us all. Living as
a survivor can feel overwhelming. I think we all feel that, and every time we
turn on the TV or go onto social media there is another story, another example
to make us angry and disappointed. I want to be empowered by our resilience
and to have hope that the next generation will be striving to make this a better
world too. I know so much good work is being done, but that’s only because I

look for it. What about everybody else who doesn’t?’
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‘I’ve found myself becoming
hateful towards victims who’ve
been attacked in public. I’m

disgusted with myself. But those
of us who have been attacked
in our homes by our husbands/

partners/wives, we are
forgotten about, we are the
majority, but we don’t make
the news. I think it’s harder to

think about because it’s
happening in a place we all

consider to be safe.’

Using this insight

This insight is not intended to be used as
instruc�onal content and does not seek to replace
or conflict with exis�ng legisla�ve requirements,
media regula�on or any editors’ code of prac�ce in
rela�on to the repor�ng of sexual offences.

It has been produced in addi�on to these things, to
provide you with insight from individuals who have
experienced sexual harm and those who provide
support to them, which we hope may be useful to
you as you report about this issue.

Other guidance to support you as a journalist is also
available including:

• ‘Media Guidelines on Violence Against Women’
created by Zero Tolerance which you can find
online at zerotolerance.org.uk/work-journalists

• Rape Crisis Scotland have also produced
informa�on at rapecrisisscotland.org.uk/news/
news/how-to-report-sexual-assault-trials-
responsibly

• The Na�onal Associa�on for People Abused in
Childhood have created guidance available on
the media page at www.napac.org.uk/media.

‘Independent Press Standard Organisa�on Guidance
on Repor�ng of Sexual Offences, External Resources

for Journalists’ and ‘Contact with the Media Support
for Survivors of Sexual Offences’ are available at
ipso.co.uk.

Guidance for broadcast journalists is available at Of-
com.org.uk. The Broadcas�ng Code contains specific
advice on protec�ng young people and protec�ng
the public from harmful and offensive material. Visit
Ofcom.org.uk to find out more.

https://� zerotolerance.org.uk/work-journalists
https://� rapecrisisscotland.org.uk/news/news/how-to-report-sexual-assault-trials-responsibly
https://� rapecrisisscotland.org.uk/news/news/how-to-report-sexual-assault-trials-responsibly
https://� rapecrisisscotland.org.uk/news/news/how-to-report-sexual-assault-trials-responsibly
https://ww.napac.org.uk/media
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Keeping you and your audience safe
You

If as a professional working in the media, you have
been affected by sexual harm and you want to talk
with someone about your experiences, there are
people who work in a range of services who can
provide you with prac�cal informa�on, advice, help
and support on your terms. Find out more about
them in our specialist organisa�ons pages from
page 27 (for comment) or page 29 (for support).

Your audience

The word ‘trigger’ is well used but some�mes
misused which can minimise the reality for
someone experiencing trauma.

A ‘trigger’ can be a sight, sound, smell, taste or
touch; anything which can spark a memory which
transports a person back to a trauma�c event/their
trauma�c experiences, or which brings a memory or
sensa�on of a past experience directly into their
present. When an individual is triggered they may
experience emo�onal and/or physical responses
and these can be profoundly distressing and
debilita�ng.

In rela�on to the repor�ng of sexual harm, things
that may trigger trauma may include:

• Violent, dark or other nega�ve imagery
• Suspenseful, jarring or nega�ve music or sounds
• Violent or salacious language
• In�mate descrip�ons of sexual harm

‘I didn’t really know what feeling
‘triggered’ was like until I watched

EastEnders and Kat Slater
described how her uncle had

sexually abused her as a child. It
was like the world went silent. I
couldn’t hear or see the TV, my
mind had taken me some place

where I was alone, and then I could
smell, as clear as day, the man who
raped me years before. His sweat
and his skin. I sat there, frozen and
so angry at how my mind and
body was responding, knowing
there was not one thing I could do

about it.’
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How you can respect trauma

What is meant by ‘sexual harm’

Let them know

Let your audience know that the content you are
communica�ng contains references to sexual harm,
par�cularly when in�mate details may be provided.

This will give anyone who may be triggered by the
content, the opportunity to make their own choice
about if/how/when/where to access it. This does
not mean someone will choose not to access your
story, but it might be they want to do it when
someone they care about is at home with them, for
example, or when they are not in public.

Be mindful of the imagery you use

Stock images of individuals in vulnerable states such
as ‘head hugging’ or ‘about to be assaulted’ portray
people at their most vulnerable. Individuals who
have experienced sexual offences are so much more
than the harm they have endured, and other stock

images can be used to communicate the nature of
the story. This use of inappropriate stock images can
also further perpetuates how vic�ms and survivors
are stereotyped.

Provide details of how your
audience can access support

Highlight that a range of support is available for
anyone who may have been affected by sexual
crimes, and/or who may be experiencing trauma as
a result. This can save lives. You can find out more
about those organisa�ons on page 27.

‘Being raped is something I
experienced once. The harm that

caused is what makes me sleep with
the light on, even after 20 years.’

Sexual offences such as rape and sexual assault
should always be named for the crimes that they
are, but when repor�ng it is also important to
consider the harm which results from these
offences.

‘Sexual harm’ is emo�onal and physical harm
generated through a sexual offence or offences,
including a criminal act or acts against a person or
people. The harm generated by sexual offences can
be experienced for weeks, months, and sometmes
even life�mes'.

Individuals who have experienced sexual harm may
not associate themselves or their experiences with
any terms that are o�en used, par�cularly by public
sector organisa�ons such as ‘sexual assault’, or
‘sexual offences’.

That is not to say these terms are wrong, but it is
important to recognise individuals may also not
associate themselves with language such as
‘violence’ par�cularly if they perceive that no
‘violence’ towards them has taken place.
Sexual offences can take place on a spectrum of
ac�ons and behaviours that range from what may
be perceived as ‘minor’ to incredibly violent.

The harm caused by sexual offences can be
trauma�c to those who experience it directly, and to
others who may indirectly experience it such as
children and other family members.

Types of sexual offences includes (but is not limited
to): sexual abuse, rape, sexual assault, grooming,
revenge porn, and human trafficking for sexual
exploita�on.



The scale of sexual harm
Sexual crimes and the harm they inflict, affect children and adults here in the UK and across the globe, with
girls and women being dispropor�onality affected. To help understand the scale of this we have prepared
the following informa�on. Please note that this data is not compara�ve year on year but helps to build a
picture of the context rela�ng to sexual offending and its harm:

176,813 - number of individuals in the United
Kingdom who have died and who have Covid-19 on
their death cer�ficate (figure at February 2022)

Over 13 million - es�mated figures
(combined) for number of vic�ms of sexual assault
and a�empts, rape and a�empts, assault by
penetra�on and a�empts, indecent exposure and
unwanted touching, since the age of 16 years
among women and girls aged 16-74 (ONS)

Over 2 million - es�mated figures (combined)
for number of vic�ms of sexual assault and
a�empts, rape and a�empts, assault by penetra�on
and a�empts, indecent exposure and unwanted
touching, since the age of 16 years among men and
boys aged 16-74 (ONS)

201% - increase in the number of men and boys
accessing Ministry of Jus�ce funded rape support
services in (2014-18) (Gov.uk)

59,000 - number of rapes reported to the police
in the UK last year (2020-2021)

1 in 20 - number of children in the United
Kingdom who may have been sexually abused
(NSPCC)

8.3 million - number of unique images
recorded in The Child Abuse Image Database (2015-
19) (ONS)

78% - of the top 50 accessible rape porn sites
found through an online search engine adver�se
rape content of under 18 year-olds (Rape Crisis)

90% - of rape and sexual assault offences are
commi�ed by an offender known to the
complainant (CPS)

3.8% - percentage of child sexual abusers who are
female based on police reports (2018/19)

80% - of young girls are put under pressure to
provide sexual images of themselves when asked in
a recent survey (Ofsted)

63% - percentage of rapes which took place in the
vic�m or perpetrators home (ONS)

1.4% - percentage of rape cases charged /
summonsed in England and Wales (for the year
ending March 2020) (Home Office)

35 - number of prosecu�ons for making false
allega�ons of rape over a 17-month period (CPS)

We know sexual harm is vastly under-reported. For
example, data from the Bri�sh Crime Survey tells
us that only around 16% of people over 16 years of
age who had experienced sexual assault by
penetra�on, made a report to the police.
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Sexual harm - some context
Rape and sexual offences are crimes and because of
that, as an issue, it can be placed into a ‘criminal
jus�ce box’, but sexual harm is so much more than a
criminal jus�ce issue.

Sexual offences impact the physical and mental
health of our society, they violate human rights, and
they require awareness and educa�on, all of which
require a much broader conversa�on.

To encourage that conversa�on in can be useful to
consider not just sexual offences but sexual harm
which is the harm that is caused by an individual

when they rape, or commit other sexual offences,
against another person or people.

When repor�ng about this issue it can be helpful to
understand the broader context in which sexual
harm takes place. That context is far from simple,
but below we have a�empted to explore just a few
themes and which we think help build a picture of
why sexual harm is such a prolific issue embedded
into our society. These are in no way exhaus�ve and
other sources of informa�on, including academic
research and the views of trusted relevant
professional organisa�ons, are available.

For a long �me, individuals have been encouraged to ‘protect themselves from rape’

Public narra�ves around the threat of sexual violence have o�en focused on ‘what
people should do to avoid being raped/sexually harmed’ which has placed the
responsibility for preven�ng harm on everyone other than those who commit sexual
offences.

Generally resources have not been targeted at those who commit sexual offences

To prevent a crime, the first step is to understand what causes it. “If you don’t really
understand perpetrators, you’re never going to understand sexual violence” – Sherry
Hamby PhD. Although a number of services exist to support those who have been
harmed, there are dispropor�onately fewer services available for those who harm (or
who are considered to be at risk of harming others).

Individuals are some�mes blamed for the crimes commi�ed against them

People should not rape or commit sexual offences against other people, however there
are s�ll percep�ons in society that a person who has been sexually harmed is in some
way culpable for the crime(s) commi�ed against them, par�cularly in certain scenarios
(eg if they are dressed in a certain way, if they have been drinking alcohol or using drugs,
if they are a sex worker, if they are in a rela�onship or have been previously sexually
in�mate with the person who has harmed them, if they are out alone etc).
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It has been acceptable, legally

Rape has been considered as socially and legally acceptable in this genera�on. A man
raping his wife became recognised as a criminal offence in the UK in 1991 when the
House of Lords overturned a common-law rule and upheld a husband’s convic�on for
rape. This law was later made explicit under the Sexual Offences Act 2003. Male rape was
recognised in law in 1994.

Few people face jus�ce for sexual crimes

Despite its prevalence, propor�onality few people face jus�ce for the sexual offences
they commit. 1.4 % of rape cases were charged or summonsed in England and Wales (for
the year ending March 2020). (Source: Home Office)

False allega�ons can be used to promote an inaccurate narra�ve and inhibit debate

Some individuals make false allega�ons of rape and sexual assault which can devastate
lives, and those responsible should be held to account for their ac�ons, but false
allega�ons do not outweigh truthful allega�ons. A 2005 Home Office report suggested
that 4% of cases of sexual violence reported to the police in the UK are found, or
suspected, to be false. Crown Prosecu�on Service data from 2013 indicated that there
were 5,651 prosecu�ons for rape and during the same period, there were 35
prosecu�ons for making false allega�ons of rape.

Children are learning about sex through pornography

In May 2015 one in five under 18s in the UK had visited an adult site. In 2016 a report by
the NPSCC indicated that 48% of 11-16 year olds surveyed had seen pornography online
and the Ofsted review of sexual abuse in schools and colleges published in 2021 makes
various references to the impact of online pornography on children and young people.

Women also commit sexual offences and cause sexual harm

Ministry of Jus�ce data for 2018 shows that out of 5,547 offenders found guilty of child
sexual abuse in England and Wales, 66 of those were female. Whilst the number of
female perpetrators of sexual crimes is vastly fewer compared to males, their crimes and
the harm they cause can be equally as devasta�ng. Because stereotypically women can
be perceived as nurturers and ‘care givers’ this can create a significant and very real
s�gma for those they harm, and it can also enable those who commit the crimes to
evade suspicion.



Six ways you can make a difference

1 - Give hope to others

Share stories about those who have rebuilt their
lives and survived the sexual offences commi�ed
against them. Many stories about sexual harm focus
on sexual offences and reports of arrests or court
proceedings. What are less frequently
communicated are stories of inspira�on, hope,
support, grit, and resilience for those who have
rebuilt their lives following sexual harm.

Whilst individuals who have reported sexual
offences have the legal right to anonymity, there are
many who may be willing to tell their story if they
think it may help generate ac�on to prevent sexual
harm, or support those affected by it. Specialist
organisa�ons working with survivors of sexual
offences may be able to connect you safely and
appropriately with individuals willing to share their
story with you. Find out more on page 27.

Share stories about those campaigning for change.
There are individuals working and volunteering in a
diverse range of specialist organisa�ons, many of
whom have been campaigning for years, to help end
sexual harm and they have exper�se, experience,
and their own unique stories to tell. And also the
stories of poli�cans who are using their influence to
campaign for change and to address social
injus�ces.

2 - Use language which affords
dignity to those who have
experienced sexual harm

Use simple language and avoid words, terms or
phrases that could be considered as
sensa�onalising or glorifying sexual offences and
sexual harm. Find out more in our ‘how language
and labels make a difference’ sec�on on page 12.

3 - Report with compassion and in
ways that won’t retrauma�se

Tell people if a story contains details about sexual
harm. Individuals who have been affected by sexual
harm may find some content triggering. Providing a
warning at the start of a story gives individuals the
opportunity to choose whether, when and how to
view content, which can help keep them safe.

If you are asking someone to share details of their
story, ensure they understand the poten�al long-
term implica�ons of that for them and those they
care about. When someone is experiencing trauma
par�cularly in its early stages, they may agree to
share very in�mate details of their experience,
especially if they believe it will help keep other
people safe. The level of detail that they are
comfortable sharing now might be different in the
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future so ensure they have all the informa�on they
need to make an informed choice.

If you are asking someone to share details of their
story, give them guidance to help them make their
decision. Vic�m Support provides informa�on for
vic�ms of crime about talking to the media online at
www.vic�msupport.org.uk/help-and-support/
coping-crime[dealing-with-the-media/ as well as
providing a guide on ‘dealing with the media’ via the
Vic�m support ‘My Support Space’ at
www.mysupportspace.org.uk/moj. Guidance is also
available from The Independent Press Standards
Organisa�on called ‘Contact with the Media –
Support for Survivors of Sexual Offences’ at h�ps://
www.ipso.co.uk/media/1587/contact-with-the-
media-for-survivors.pdf.

4 - Raise awareness of support

Add contact details for support services at the start
of a story. If someone has an emo�onal and/or
physical response to what they read or hear, they
might not be able to reach the end of the story so it
is important to put informa�on about where they
can access help, right up front. This informa�on can
save lives.

Reference other organisa�ons, not just the police
and the courts. If an Independent Sexual Violence
Adviser, an independent charity, a Sexual Assault
Referral Centre, or any other organisa�on which is
providing a service to support individuals is related
to a story, provide a link to describe what they are
and how to contact them. This helps to provide
many more choices to individuals who have
experienced sexual harm, and who may not know
what their op�ons are for help and support. Find
out more in our directory of specialist organisa�ons
on page 27.

5 - Help give a voice to those who
may not be heard

For stories about children and young people,
encourage readers to report concerns. There are
many reasons adults don’t report concerns they
have about a child or young person being sexually
harmed, fear of making a mistake being one of them
but when we choose to do nothing we enable
abuse. For stories rela�ng to children and young
people, encourage adults to report concerns to the
police or anonymously to CrimeStoppers.

For stories about a vulnerable adult(s), encourage
readers to report concerns. Anyone who is
concerned that a vulnerable adult may be at risk of
sexual harm or another form of abuse or neglect
can contact the confiden�al na�onal Hourglass
Service by phone, text, live chat and email (details
at www.wearehourglass.org) or contact
CrimeStoppers anonymously.

Seek out stories which help the public to
understand the true scale and impact of sexual
harm by speaking with specialist organisa�ons.
Specific individuals and groups are more likely to
experience barriers which means that sexual
offences commi�ed against them, and the harm
they have endured as a result, may be less visible in
society.

Speak with recognised, specialist organisa�ons
who work in general to support specific groups of
people (for example older people; children and
young people; lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and
transgender individuals) to explore their views
about what those groups may be experiencing.
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6 - Challenge harmful stereotypes
by raising awareness of the scale
and complexity of sexual harm

Avoid implica�ons that someone was to blame for
being sexually harmed. Content which implies that
an individual ‘made themselves vulnerable’ to being
sexually harmed is damaging. Sexual harm is caused
by those who commit sexual offences.

Avoid implica�ons that false allega�ons of sexual
harm are common. Individuals who falsely allege
sexual harm can devastate the lives of innocent
people, and their ac�ons are damaging and
offensive to those who have genuinely experienced
sexual offences.

Cases of false allega�ons of sexual harm should be
reported but without further factual context this
can create incorrect percep�ons that false
allega�ons are common. This can discourage
individuals who may already fear not being
believed, from repor�ng the crime(s) they have
experienced and seeking help for the emo�onal and
physical harm caused as a result.

When repor�ng about falsely alleged sexual harm,
please use evidence to add context, eg: Research
has shown that false allega�ons of rape are rare.
A CPS report published in 2013 showed that over a
17-month period, there were 5,651 prosecu�ons for
rape and, during the same period, there were 35
prosecu�ons for making false allega�ons of rape.

Avoid using stock images which perpetuate
stereotypes. Stock images which depict ‘vic�ms of
rape’ and sexual offences as young white females
can perpetuate stereotypes of the ‘type’ of person
who is at greater risk of experiencing a sexual
offence.

For example, Office of Na�onal Sta�s�c (ONS) data
for the year ending March 2018 to year ending
March 2020 combined indicates that adults of black
or black Bri�sh and mixed ethnicity were more likely
to experience sexual assault than those of white,
Asian or other ethnicity. For the same data period,
the Crime Survey for England and Wales showed
that women with a disability were more likely to
have experienced sexual assault in the last year than
women without a disability.

ALTERED NOT DEFINED 13



The impact of language and labels

Please note that the following content may be triggering to
individuals who have experienced or been affected by sexual harm.!

There are specific words and phrases that when used, and especially without warning, can be harmful to
people who have experienced or been affected by sexual offences. Certain language and terms can also
perpetuate inaccuracies around issues like consent, and compound harmful a�tudes, some of which are
explored here:

Harmful word,
term or phrase

Why this could be harmful Alternative word or term

Rape victim When the word ‘victim’ is used after a crime type, this type of term
can be perceived as defining a person by the offence/harm they
have experienced. ‘Being a victim of a crime’, is very different to
‘being a victim’.

Victim of rape.
Victim of sexual assault.
Victim of crime.

A woman has been
raped
A man has been
raped
A child has been
sexually abused.

When it is not clearly stated that a perpetrator has committed a
sexual offence, there can be an implication that the responsibility
for what has happened may be with the victim of that offence. It is
important to place the responsibility for rape, on those who com-
mit it by adding them to the term used.

A man has raped a woman.
A man has raped a man.
A woman has sexually abused
a boy.

14
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Harmful word, term or phrase Why this could be harmful Alternative word or term
Forced himself on / pulled her cloth-
ing down

Gratuitous details about a crime could
trigger trauma now or in the future for
the individual who has been harmed
and is the subject of the story (and po-
tentially their family), and other read-
ers/viewers who may have experi-
enced sexual harm.

He raped her/him.
He sexually assaulted him/her.

Monster, beast When we give those who harm others
salacious titles, we create a culture
which can be perceived as separating
‘them’ from ‘us’. Individuals who com-
mit sexual harm are a part of our soci-
ety and they are more often known to
those they harm as family members,
partners, friends, colleagues, ac-
quaintances, people in positions of
power etc.

Factual information to describe them,
and the offence(s) they have commit-
ted.

Paedo The term paedophile, relates to an
adult’s sexual preference towards chil-
dren and not specifically sexual of-
fences committed. A person can be a
paedophile and never commit a sexual
offence. Whilst the slang term ‘paedo’
is recognisable language by some,
when used to describe a person con-
victed of child sexual offences, it does
not convey the gravity of those of-
fences towards children. ‘Paedo’ is an
informal term which is sometimes
used in society to joke about or trivi-
alise sexual offences. Children de-
serve the dignity and respect of adults
when referencing crimes committed
against them.

Perpetrator of child sexual abuse

He/she was caged When individuals are referred to as, or
implied to be, animals, it may be per-
ceived that they are not be able to con-
trol their actions. Individuals who com-
mit sexual offences and harm others
are not wild animals, they are human,
and they are responsible and account-
able for their actions. Name the type of
justice that they receive for their
crimes, for what it is.

He/she was sentenced to prison

They (the person who has committed
the sexual offence) had a promising
career ahead of them

Any implication that the victim of a
crime is a ‘reason’ why a perpetrator of
a sexual offence will not have the op-
portunity to fulfil their career potential
is inaccurate. Individuals who commit
sexual offences towards others are re-
sponsible for the consequences of
their actions.

Factual information to describe them,
and the offence(s) they have commit-
ted.
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Harmful word, term or phrase Why this could be harmful Alternative word or term
The victim had been drinking that
night/had been in a previous relation-
ship with the perpetrator /
was walking home alone

Whilst it is important to report the
facts, certain information if purely at-
tributed to the person who has been
harmed, may cause others to perceive
that the individual was in some way to
blame for the choices, behaviour and
action of the person who has harmed
them.

The perpetrator sexually assaulted the
man when he could not consent to sex
/ He targeted the woman when she
was alone / the perpetrator raped the
woman when she was unable to con-
sent due to being asleep.

Molested There are certain terms which trivialise
sexual crimes. Name a crime for the
crime it is.

Whatever the crime was ie raped, sex-
ually assaulted, sexually abused.

Non-consensual sex If a person has not or cannot consent
to sex, it is not ‘sex’ it is rape.

Rape

His victim
Her victim

This term can be perceived as giving
power to someone who has committed
a crime. A person who has committed
a crime against another person does
not own that person, they are not ‘his’
or ‘hers’.

The victim of rape/the offence.
The victim of the crime.

They were in an abusive relationship An abusive ‘relationship’ implies that
two people are potentially to blame for
the abuse, and that it is the’ relation-
ship’ and not a specific person that is
abusive.

Abusive partner.

Underage women
Underage men

Any person who is under the age to
legally consent to sex is a child.

The child
The children

Sex game gone wrong This phrase implies that the person
who has committed a crime against
another person, is less accountable
for their actions because they were
‘playing a game’. The word ‘game’ also
implies that the person who is the vic-
tim of the crime in some way con-
sented to the harm inflicted on them.

Name the crime that has been com-
mitted for what it is ie rape / murder
etc.

‘Rough sex’ Sex is only sex when it is consensual,
and consent can be removed at any
time (including during sex). The term
‘rough sex’ can be perceived as min-
imising what can be ‘harmful’ sex, and
in England and Wales it will soon be
law that a person is ‘unable to consent
to the infliction of harm that results in
actual bodily harm or other more seri-
ous injury, or by extension, to their own
death, for the purposes of obtaining
sexual gratification’.

Name the crime that has been com-
mitted for what it is ie rape / murder
etc.
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Harmful word, term or phrase Why this could be harmful Alternative word or term
Taken advantage of Using the term ‘taken advantage of’ in

the context of sexual offences and sex-
ual harm minimises sexual crimes. If a
person does not consent to sex or
other sexual activity, or withdraws that
consent at any time, or cannot freely
consent, then they have not been
‘taken advantage of’ they have experi-
enced a sexual offence.

Name the crime that has taken place
for what it is eg He raped the woman
She sexually assaulted her etc

Vic�m - Survivor – Those lost to
sexual harm

When repor�ng about criminal cases it is important
to use the correct terminology as iden�fied in
legisla�on and independent press standards.

If preparing a story directly with an individual who
has experienced a sexual offence and the sexual
harm resul�ng from that, and if they have waived
their right to anonymity, we advise asking them how
they would like to be referred to.

The word ‘survivor’ is o�en used to describe those
with lived experience of sexual harm. For some
individuals the term ‘survivor’ is an empowering
one and a reality because they have quite literally
survived their experience.

For others the word ‘survivor’ is associated with
overcoming an obstacle and by doing so becoming
stronger in some way. For others this can place a
huge amount of pressure on them as an individual
who has experienced trauma to ‘recover’ from their
experience and transform into something else.

Some individuals with lived experience of sexual
harm can find the pressure to be a survivor / act like
a survivor every day unrealis�c.

When considering ‘vic�ms’ and ‘survivors’ it is also
useful to reflect on those who do not survive sexual
harm, par�cularly those lost to suicide or homicide.

‘You need to take responsibility for
what happened, or you’ll always be a
victim’. I see all over online support

groups. But what if I feel like a victim?
Is that not OK? I feel like there is such

a pressure to walk it off and be
empowered by surviving my rape.

Become a strong survivor, a thriver, a
warrior even. I don’t want to be that I

just want to be me.’

‘Suicide became an option if it got
too hard. It became as casual a
thought in my mind as someone
might have when they’re planning

a holiday.’
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Consent
Consent to sex/sexual ac�vity means ac�vely
agreeing by choice, and having the freedom and
capacity to make that choice.

To give consent, a person must have the capacity
(i.e. the age and understanding) to make a choice
about whether or not to take part in a sexual
ac�vity at the �me in ques�on. They also must be in
a posi�on to make that choice freely, and not be
constrained in any way.

• Sex is never an en�tlement and consent can be
removed at any �me

• Consent is not determined on a pre-exis�ng
rela�onship or interac�on

• A person can only consent when they are
conscious

• Consent is an ac�ve ac�on not a passive or
implied state

• Someone has to be able to choose ‘freely’ to sex
and if they are afraid or coerced, that is not a
free choice

Although the issue of consent itself should be easy
to understand in terms of what is ‘right’ and what is
‘wrong’, in our society there are factors that
con�nually undermine and threaten it. The
following list is not exhaus�ve, but examples could
include percep�ons that:

• if you are in a rela�onship with someone and
they want sex, you should always have sex

• the types of clothes you wear are an invita�on
for sex

• to progress at work or in educa�on you may be
required to have sex with someone

• some ac�vi�es seen in pornography such as
anal sex, are what all people should want
and/or are en�tled to do

• some people make themselves ‘vulnerable’ to
being the vic�m of a sexual crime, due to things
like walking home alone, using drugs,
consuming alcohol, being a sex worker, taking
part in chemsex, going to a cruising site, visi�ng
a dark room etc.

Further informa�on which explains consent,
including an anima�on about ‘tea’ and consent, can
be found online at h�p://
www.consen�severything.com/
#WhatIsSexualConsent.

Freeze, fawn and flop

The human brain is complicated and does things
automa�cally and ins�nc�vely which are designed
to help keep us safe when we experience danger.
Neurochemical processes in our brain help us to
survive something dangerous by pu�ng us into
certain states such as:

• Fight – we physically fight and/or struggle for
survival

• Flight – we a�empt to get away from the danger
by backing away, running etc

Some people perceive that if an individual does not
say “no” or ‘fight off’ or a�empt to “run away” from
the person harming them, then they are consen�ng
to sex, and that what then happens to them is not a
sexual offence.

Although many people have heard the term ‘fight or
flight’ in the context of dangerous situa�ons, what
can be less recognised is that the brain can also
ac�vate the states of ‘freeze, flop and fawn’ and by
recognising what they are, we can begin to
understand why saying “no”, ‘figh�ng back’ and
‘ge�ng away’ are not always possible or even an
op�on.

• Freeze – we become silent and s�ll (this is
par�cularly common when experiencing a
sexual offence and is not a sign of consent)

• Flop – similar to freezing but unlike becoming
tense, our muscles ‘flop’ which is the brain’s
way of trying to protect the body from physical
pain and injury

• Fawn or Submit – this is a response to ‘befriend’
or placate the person causing us harm, in an
a�empt to survive whatever it is they are going
to do. Again, this is not a form of consent.
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Types of sexual offences

‘When I was 14, I was raped by a boy I went to youth club with. I didn’t want
to do it but I didn’t know how to say no, I thought he’d stop when I started
crying but he didn’t. I told my mum and dad a few months later as at the
time I just couldn’t find the words. I still can’t remember what I said.

“They said I should have shouted for help, and because I didn’t, and nobody
saw anything, it would be pointless going to the police. I am still haunted
by those few minutes that seemed to last forever. I’m older now and can’t
bring myself to have sex. I wish people would understand it felt impossible
to move and shout, it’s infuriating feeling blamed. I’ve always wanted to
fall in love and have children, but I don’t see how that can be possible.’

It is important to recognise that some individuals
will have experienced more than one type of sexual
offences / harm in their life�me.

Rape

A rape is when a person inten�onally penetrates
another's vagina, anus or mouth with a penis,
without the other person's consent. Legally, a
person without a penis cannot commit rape, but a
female may be guilty of rape if they assist a male
perpetrator in an a�ack.

Sexual assault

Sexual assault is when a person is coerced or
physically forced to engage against their will, or
when a person, male or female, touches another
person sexually without their consent. Touching can
be done with any part of the body or with an object.

Sexual assault by penetra�on

Sexual assault by penetra�on is when a person
(male or female) penetrates the vagina or anus of
another person with any part of their body or an
object without that person’s consent.

Sexual abuse against children and young people

When a child or young person is sexually abused,
they're forced or coerced into sexual ac�vi�es. They
might not understand what is happening is abuse or
that it is wrong and they might be afraid to tell
someone.

There are two types of sexual abuse – contact and
non-contact abuse (or a combina�on) and sexual
abuse can happen in person, online or by
telephone/ text.

Contact abuse is where an abuser makes physical
contact with a child. This includes:

• sexual touching of any part of a child's body,
whether they're clothed or not

• using a body part or object to rape or penetrate
a child

• forcing a child to take part in sexual ac�vi�es
• making a child undress or touch someone else

Contact abuse can include touching, kissing and oral
sex – sexual abuse isn't just penetra�ve.

Non-contact abuse is where a child is abused

Please note that the following content may be triggering to
individuals who have experienced or been affected by sexual harm.!



without being touched by the abuser. This can be in
person or online and includes:

• exposing or flashing
• showing pornography
• exposing a child to sexual acts
• making them masturbate
• forcing a child to make, view or share child

abuse images or films
• making, viewing or distribu�ng child abuse

images or films
• forcing a child to take part in sexual ac�vi�es or

conversa�ons online or through a smartphone.

Popula�on data tells us that some children who
experience Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)
including the trauma associated with sexual
offences can experience a wide range of issues into
adulthood including physical health problems,
mental ill health and substance abuse. Such
experiences can also nega�vely impact their
educa�on, opportuni�es to be employed and future
rela�onships. In short, the crime(s) commi�ed
against them, and the trauma generated by those
crimes can limit their opportuni�es for the future.

However, it also must be recognised that these
poten�al consequences are not the ‘des�ny’ of
every individual who has experienced Adverse
Childhood Experiences and many individuals go on
to thrive into adulthood.

Child Sexual Exploita�on (CSE)

Child Sexual Exploita�on (CSE) is a specific form of
child abuse. It can involve:

• physical contact (eg rape)
• non-penetra�ve acts (eg masturba�on or

kissing)
• non-contact ac�vi�es (eg involving children in

the produc�on of sexual images or forcing
children to watch sexual ac�vi�es)

• grooming (online and offline)

When a child or young person is exploited, they are
given things in exchange for taking part in sexual
ac�vi�es. These ‘things’ can include money, new
possessions (eg clothes or technology), drugs and
alcohol, but also affec�on. Adults who exploit
children and young people o�en do so by tricking
them into believing that they are in a loving and
consensual rela�onship.

Indecent images of children

An ‘indecent image’ of a child is a sexual image of a
child (anyone under the age of 18) and can include:

• Nude or par�ally clothed children
• Children sexually posing
• Self-generated sexual images by children (ie

selfies)
• Images which show children engaging in sexual

ac�vity

It is illegal to take, make, share and possess
indecent images and pseudo-photographs of people
under the age of 18 years.Pseudo-photographs are
images which appear to be a photograph and that
may have been created by a computer.

It is also illegal to look at sexual images or videos of
individuals who are under the age of 18, even if the
person looking at the images/videos thought they
looked older.

Female Genital Mu�la�on (FGM)

Female Genital Mu�la�on (FGM) involves
procedures which are carried out for non-medical
reasons that include (but not limited to):

• Narrowing or sealing the opening of the vagina
by s�tching, sewing or cu�ng parts of the
vagina

• Cu�ng or removing the clitoris
• Cu�ng or removing the labia majora or minora

Although known as ‘FGM’ the prac�ce has different
names in different languages.

Disclosing private sexual images without consent
(some�mes referred to as ‘revenge porn’)

Revenge porn is the sharing of private sexual
material (like photos or videos) of a person, without
their consent, with the intent to cause distress.

Upskir�ng

'Upskir�ng is a highly intrusive prac�ce, which
typically involves someone taking a picture under
another person’s clothing without their knowledge,
with the inten�on of viewing their genitals or
bu�ocks. It is now a specific criminal offfence in
England and Wales.
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Engaging with individuals who have
experienced sexual offences and harm

Whenever individuals who have experienced sexual
offences and harm are asked to share their stories
this can come at a significant emo�onal cost, not
just on the day of the interview, but long a�er that.

Prepare to include a survivor in your story
When preparing your story you may wish to
consider:

• what you are planning to achieve from your
story, and the specific purpose of including a
survivor

• legal rights to anonymity (and the requirement
for consent in wri�ng to waive that right)

• support for the survivor during but also a�er
the interview

• the safety of the survivor
• any criminal proceedings / police inves�ga�ons
• which specialist organisa�ons you may wish to

engage with
• any legal considera�ons
• whether or not the survivor can remain

anonymous or if the individual can be referred

to using a pseudonym
• the level of editorial control there will be
• the loca�on of the interview
• reading the NAPC media guidelines for

repor�ng child abuse (www.napac.org.uk/
media)

Ask specialist organisa�ons for help

Depending on the type of content you are wri�ng,
specialist organisa�ons may be able to connect you
with individuals who are willing to waive their right
to anonymity, and to share their story with you. It is
important to give these organisa�ons as much �me
as possible as they are likely to need to do some
work of their own, with specific individuals, to
ensure that it is safe and appropriate for them to
share their story, and to ensure that they are
sufficiently supported to do that.

Keep yourself safe and well

Talking with individuals about their experiences of
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sexual offences and sexual harm can be incredibly
emo�ve and challenging not only at the �me, but
a�erwards. We have provided informa�on about
self-care within this guide on page 34, if you need it.

Explain what you are trying to achieve through
your content

To support someone to decide whether or not to
share their story publicly, they will need to know
what you are aiming to achieve – eg trying to raise
awareness of a specific issue, change policy, inspire
ac�on in government, encourage others to access
help and support, recognise the support offered by
organisa�ons etc. Someone may be willing to share
their story for one reason, but not for another, and
that is their choice.

Give them/signpost them to prac�cal informa�on
to help them make an informed choice

Vic�m Support provides informa�on for vic�ms of
crime about talking to the media online at
www.vic�msupport.org.uk/help-and-support/
coping-crime[dealing-with-the-media/ as well as
providing a guide on ‘dealing with the media’ via the
Vic�m Support ‘My Support Space’ at
www.mysupportspace.org.uk/moj.

Guidance for vic�ms of sexual offences is also
available from ipso at h�ps://www.ipso.co.uk/
media/1587/contact-with-the-media-for-
survivors.pdf.

The Boston Area Rape Crisis Center, which is an
American organisa�on, has also produced ‘Sharing
Your Story – How to Think Through Your Op�ons - A
guide for survivors of sexual violence’ which
provides a range of very prac�cal considera�ons to
support individuals when making a choice. h�ps://
barcc.org/assets/docs/
Sharing_Your_Story_How_to_Think_through_Your_
Op�ons.pdf

Respect and ensure their life-long anonymity

IPSO guidance on the repor�ng of sexual offences
says: ‘All vic�ms of sexual offences, including
children, are automa�cally guaranteed anonymity
for life from the moment they make an allega�on
that they are the vic�m of a sexual offence. A vic�m
is guaranteed anonymity even when someone else
accuses the defendant of the offence. In Scotland,

the law is different but the prac�ce of respec�ng
anonymity is the same.

A large number of offences are considered sexual
offences in law. These include rape, sexual assault,
exposure and taking an indecent photograph of a
child. Anonymity is also extended to vic�ms/alleged
vic�ms of female genital mu�la�on and, in some
circumstances, of ‘human trafficking’ and modern
slavery.

Anonymity remains in force for the life�me of the
vic�m, even where the allega�on is withdrawn, the
police decide to take no ac�on, or the accused is
acqui�ed. The excep�ons to this legal protec�on
are very limited and specific:

• the anonymity only relates to the relevant
proceedings. A vic�m may be iden�fiable in the
context of unrelated proceedings

• in certain circumstances, magistrates or the trial
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judge may li� the automa�c rule of anonymity
• vic�ms can choose to waive their right to

anonymity, without the consent of the court, so
long as they are over 16. The consent must be in
wri�ng. Vic�ms under 16 cannot waive their
right to anonymity’.

Further informa�on is available on the ipso website
at h�ps://www.ipso.co.uk/member-publishers/
guidance-for-journalists-and-editors/guidance-on-
repor�ng-of-sexual-offences/.

Consider the safety of the individual (and their
family)

When a story is shared and par�cularly if a survivor
is named, there may be consequences for their
safety and that of their family following the
publica�on of the content. This may include from
the person who harmed them (or their family /
friends) or from other members of the public.

Ensure that the individual is well-connected to a
specialist organisa�on for help and support and that
they and their family know what ac�on to take if
they feel that they are in danger/at risk of harm.

When repor�ng about an individual who has
experienced a sexual offence and wishes to remain
anonymous, please consider the deep connec�ons
that can exist in many communi�es. By disclosing
details which may seem small or unimportant, this
can lead to the iden�fica�on of a specific individual
and may place them at risk of harm.

Things to do when interviewing

• Ask the individual how they want to be referred
to (eg vic�m of a sexual offence, survivor etc).

• Outline what you are trying to achieve overall
and how the interview forms part of that.

• Ask if there is anything that the individual does
not want to discuss.

• Explain that the individual does not have to
answer a ques�on if they do not want to.

• Avoid interrup�ng and be pa�ent.
• Do not ask leading ques�ons.
• Try to avoid offering your own personal advice

as that is the role of specialist organisa�ons
who are suppor�ng the individual.

• Allocate plenty of �me. Trying to rush a survivor
to share their story can be harmful for them.

• Expect the conversa�on to be unstructured at

�mes. Sexual harm is a complicated issue and
cannot always be ar�culated simply.

• Explain what you are going to do next, and what
will happen a�er the interview.

• Ask the individual if there is anything they wish
to add that has not already been covered.

• Thank the individual for sharing their story.
• Explain the level of editorial control you expect

for the story (ie will their quotes be moved / cut
etc).

• Explain that you will share with them how their
quotes will appear (if that is the case, and also
explain if that is not the case).

• Advise the individual who else you may be
interviewing for the story (eg specialist
organisa�ons, the police or another criminal
jus�ce agency, a perpetrator of sexual offences
etc).

• If the individual has waived their right to
anonymity and has chosen to be named, ensure
that they understand that following publica�on
of the content they may be contacted by people
they do not know on their own social media
accounts (eg Twi�er and Facebook) – and/or
other journalists/media and that there will be
what is likely to be a permanent online ‘record’
of their contribu�on.

• Ensure that the individual has access to support
informa�on / guidance.

Respect the trauma they may be experiencing

There are different defini�ons of trauma including:

Defining trauma: ‘an event, series of events or set of
circumstances that is experienced by an individual
as physically or emo�onally harmful or life
threatening, and that has las�ng adverse effects on
the individual’s func�oning and mental, physical,
social, emo�onal or spiritual well-being’.

Trauma�c events are those in which a person is
harmed, where there is a serious threat of harm or
where the person sees someone else being harmed.

Dr Gabor Mate said that:

“Trauma is not an event – it is what happens within
you in response to what happens to you”.

Trauma is not a mental health illness, but it can
some�mes (but not always) be the cause of mental
health challenges or make an individual more
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vulnerable to developing issues in the future.

It is important to recognise that every person’s
experience of trauma is unique.

Living with trauma

Living with trauma can be frightening, exhaus�ng
and frustra�ng. It can cause one or more, or a
combina�on of the following:

• experiencing flashbacks
• experiencing panic a�acks
• feeling separated from your own body or

surroundings
• feeling detached from the world
• experiencing hyperarousal
• experiencing sleep problems
• experiencing low self-esteem
• experiencing grief
• self-harming or having feelings of self harm
• feeling like your mind and/or body is shu�ng

down
• experiencing suicidal feelings
• using alcohol or other substances
• taking risks
• experiencing problems remembering things
• experiencing fa�gue
• looking for ways to escape reality

Trauma can also cause a range of physical health
problems and can have a long-term impact on a
range of other factors in an individual’s life, such as
their future rela�onships, employment and career
opportuni�es, and ability to cope with change.

Trauma is a natural human response and there are
aspects of it that we think are important to
recognise when planning communica�ons about
sexual harm including:

• Trauma is an emo�onal response, not a mental
health illness.

• Many people ‘func�on’ and live with trauma
daily, without others ever knowing what they
have experienced.

• It is possible to experience trauma and to
flourish and thrive. Trauma is an experience not
a des�ny.

• There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to respond to
trauma and individuals should not have to feel
pressure to ‘cope’ or ‘recover’.

• Individuals are far more than the trauma they

have experienced.
• Trauma is generated through sexual offences. It

is a legacy that a vic�m of a sexual offence has
not chosen.

• Just because someone may have experienced
trauma, it does not mean that they have a
diagnosed mental health condi�on (e.g. Post-
Trauma�c Stress Disorder) and they may not
want to be labelled with one.

• Individuals may have experienced more than
one trauma.

• Individuals may have experienced trauma over
long periods of �me

• Trauma may cause people to behave in ways
that they may not have previously, and that
others may not understand.

• Trauma can affect the way that our brains
func�on under stress.

• Inappropriate communica�ons can trigger
trauma�c responses in individuals.

Trauma can affect individuals in many ways.
Understanding trauma and how it can be a barrier
for individuals, can help us to be�er plan our
communica�ons.

Much more detailed informa�on about trauma and
how it can affect individuals can be found on the
Mind website at mind.org.uk.

Childhood trauma and the brain

Trauma experienced in childhood can impact the
brain and the UK Trauma Council has produced a
range of materials including an anima�on
www.uktraumacouncil.org/resources/childhood-
truama-and-the-brain?cn-reloaded=1 and guide at
h�ps://uktraumacouncil.link/documents/
CHILDHOOD-TRAUMA-AND-THE-BRAIN-
SinglePages.pdf to help explain informa�on from
neuroscience research.
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Respect what they may be fearful of

Individuals who have experienced sexual harm may
have very specific fears, which are o�en based in
reality and reflec�ve of their own personal
experiences or that of people they know. These may
include one or several of the following:

• Facing their trauma
• Not being believed or being doubted because

what they experienced happened in the past
• Some of the emo�onal and physical responses

generated by their trauma
• Being blamed (directly or implied) for what has

happened
• Being laughed at or made fun of
• Being judged for finding it challenging to do

things a result of their experience that other
people may find easy to do (eg ge�ng up in the
morning, looking a�er themselves, going to the
shops, going to work, being around other
people, being on �me for an appointment etc)

• Talking to strangers and other people about an
in�mate and trauma�c experience

• Having their experience reported in the media
or on social media

• Having to be near the person who has
harmed/is harming them (ie at home, work or
school)

• Having to disclose other in�mate details about
themselves

• Being outed as LGBTQ+ (and then the
discrimina�on that they may experience as a
result of that)

• Not being understood properly (for example if
their first language is not English)

• Not being able to find the words to describe
what has happened (for example it can be
challenging for women to find the language to
describe non-consensual sex between women).

• Not believing that their iden�ty can be
protected, par�cularly if they live in a small
community

• Being treated and judged as a stereotype (eg a
harmful percep�on that all gay men are
‘promiscuous’) – myths and stereotypes
experienced by the LGBTQ+ community are
listed on the CPS website at h�ps://
www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/same-sex-
sexual-violence-and-sexual-violence-involving-
trans-complainant-or

• Being seen as someone who should have

‘fought back’ or ‘run away’
• Having to disclose being in a polyamorous

rela�onship
• Having to disclose that the harm took place in

breach of Covid-19 regula�ons (for example at a
house party)

• Having to disclose that the harm took place
during what may be perceived by others as
‘unconven�onal sexual prac�ces’ such as
chemsex

• Being held accountable for use of illegal drugs
• Being judged for former convic�ons or

breaching the law
• Having to disclose that the harm took place

when they were themselves in breach of the
law

• Being judged as a sex worker, and the harm they
have experienced being perceived by others as
an ‘occupa�onal hazard’

• Repor�ng a crime against someone they know
• Repor�ng a crime against someone in their

family
• Reprisals from the abuser
• Reprisals from someone in the family, friendship

group or peers
• Not being en�tled to support because what

happened occurred a long �me ago
• Being judged or blamed for the circumstances

leading to the harm
• Not being able to remember everything
• Their social status being a factor in how they

might be treated
• Religious or cultural fears
• The status of their abuser (e.g. someone in a

posi�on of power or privilege, or the abuser
being someone in the workplace)

• Losing a job due to needing to take �me away
from work

• Not wan�ng to bring perceived shame onto
their family

• Being disowned by their family
• What other people will think and say
• The impact on children, parents, other family

members
• Going to a police sta�on
• Talking with police officers
• How police officers or others in authority may

treat them
• Talking with someone of a specific gender
• Having to go somewhere they don’t know for a

medical examina�on
• Having to experience an in�mate medical



examina�on
• Knowing that the violence or harm is likely to

happen again
• Fear of the s�gma of being ‘a rape vic�m’ and

the label of that
• Having nowhere to live, no source of money, or

no access to healthcare if they depend on the
person who is harming them

Understand the barriers which exist for individuals
and prevent them accessing help and support

The types of barriers an individual may experience,
or have experienced in the past, could include:

• Not recognising or understanding that they are
being harmed, par�cularly if being harmed is all
they have ever known or if they have been
coerced in some way

• Not being believed by people in their family
• Being a child
• Being in a rela�onship with, or related to, the

person causing the harm
• Being dependent on the person causing the

harm (for example a parent or carer)
• Not being able to ar�culate what’s happened/

happening to them, which is par�cularly
relevant for children and young people

• Not being able to read or write
• Not knowing about or understanding consent
• Not having the capacity to understand consent

• Being in care or not having a family or access to
their family

• Not recognising the term ‘sexual violence’
because they perceive that no violence was
involved in what happened / is happening

• Natural responses to trauma such as:
dissocia�on (you can find out more about
dissocia�on on the Mind website but one way
of describing it can be as feeling completely
numb), avoidance, guilt, panic a�acks,
hyperarousal, sleep problems, low self-esteem,
grief, depression, suicidal feelings, self-harm,
alcohol or substance misuse, irritability, anger,
or flashbacks

• Feelings of shame and embarrassment
• Self-blame and feeling like they don’t deserve

help
• Not being able to see people who represent

them / the community they come from, in the
organisa�ons offering help

• Lack of detailed awareness/knowledge of what
services provide and how specifically they may
be able to help

• Wai�ng lists for help and support
• Not being ready or not feeling able to talk about

their experience
• Mistrust of the police and others
• Being previously let down by organisa�ons /

statutory agencies
• Being previously told by organisa�ons that they

‘don’t meet the threshold’ to access a service
that they have needed

• Physical isola�on
• No support network and/or literally nobody to

talk to
• Any barriers associated with having one or more

protected characteris�cs
• Mental health difficul�es or condi�ons (eg

ea�ng disorder, anxiety, post-trauma�c stress
disorder etc)

• Learning disabili�es or difficul�es
• Demen�a
• Reduced or limited mobility
• Living in an abusive household
• Living in a rural community
• Financial difficul�es or financial dependence on

the person who is causing the harm
• Language issues
• Literacy issues
• No, limited or monitored access to IT / the

internet
• No, limited or monitored access to a phone
• No, limited or monitored access to transport
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Expert organisa�ons for comment or
to signpost in your work

Rape Crisis England and Wales
Rape Crisis England & Wales is a feminist
organisa�on that supports the work of Rape Crisis
Centres across England and Wales. It is the na�onal
umbrella body for a network of autonomous
member Rape Crisis Centres across England and
Wales. It has 39 member Rape Crisis Centres
Email: media@rapecrisis.org.uk (not staffed 24
hours). Website: h�ps://rapecrisis.org.uk/

Rape Crisis Scotland
Rape Crisis Scotland is Scotland’s leading
organisa�on working to transform a�tudes,
improve responses and ul�mately to end rape and
sexual violence in all its forms. Rape Crisis Scotland
and its 17 member centres are commi�ed to
adhering to the Rape Crisis Na�onal Service
Standards (RCNSS).
Email: brenna.jessie@rapecrisisscotland.org.uk or
text/call: 07936362932. Website:
www.rapecrisisscotland.org.uk/contact-media/

Amnesty Interna�onal
Amnesty Interna�onal is a human rights
organisa�on which works to protect people
wherever jus�ce, freedom, truth and dignity are
denied.
www.amnesty.org.uk/media-centre

Angles Project
This project aims to improve how sexual and
domes�c abuse is reported in London and UK-
targeted media, leading to be�er understanding of
the crimes, the experiences of vic�ms, perpetrators’
profiles and increased convic�on rates. Angles offers
a network of spokespeople in the sector.
www.angles.org.uk/for-journalists/

The Survivors Trust
The Survivors Trust is the largest umbrella agency
for specialist rape and sexual abuse services in the
UK and has been providing infrastructure support to
our members for the past 15 years. We have 124
member agencies based in the UK and Ireland

providing informa�on, advice, support and therapy
to over 80,000 individual survivors each year.
www.thesurvivorstrust.org/media-enquiries

Safeline
Safeline offers a range of services which includes a
na�onal male survivor email support service, live
chat, phone and text service for anyone who
iden�fies as male and for those who are suppor�ng
a male survivor of sexual harm living in England and
Wales.
www.safeline.org.uk/contact-us/

1in6
1in6 offers prac�cal advice and support for male
vic�ms of sexual offences and harm. It offers a
range of services including a helpline, along with
prac�cal informa�on on issues like self-care during
flashbacks, breathing exercises and help with
nightmares.
www.1in6.uk

Imkaan
Imkaan is a UK-based Black feminist organisa�on
dedicated to addressing violence against Black and
minori�sed women and girls.
www.imkaan.org.uk

Breaking the Silence
Breaking the Silence offers advice and support to
Black and Asian men who have experienced sexual
offences and harm.
www.breaking-the-silence.org.uk

Galop
Galop supports LGBT+ individuals who have
experienced abuse and violence. www.galop.org.uk.

NSPCC
The NSPCC works to prevent abuse and help rebuild
children’s lives and support their families.
www.nspcc.org.uk/about-us/contact-us/press-office

'There are a large number of organisa�ons who exist to provide help and support to individuals who have
been harmed through sexual offences. Please note that the following list is not exhaus�ve
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Vic�m Support
Vic�m Support is an independent charity which
supports people affected by crime and trauma�c
incidents in England and Wales.
www.vic�msupport.org.uk/more-us/press/

Survivors UK
Established as a service for male survivors,
SurvivorsUK provides services to anyone who
iden�fies as male, trans, non-binary, or has
iden�fied as male in the past. Informa�on about
press enquiries can be found online at
www.survivorsuk.org/contact-us/.

Women Against Rape
Women Against Rape (WAR) is a mul�-racial
women’s group which provides rights informa�on
and provides support and advocacy. Informa�on for
journalists can be found at
www.womenagainstrape.net/contact-us/

Women’s Aid
Women’s Aid is a na�onal charity working to end
domes�c abuse against women and children.
Informa�on for journalists can be found at
www.womensaid.org.uk/about-us/press-office/.

Rights of Women
Rights of Women is a women’s charity working to
help women through the law. It offers services to
provide women with the legal advice and
informa�on they need to understand and use the
law and their legal rights. Informa�on for journalists
is available at www.rightsofwomen.org.uk/media.

Southall Black Sisters
Southall Black Sisters is a group of black and
minority women with years of experience of
struggling for women’s rights in the UK. An online
contact form can be found at
www.southallblacksisters.org.uk/contact-us/.

End Violence Against Women Coali�on
The EVAWC is a coali�on of specialist women’s
support services, researchers, ac�vists, survivors,
and Non Government Organisa�ons, working to end
violence against women and girls in all its forms.
Media enquiry informa�on can be found at
www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk/contact/

Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse
The IICSA was established in 2015 and is a statutory
inquiry inves�ga�ng where ins�tu�ons failed to

protect children in their care. Media enquires and
further informa�on at www.iicsa.org.uk/contact-us.

Respect
Respect offers a helpline for male vic�ms of
domes�c abuse. Details of how to contact Respect
can be found at www.mensadviceline.org.uk/
contact-us/

Na�onal Assoc for People Abused in Childhood
NAPAC is a na�onal organisa�on which offers
support to adult survivors of all types of childhood
abuse including sexual, physical and emo�onal
abuse and neglect. Informa�on for journalists and
media guidelines for repor�ng child abuse can be
found at www.napac.org.uk/media/.

Hourglass
One in six older people are vic�ms of abuse.
Hourglass’ mission is to end the harm, abuse and
exploita�on of older people in the UK. Informa�on
for journalists can be found at
www.wearehourglass.org/media.

Refuge
Refuge provides specialist support to women,
children and some men escaping domes�c violence
and other forms of violence. Informa�on for
journalists is available at www.refuge.org.uk/our-
work/media-centre

Mind
Mind provides advice and support to empower
individuals experiencing mental health problems
and campaign to improve services, raise awareness
and promote understanding. Mind provides a range
of services to members of the media.
www.mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/minds-media-
office

Crown Prosecu�on Service (CPS)
A full list of named press officers and media
contacts for local and na�onal media is available on
the CPS website at www.cps.gov.uk/news.

Ministry of Jus�ce
The Ministry of Jus�ce is a government department
which is responsible for courts, prisons, proba�on
services and a�endance centres www.gov.uk/
government/organisa�ons/ministry-of-jus�ce/
about/media-enquiries
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Na�onal Police Chiefs Council (NPCC)
The NPCC brings together police forces in the UK.
Media enquire informa�on including urgent out of
hours contact informa�on is available on the NPCC
website at www.news.npcc.police.uk.

The Associa�on of Police and Crime
Commissioners (APCC)
The APCC is the na�onal membership body for
Police and Crime Commissioners (and Police, Fire
and Crime Commissioners). For media enquiries
email media@apccs.police.uk or visit
www.apccs.police.uk/contact.

Crimestoppers
Crimestoppers is a charity that gives people the
power to speak up and stop crime 100%
anonymously. Informa�on for journalists can be
found at www.crimestoppers-uk.org/campagins-
media/media-centre.

NHS England (which commissions Sexual Assault
Referral Centres)
Informa�on about media enquiries is available at
www.england.nhs.uk/contact-us/media/.

Vic�ms Commissioner
Informa�on about media enquiries is available at
www.vic�mscommissioner.org.uk/media-enquiries/.

Support services and self-care
should you need them

There are a large number of organisa�ons working
in the UK to prevent and respond to sexual offences
and the harm they create and whilst we do not list
all of them here, we thank each of them for their
efforts and commend their work.

If you are repor�ng about an issue which may
impact a specific audience and wish to signpost
them to support, we recommend that you always
research the most appropriate services available for
them as some services provide tailored support to
individuals based on specific needs.

If you would like to seek help and support for
yourself or someone you care about, we have
included a small number of services here for your
considera�on:

Sexual Assault Referral Centres (some�mes called
SARCs)

What it does: SARCs offer medical, prac�cal and
emo�onal support to anyone who has experienced
sexual harm now or in their past. They have
specially trained NHS doctors, nurses and support
workers who can provide medical treatment, sexual
health advice and emergency contracep�on.

How to contact it: Visit the NHS website and enter
your postcode to find your local SARC at
www.nhs.uk/service-search/other-services/Rape-
and-sexual-assault-referral-centres/Loca�onSearch/
364. You can also call the NHS on 111 and ask for
the phone number of your local service.

Police involvement: If an individual reports what
has happened to them to the police, the police can
make arrangements for that person to receive
support from a SARC. If someone doesn’t want to
speak with the police, they can contact a SARC
directly. If someone isn’t sure whether or not they
want to speak with the police, a SARC can offer
them informa�on to help them make a choice.

A SARC may (depending on when the sexual harm
took place) offer a ‘forensic’ examina�on. In a
forensic examina�on, specially trained staff will
check a person for injuries, and they can also take
samples from them which can be saved and stored
for a certain amount of �me. This means that if
someone wasn’t ready to speak with the police but
wanted to speak with them in the future, there
would be evidence which could help the police with
the inves�ga�on that they would need to do.

Vic�m Support

What it does: Provides confiden�al emo�onal and
prac�cal support.

How to contact it: Telephone for free on 08 08 16
89 111. Lines are open 24 hours a day, 7 days a
week. Livechat and other online support is available
at www.vic�msupport.org.uk/help-and-support/get-
help/.

Police involvement: Vic�m Support provides
support regardless of whether someone has told
the police or anyone else about the harm they’ve
experienced.

https://
https://
https://


The police

What it does: The police will aim to support
individuals and they will also inves�gate what has
happened to them. The police will try to gather as
much evidence as possible, so that they can ask the
Crown Prosecu�on Service to take an individual’s
case to court. The police have officers who are
specially trained about sexual harm. Individuals can
choose whether to speak with a male or female
police officer and they will explain the process for
inves�ga�ng a report and the op�ons someone has
available to them. Individuals who have experienced
crime have rights in law and the police must keep
individuals updated about their inves�ga�on as part
of the na�onal Vic�ms Code.

How to contact it: There are different police forces
across the country and some offer livechat online,
or email contact. To telephone the police you can
contact them on 101 (non-emergency situa�ons), or
999 (emergency calls only).

(Any vic�m of a sexual offence who wishes to
complain about the way in which they have been
treated by the police can find out further
informa�on from the Independent Office for Police
Conduct website at www.policeconduct.gov.uk/
complaints-reviews-and-appeals/make-complaint).

Rape Crisis England and Scotland

• Rape Crisis England rapecrisis.org.uk. Rape
Crisis England is the umbrella body for a
network of independent Rape Crisis Centres. All
member Centres provide specialist support and
services for vic�ms and survivors of sexual
violence. It offers live chat, telephone support,
and access to centres.

• Rape Crisis Scotland www.rapecrisisscotland-
.org.uk. Rape Crisis Scotland works to transform
a�tudes, improve responses and ul�mately to
end rape and sexual violence in all its forms.

The Survivors Trust

• The Survivors Trust www.thesurvivorstrust.org
The Survivors Trust has 120 member
organisa�ons based in the UK & Ireland which
provide specialist support for women, men &
children who have survived rape, sexual
violence or childhood sexual abuse.

Self-care resources
You ma�er and if you have been affected by any
of this content and would like some prac�cal
informa�on to support you to look a�er your
mental wellbeing, that is available from a
variety of sources. We have listed just a few of
those here:

My Support Space by Vic�m Support
www.mysupportspace.org.uk/moj provides a
range of guides on issues including:

• Trauma
• How to leave an abusive rela�onship
• Coping strategies
• Adult survivors of child sexual abuse:

seeking jus�ce
• Adult survivors of child sexual abuse: male

survivors
• Adult survivors of child sexual abuse: coping

with trauma
• Adult survivors of child sexual abuse:

rela�onships and paren�ng
• Adult survivors of child sexual abuse:

understanding shame and guilt

Rape Crisis Scotland has produced a range of
informa�on to support individuals who have
experienced sexual harm, including:

• coping a�er sexual violence
• healing from sexual violence
• anger
• dissocia�on
• flashbacks
• nightmares and sleep problems
• panic a�acks
• rela�onships
• self-harm
• sexual health
• suicidal thoughts and feelings
This informa�on can be found on the Rape
Crisis Scotland website at
www.rapecrisisscotland.org.uk/resources.

Self-care informa�on is also available from Rape
Crisis England at h�ps://rapecrisis.org.uk/get-
help/looking-for-tools-to-help-you-cope/.

Please note that more self-care informa�on is
available from other sources.
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This guidance was first published by the Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner for Devon
and Cornwall in 2021

For all enquiries contact:
The Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner for Devon and Cornwall, Andy Hocking House,
Alderson Drive, Exeter, EX27RP

A word of thanks to those who helped create this guide

This work has been developed with insight kindly provided by a number of na�onal journalists and
individuals with lived experience of the harm caused by sexual offences. This document does not

speak for the experiences of every individual who has been affected by sexual harm, but through this
work we seek to give all of those who have, respect and dignity, along with our commitment to
con�nually challenge the causes of sexual harm and prolific crimes of a sexual nature in all our

communi�es. It has been produced alongside a further insight guide for public sector
communica�ons professionals which you can find at alterednotdefined.org.uk. We thank every

individual involved for their �me, energy, honesty and for some their personal sacrifices, in helping us
to create this approach. For many of those involved, this work has at �mes been exhaus�ng,

uncomfortable and challenging, but also transforma�onal, inspira�onal and profoundly humbling. In
the words of our Lived Experience Advisor “You cannot create change and make progress within your

comfort zone”. Thank you for taking the �me to read it, and for choosing to make a difference.


