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Abstract 
 

Individuals who have been sexually assaulted live with the financial, physical, psychological, 

and social costs of victimization long after the assault happens. This study utilizes a snowball 

sample to explore and detail the lived experiences of three (n=3) individuals who have 

experienced the phenomena of sexual victimization, disclosure and navigating the judicial 

system, through participant self-narrations from a first person lived experience perspective using 

survivor-centric language. The powerful and transformative qualitative research method of 

interpretive phenomenology was used to develop a deeper understanding that these costs affect 

all areas of a survivor’s life and endure indefinitely. Humanizing the phenomena and bringing 

the humane into the process has the potential to shift societal beliefs and attitudes that sexual 

assault is not a personal problem, rather a societal phenomenon of systemic oppression 

perpetuated against individuals, which are felt personally, but happen throughout multiple 

systems including the judicial, educational, and religious and cultural. 

Keywords: sexual assault, justice, rape myths and stereotypes, interpretive 

phenomenology 
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Prologue 

Then said a rich man, Speak to us of Giving. And he answered: You give but little when you 

give of your possessions. It is when you give of yourself that you truly give. 

      -Khalil Gibran, The Prophet 

 

To write a thesis based on the trauma, loss, and healing of others is an honour and a 

privilege. Throughout this process, I questioned how survivors existed in bodies that were 

violated, how survivors lived in a world without “justice” and how they reclaimed themselves in 

the wake. I wondered if truth had meaning within the judicial process and I found myself 

questioning if anyone found justice going through the judicial system after being sexual 

assaulted? I questioned whether if there was a favourable judicial response, did anyone ever 

really feel like justice was met given the harms they endured in the process? I wondered what 

survivors thought on how the judicial system can do better by them and wondered why they were 

not at every round table making decisions that affected them? These questions urged me towards 

exploring life after sexual assault. My humanity and empathy for other human beings and their 

safety is the driving force behind my motivation to write this thesis, and so my exploration 

began. 

Stories of lived experience have meaning and allowing others to read them can create an 

interconnectedness that is often taken away from survivors upon victimization. When I wrote this 

thesis, I felt an immense responsibility to my community and to larger society to represent a 

reality that is easily set aside and silenced. I knew I had to try to represent a truth that most 

people would be happy to ignore. I knew that rejecting the truths of victims was a disservice to 

humankind because it contributes to the collective silencing and disempowerment of an 
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abundance of humans who experience harm at the hands of others. I knew that those who silence, 

deny, or shame the brave souls that come forward are a large driver for the reality that so few 

come forward in the first place. In this way, other women often contribute to the emboldening 

and enabling of perpetrators because they offer the protection of silence, shame, and disbelief. In 

effect, those that deny the reality of these victims, offer up their friends, mothers, sisters, and 

daughters to be victims themselves. The idea that other women contribute to the social barriers 

and epistemic injustice that survivors endure, was compelling as it reaffirmed the social 

responsibility and social accountability each person plays in the maintenance of their own as well 

as others’ safety, security, and well-being.  

As you will read, people who disclose are among the minority, and telling their stories 

has an impact on their health and wellbeing. By extension, the telling of stories is impactful to 

others through our interconnectedness. I have and will always be an advocate for survivors and 

pursuing this stream of research is one way of advocating for them. I want a better, more just 

world for my children, and I want to believe that everyone would want the same. My critical lens 

hides my innate optimism, that we can do better, or further, that we must do better because we 

are out of options. The inevitable destructive consequences of sexual victimization and its impact 

on survivors who have endured the judicial process, proves to me that we are still not there yet. 

The path I am creating by engaging in this dialogue is true to my nature of exploring truth, 

speaking truth, living truth, and teaching by example. Truth embodied. To write about the costs 

of victimization through participants lived experiences, has brought an unease, and a discomfort 

that calls for a further understanding that we must continue to explore truth and push for a 

change in status quo, with the hope that we might get there. I hope this thesis brings you the 

same.   
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Chapter 1: The Journey 

We’re all storytellers, really. That’s what we do. That is our power as human beings. Not to 

tell people how to think and feel and therefore know-but through our stories allow them to 

discover questions within themselves. 

― Richard Wagamese, One Ojibway’s Meditations 

1.1 The Journey Begins 

 This thesis began with the inner pull to explore some very ugly realities. Realities about 

how rape mythology shapes our understanding of sexual assault; realities about how society 

interprets, internalizes, and reacts to these myths; and realities about the way institutions 

perpetuate rape culture. Sexual Assault against women is a violation that impacts every area of 

their lives including safety, security, physical health and social standing. There is little available 

literature from the perspective of those who have been victimized regarding how the violation 

affects life post assault and post disclosure. This thesis uses an interpretive phenomenological 

approach as the inquiry method to explore the lived experiences of being sexually assaulted, 

disclosing and navigating the judicial process from a first-person perspective through narratives 

and stories delivered by three participants.   

To a sexual assault survivor, these costs do not end. As trauma survivors make their way 

through life, there is a “ripple-effect”, as described by participant Emili, that continues and a 

constant self-reflection needed in order to understand how sexual violence continues and is 

perpetuated in current society, given the historical and political atmosphere in which it is 

understood. By providing personal narratives of participants, I will show that society’s 

propensity to classify sexual violation as a personal harm rather than understanding it as a 
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societal dysfunction requiring a systemic, public response (Craig, 2018, p. 21), is alive and 

practiced still by those who engage with survivors. 

If perceptions and beliefs change, perhaps minds will change too. Opening dialogue 

about unspeakable events can lead to change, a change that is so desperately needed given 

historical and current sexual assault statistics. Notwithstanding the knowledge that sexual assault 

happens to every gender and is perpetrated by every gender, and that there are costs which 

extend as a result, this thesis is framed around women as victims perpetrated by men, and only 

partially engages with the realities that there are different challenges to queer, trans, racialized 

and disabled persons. While this thesis explores the costs for females who have had lived 

experiences, there is needed research on behalf of philosophers, legal scholars, feminist scholars 

and other academics to address the disproportionate harm that other marginalized groups endure.  

1.2 Definition of Terms 

Within my thesis, terms are defined as follows: 

Sexual victimization  refers to incidents which fit within the definition of sexual assault in the 

Criminal Code of Canada (section 271) as “an assault committed in circumstances of a sexual 

nature, such that the sexual integrity of the victim is violated” (Government of Canada, 2016, p. 

1).  

Victim/Complainant/Survivor are used interchangeably within the context of my writing 

because these terms are found within the literature, are easily understood by most people, and are 

reflective of how the participants chose to self-label. I will use the term “survivor” when 

referring to the participants post victimization. I use the term “complainant” when referring to 

the participant’s inclusion of the judicial process as this term is used and understood both legally 

and politically. These terms are all problematic to survivors because of the attributed meanings 
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society places on them but for the purposes of this thesis, “complainant” bears the responsibility 

for the participant as being the person who is a witness to an “alleged” crime, who is engaged 

within the public process of the judicial system. The complainant is not seen as the subject of 

violation, rendering her little more than a witness whose public duty it is help the state prove 

their case. My thesis regards the participants who have navigated the judicial process with the 

utmost respect and humanity, as that is what I believe society owes them, to say the least.  

Disclosing (disclosure) refers to a victim’s decision to contact authorities regarding their sexual 

victimization. 

Judicial process refers to the ways victims engaged in and navigated the judicial system upon 

disclosure and post disclosure.  

The Costs refer to the financial, physical, psychological, and social consequences of disclosing. 

These costs include but are not limited to: Financial costs: any bought items or paid for services 

related to having been sexually assaulted such as: parking at the courthouse, therapy sessions, 

medical expenses (medications, ambulance, scar removal). Additional financial costs under 

employment include the loss of employment, and the loss of wages due to an inability to fulfill 

job duties. Financial costs that fall under educational expenses include monies spent in pursuing 

education that became unrealized due to the social and psychological impacts of sexual 

victimization. Physical costs: ailments or injuries-temporary or lasting including self-harm & 

control (cutting, suicide, eating disorders), embodiment (self-worth, self-respect, hypersexual, 

sleep disturbances (insomnia, night terrors, nightmares, sleep walking), anxiety; and panic; 

disassociation. Psychological costs: post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) & stress responses 

(inability to engage in personal relationships both sexual & emotional), depression, anxiety, fear, 

depression, guilt, mistrust, rage, suicide, betrayal, shame, and loss (mourning the loss of former 
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self and loss of time), (Hurd, 2015); Social costs: hypervigilance & safety including social 

persecution (defamation), betrayal (institutional and family/friend), and loss, grieving & healing. 

Lived Experiences refer to the first-hand accounts of the costs in living with sexual 

victimization, disclosing and enduring the judicial process.  As Adams et al suggest that it is the 

“inside moments of experience” and “being able to describe an experience in a way that outside 

researchers never could”, that “cultivate an epistemology of insiderness”(Adams et al., 2015, p.   

31). This description captures in part, why I use the words “lived experiences” as opposed to 

“experiences”. 

Rape Myths and Stereotypes are a complex interweave of misogynistic ideals of relations 

between men and women that surface as “attitudes and beliefs that are generally false but are 

widely and persistently held, and serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression against 

women” (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994, p. 133). Myths and stereotypes are entrenched in our 

judicial system and serve to affirm a rape culture that laws are intended to deconstruct. They 

have many functions including but are not limited to: deny and/or trivialize sexual violence 

perpetrated by men against women; blaming the victim instead of the perpetrator; to absolve 

sexually aggressive men thereby contributing to social control oppression of women; manifesting 

social inequality by having a systemic method of creating and sustaining male dominance over 

women (Ubell, 2018). There are seven categories identified by Payne, Lonsway and Fitzgerald 

(1999) into which rape myths are categorized: (1) she asked for it; (2) it wasn’t really rape; (3) he 

didn’t mean to; (4) she wanted it; (5) she lied; (6) rape is a trivial event; and (7) rape is a deviant 

event (Payne et al., 1999, p. 37). 
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1.3 Organization of Study  

There is an inherent challenge in exploring the costs of sexual victimization, disclosure 

and navigating through the judicial process through a first-person participant’s lens. Given the 

respect I have for the participants, their boundaries and vulnerability, it was challenging to 

present a holistic picture of how layered these costs presented in their everyday lives. You, the 

reader, will see the interrelatedness and concurrent nature at which the participants experienced 

the costs, as a contributing challenge in how this thesis is presented.  

So, with this in mind, I have chosen the final layout of my thesis to be reflected in five 

chapters. Throughout the thesis, I use acronyms and pseudonyms. The pseudonyms are to respect 

the privacy and confidentiality of participants who help to inform this thesis. 

In Chapter 1: The Journey, I begin by self-situating the research and will introduce the three 

participants. In Chapter 2: Literature Review, I share a review of the literature. This review 

covers sexual assault as a gendered crime of violence, history and feminist perspectives on law 

and justice, the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, statistics, justice gaps, and lastly 

phenomenology as a research method. Chapter 3: Research Methodology: Phenomenology & 

Interpretive Phenomenology, Knowledge Mobilization, & Participatory Action Research 

(PAR) introduces the research methodology, including ethical considerations. I will discuss 

phenomenology as a methodology for the research study and social constructivism as well as 

feminist theories, knowledge mobilization and Participatory Action Research (PAR) to situate 

participants lived experiences within a larger societal context. In Chapter 4: The Costs, I 

discuss the four emerging themes: what I refer to as the costs (financial, physical, psychological, 

and social) of sexual victimization, disclosure of the victimization (s), and how the participants 

navigated through the judicial process. Embedded within these stories are sub-themes including 
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self-harm & control, embodiment, PTSD & stress responses, hypervigilance & safety, 

disassociation, social persecution, betrayal, institutional betrayal, and loss, grieving, & healing. 

The themes presented within Chapter 4 are embedded as personal stories and narratives from the 

participants to show how theory, literature and real life all intersect, to give readers the 

overarching feeling that behind these experiences are the humans that speak them. The narratives 

which are written within the text are in italics to distinguish parts of the interviews I conducted 

with the participants, which are in their voice. The actual interviews are not italicized nor are the 

participant epigraphs (located at the beginning of chapters), even though those are participant 

narratives, to respectfully follow citation guidelines. Within each theme and subtheme, I 

represent the three participants in the same order to offer a sequential coherence for ease of 

reading. This order is presented first by offering input from participant Emili, second with 

participant Medusa, and thirdly with participant Zelda. In Chapter 5, Answering my Research 

Questions, Recommendations, & Concluding Thoughts: I will answer my research questions, 

I will offer recommendations for future inquiry, and then will offer final thoughts. 

1.4 Personal Motivations 

I don’t want to touch you skin to skin. I want to touch you deeply, beneath the surface, where 

our real stories lie.  

― Richard Wagamese, Embers: One Ojibway’s Meditations 

 

My desire to explore this research began twenty years ago working as a Judicial Clerk at 

the Calgary Provincial Criminal Courts. I listened to sexual assault trials, collected “evidence”, 

and watched complainants take the stand and witnessed as they struggled to remain dignified as 

they were treated as little more than a witness to a crime, within in a judicial process that they 
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knew very little about. More often than not, a verdict of found not guilty was rendered because 

the trial lacked “evidence” and so I questioned what I’m sure the gallery of people who were also 

listening questioned, which was: how can someone who clearly committed a crime, be let off? I 

knew that what was considered “evidence” needed to change because a survivors account of her 

lived experience via verbal truth-telling was not considered evidence, yet it was all she had. I 

watched as the survivors were further harmed by attacks on their credibility or their character, 

and I found it particularly painful to watch as they struggled to maintain a sense of self as their 

disempowerment whittled away. I watched as the court failed to recognize the truth in their lived 

experience or their humanity as they came before the court as a mere “complainant” and not a 

person who has been violated. I watched as their human rights were outweighed by the 

perpetrators, all while their personhood was stripped down into words narrated by defence 

council and supported by the orchestra of courtroom traditions led by the judge. I struggled to 

reconcile my contradictory thinking of celebrating survivors’ bravery for coming forward, with 

wanting to protect them because I knew what they were about to embark on by going through the 

judicial process, all because they were seeking their version of justice. I believed the 

complainants to be brave, strong and courageous in coming forward, and this urged me to get 

involved in helping make their day (s) in court an experience they could stomach.  

I began volunteering with the Court Witness Preparation Program through my job as a 

judicial clerk, and to gain experience in this world, I volunteered after hours to run the child 

witness protection program. I was responsible for teaching children what the court process would 

entail as well as to make them as comfortable as possible going through it. As obscene as this 

thought was at the time, I endeavored just that. My heart broke as I met child after child, 

knowing what they were about to endure by testifying would likely cause them pain, confusion 
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and harm. I remember one sexual assault trial I sat in on, where the complainant was the 

daughter of the perpetrator. Standing outside the courthouse during a lunchtime adjournment, I 

heard fighting. I recognized the voices, and as I turned to see what was happening, I heard “how 

can you do this to our family, how can you ruin our lives like this? You have destroyed your 

father!”. I was shaken, as I am sure the daughter was in hearing her mother accuse her of 

destroying their lives. I thought about all of the ways it wasn’t her fault, I thought about how the 

daughter was shamed and how she continued to experience trauma. I wondered how she got 

through it. I thought about the ways society and our judicial system played a part in her 

victimization. This was over twenty years ago, but it’s never left my mind.  

The irony weighed heavily on my mind for a survivor to come forward and deal with the 

fallout of victimization for the rest of her life, while more often than not, the perpetrator accepts 

no accountability or responsibility. Where was the just-ness, where was it fair for that survivor 

and why doesn’t society seem to care? These questions have taken me down a rabbit hole where 

the answers are beyond the scope of this thesis, but for me, it begged the question of fairness, 

gender equality, equity, and justice.  

Graduate studies allowed me the privilege to critically engage with research from a 

feminist perspective, on our current judicial system, which from an insider perspective, seems to 

lack integrity. Given the historic legacy of sexual assault study, I am aware that well intentioned 

persons such as myself alone cannot facilitate change, but my commitment to survivors and my 

personal belief about speaking truth, especially about a truth largely undisclosed and unrevealed, 

is that a different discourse is accepted instead of the current discourse of denial, disavowal, 

blame, and shame. Survivors deserve a better system of judicial processing as well as a society 

that treats them with respect instead of veneration for disclosing. Silencing victims, survivors or 
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those that disclose a sexual assault, perpetuates society’s beliefs that it only happens to “others” 

when statistics suggest otherwise. When a community handles news of sexual assault by shaming 

the victim instead of support, a decline in victim health happens, which affects all areas of her 

life and those around her (Haskell & Randall, 2019). I hope to bring the human and humane 

perspective back into the courtroom and back into larger society by offering survivor speech in 

their own words, with the hope of affecting change. 

I come to this phenomenology study with the awareness of my perspective being shaped 

as a cisgender minority female, a trauma survivor, and someone who has had the lived 

experience of working within the judicial system. I have had privilege of studying moral and 

ethical philosophy throughout my life, on which every thought and action is based on. My 

motivation is to shed light on how sexual assault and disclosing, harms a person’s life and affects 

all aspects of their life, so that discourses surrounding these experiences can change as well as 

shape the judicial process to one which is less destructive for those who have the courage to 

come forward. My exploration of the social phenomenon of sexual assault, disclosure and 

navigating the judicial process, has led me to this unique place of engaging with participants’ 

lived experiences while critically examining the emotional and embodied experiences within the 

current rape culture.  

My hope is that through exploring the lived experiences of the participants’ truths, will 

help others going through similar struggles as well as help people who work with sexual assault 

survivors. While the exploration of sexual assault is not novel, and while this research 

contributes to a long history of feminist scholarship who seek to understand trauma, embodiment 

and justice, I will do so from a personal insider-justice perspective, a trauma informed 

perspective, and a first-person perspective with a heavy emphasis on the human/humane side of 
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the phenomena. Throughout this thesis, philosophers, feminists and social constructivists weigh 

in on institutional practices, embodiment and rape culture, and with this in mind, I explore within 

my thesis, the phenomenology approach which is a written expression of meaning making. This 

written expression is in the form of storying or narrating a participants’ lived experiences, which 

enables the researcher to provide understanding on how the lived experiences of the costs in 

sexual victimization, disclosing, and navigating through the judicial process show up to the 

participant survivors in their everyday life.  

Because phenomenology is a qualitative research method which allows for the personal 

experiences of the self to extend an understanding about social phenomenon’s (sexual 

victimization, disclosing and navigating through the judicial process), my research study will: (1) 

explore lived experiences of the costs of being sexually victimized, (2) explore lived experience 

of the costs of disclosure, (3) explore lived experience of the costs of navigating through the 

judicial process. The research questions guiding my study are: What are the lived experiences of 

the costs of being sexually victimized? What are the lived experiences of the costs of disclosing? 

What are the lived experiences of the costs in navigating through the judicial process?  

Throughout this process, I have come to understand that this thesis is larger than myself. I 

did not start this journey for myself alone, and I am not finishing it for me alone. This thesis is all 

of our ethical energies aligned to present a first-person perspective of three participants’ lived 

experience. My intentions for writing this thesis are pure and come from a place of love. Love of 

self, love of others, love for those who have suffered sexualized traumas, and for those who are 

sadly to come. With this intention, I would like to introduce the participants of this study.  

1.5 Meet the Participants 

A bird doesn’t sing because it has an answer. It sings because it has a song. 
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― Maya Angelou 

 

I would say I have more hope for my own future and like shit happens and it’s painful and 

hurtful but I’m still going somewhere. I’m not just like trash. Like that guys’ disrespect 

doesn’t’ make me feel like I deserve disrespect. 

― Participant Emili 

 

I am not what happened to me. I am strong. I am worthy. 

― Medusa-daily affirmations: Medusa [@kappa.medusa]. (2020, September). [Instagram]. 

 

It’s crazy how something that so many people think is so small or insignificant can cause such 

huge amounts of pain and trauma and fear.  

― Participant Zelda 

 The participants in this study are a unique group of individuals who have all had the 

catastrophic experience of being sexually victimized, who chose to disclose their victimization to 

authorities, and who all engaged to some degree with the judicial process. They come from 

different religious affiliations, socioeconomic standing, and circumstance. While each participant 

has disparate accounts of these social phenomena, among their shared commonalities are they all 

identify as women (she/her), their assaults were perpetrated by males, they have all been sexually 

assaulted more than once, they disclosed to authorities, and their choice to come forward was 

motivated by either a feeling or the knowledge that the person who violated them, would do it 

again. During my process of writing this thesis, I came to the realization and understanding that 

calling these women the “participants” was an oppressive practice that I now see as no different 



THE COSTS OF SEXUAL VICTIMIZATION 22 

to the legal profession calling survivors “the witness” or “the complainant”. While it is prudent 

in this thesis to situate them properly and refer to them as such, I am choosing to do so in a 

survivor-centered, trauma-informed way by acknowledging them first for what they are, which is 

a group of women who have shown themselves to be brave, courageous, and bold in their re-

telling of their lived experiences. While they are participants in this study, they are above all, 

humans with extraordinary life experiences that I am privileged to story and share, and you are 

privileged to read.   

1.5.1 Emili  

 Emili (she/her) came to my study after a sexual assault which happened three years ago 

and though she had been assaulted before, this was the assault she chose to disclose to the police. 

Emili felt the weight of responsibility of reporting the most recent assault because in her words 

“this is like his thing that he’s doing, this is like an ongoing consistent thing, so I felt like 

reporting it would be at least a drop in the bucket if anyone else had experienced the same thing 

with him”.  

 Given Emili’s work in the field of sexual health, she knew about Calgary Communities 

Against Sexual Abuse (CCASA) and the Sexual Assault Response Team (SART), and therefore 

knew she had a four-day window in which to collect evidence off of her body. Knowing this 

information, Emili went to the Sheldon Chumir clinic to report where she was met with a nurse, 

two police officers and a female detective who acted somewhat like a liaison between herself and 

the police officers. She experienced a range of emotions from being misunderstood by the police 

to being encouraged and empowered by the nurse. Within hours of Emili’s assault, she disclosed 

to her friend as a way to validate that the assault actually happened to her. She describes her state 
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as being in a dream where she felt “the whole situation was so like scary and shocking and like a 

blackout”, so her impulse was to verify her new reality through disclosure to her friend. 

 As part of Emili’s response to her sexual assault, she quit one job which left her second 

job as her sole source of income, which too was impacted with her newly limited ability to fulfill 

her job duties. She self-harmed, engaged in self-preservation behaviours, and had trust issues 

with new people entering her life. She believes there to be a “ripple effect” from her experiences 

but she is optimistic and pragmatic in her outlook that losses happen but there is another side to 

trauma where she was met with unbelievable support and kindness. Those uplifting interactions 

exemplified how she wants to show up for other survivors. She feels more graceful today than in 

the past and feels more equipped to provide support to others having had a shared lived 

experience. 

1.5.2 Medusa  

 Medusa (she/her) is a survivor of childhood sexual assault which began at age five. The 

assaults perpetrated on Medusa were done by a family member whom she trusted and looked up 

to and took place in the safety of her home. Given the young age Medusa experienced 

victimization, she was unaware that the sexual assaults were in fact sexual assaults, and only 

after many incidents, found out that the acts done to her were wrongful acts. The guilt of not 

doing anything to stop the victimization and the shame she felt from enjoying these acts, lasted 

into her adulthood and affected every relationship she engaged in. It took two years until Medusa 

testified at trial due to the perpetrator’s defence lawyer’s request for adjournments. Medusa had 

to learn how to navigate her social world while trying to prepare for this court date. Because of 

how socially inappropriate Medusa felt speaking about this topic was, she did not speak to her 

school friends about her victimization except for the one friend she initially disclosed to.  
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During the two years waiting for trial, Medusa articulates: “It came in waves…you never 

felt like you were really getting to the point of court and you just kind of kept getting through this 

pattern [of counselling, seeing the social worker to prepare for court and then feeling the 

disappointment of another adjournment] and that really was difficult because like I was still in 

public school at the time”. In addition, testifying as a very young child did much harm to 

Medusa. She was prepped to testify by the social worker who informed her that the court 

[defence lawyer] was going to make her out to be a liar. She recalls feeling confused because it 

was drilled into her head that because the acts did happen and the acts done to her were wrong, 

she questioned why “is this an argument of whether he did or not…like why are we questioning 

whether I’m telling the truth or not” and “that was really difficult for me as a kid”.  

Navigating life having had early sexual experiences, and the social stresses Medusa 

experienced while still being in public school, took its toll. Medusa felt alone with no one to talk 

to except her parents, her therapist and the one friend she confided in. Medusa was told she was 

ruining lives of the family members, that it [her victimization] was her fault, that she was a liar, 

and that her mom had raised a liar. Then, Medusa experienced an acquaintance rape in the fall of 

last year. So, while still navigating her life as a childhood sexual assault survivor and healing 

from those assaults, she is also now healing from the extreme betrayal she felt having been raped 

by one of her long-time friends, of whom she disclosed her childhood sexual assault to. Medusa 

has decided not to report the recent sexual assault to authorities because in her words: “it is lack 

of evidence… so it would be again my word against his… I feel like I won’t report it based on 

what I went through before because I know how it’s going to end”.  
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1.5.3 Zelda 

Zelda (she/her) moved across country to attend university and was in her second week of 

her first year when she was sexually assaulted on that university campus by a male friend who 

lived in close proximity to her. This friend had recently broken up with a girlfriend and was 

feeling sad. Because Zelda empathized with his sadness and knew it was a comfort to sleep next 

to someone, she very reluctantly agreed to comfort him by sleeping beside him on a platonic 

basis, later to be woken by his assault on her after he promised her “no weird stuff”. The day 

after the incident, the perpetrator came to her dorm room and said he didn’t know what had 

happened but that if she disclosed to anyone, she would be ruining everybody’s life.  

As a result, Zelda only disclosed to a close friend who victim blamed her by asking her 

why she was with the perpetrator in the first place. Zelda internalised the blame of this assault 

and coped the best way she knew how which was to try and avoid seeing the perpetrator, but 

given his close proximity to her dorm room, she felt unable to leave her room or attend classes 

for fear of having a panic attack by seeing him. It was only after a “mental breakdown in the 

middle of the club”, that she was escorted out by “dragging me while I’m screaming his name, 

crying because I didn’t know like I just couldn’t handle it anymore”. It was at that point that the 

resident advisors spoke to her and the disclosure process began first with campus security.  

One week prior to her breakdown, Zelda disclosed prior stalking incidents to campus 

security involving a different student, so with a prior familiarity dealing with campus security, 

they took her statement and incriminating text messages from the perpetrator following the 

sexual assault, and the police were brought in. Two days later, the perpetrator was escorted off 

campus and expelled which in Zelda’s mind was “awesome”. Fuelled by the knowledge that the 

perpetrator was stalking and verbally harassing another young woman at the university, and her 
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innate belief that he would commit sexual assault again because “another reason why I took him 

to court is he seemed like that he would do it again or that he had absolutely no remorse 

whatsoever “, so Zelda hoped that she could stop his behaviours by putting him away.  

When a law professor at the provincial university wrote an article on her case and 

acknowledged the problems within their provincial court system, and how change is needed, 

Zelda recalled, “it was really great to see people wanting that change but it was just really 

difficult to have to, you know let people go because of terrible things that they did and then 

having the burden on the people who were victimized”. The perpetrator was ultimately not held 

accountable in the Canadian criminal justice system, which has informed her decision not to 

report a more recent rape which happened a year later, outside of Canada. Zelda’s understanding 

of the criminal justice system of that country, along with her belief that she “couldn’t do 

anything”, stays with her, along with her layered responses to the sexual violence perpetrated on 

her.   

1.6 Chapter Summary 

By exploring research on the phenomena of the costs of sexual victimization, disclosure 

and navigating through the judicial process, the intention is to unveil the realities of living with 

the costs by offering survivor speech from a first-person perspective. By prioritizing the person 

behind the victimization, the objective is to create a new discourse rooted in a shared humanity 

of empathy, respect, understanding, and support instead of the current discourse of denial, 

disavowal, shame, and blame. To change attitudes, beliefs, and unfair judicial practices that 

remain harmful to those who seek justice within systems, our shared connectedness, along with 

sexual assault statistics dictates a necessary change in judicial processing. When survivors 

instead of the judicial system, are under scrutiny, we all suffer from injustice. This injustice 
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affects not only those that come forward but those that are afraid to enter into the hostile judicial 

system for fear of further harm and trauma. Maintaining an adversarial system for survivors is 

another way to silence and disempower them. The main reason each of the participants came 

forward was an attempt to stop their assailants from harming other women. When this behaviour 

is met with such resistance, the message is clear to the participants and to larger society: your 

truth does not matter, your lived experience is not recognized as a valid experience, your 

participation in the judicial system is futile, and the judicial system preserves perpetrators ability 

to continue committing offences due to their lack of perpetrator accountability resulting in more 

not guilty verdicts.  

While the exploration of sexual assault is not novel, and while this research contributes to 

a long history of feminist scholarship who seek to understand trauma, embodiment and justice, I 

will do so from a personal insider-justice perspective, a survivor-centric, trauma informed 

perspective, and a first-person lived-experience perspective with a heavy emphasis on the 

human/humane side of the social phenomena. As you move through my thesis, there are 

participant reflections, stories, and narratives which reflect the moments of tension which led 

participants to deeper learning regarding their lived experiences. My hope is that the reader gets 

a sense of how being sexually victimized, disclosing and navigating through the judicial process, 

was not just an assault to a body; the assault (s) were also an attack on participants’ personhood, 

autonomy, self-determination and character. Through the participant lived experiences and the 

re-telling of such, you will be invited to feel what the participants feel in moving forward.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

We have an abundance of rape and violence against women in this country and on this Earth, 

though it’s almost never treated as a civil rights or human rights issue, or a crisis, or even a 
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pattern. Violence doesn’t have a race, a class, a religion, or a nationality, but it does have a 

gender.  

― Rebecca Solnit, Men Explain Things to Me 

I had some sense of the politics of sexual violence; in an instant I intellectualized what 

happened to me…I was hot with shame over it…I decided that it would be easiest on me if we 

instead kept the truth to ourselves. … Rape intersects with multiple taboos-sex, violence, and 

trauma-and its savage intrusion on our sexuality crosses the boundary into that which is most 

personal and private.  

― Karyn Freedman, One Hour in Paris: a true story of rape and recovery 

2.1 What Does the Literature Say? 

Given I’ve addressed my journey and introduced you to the participants, I am moving 

next to what the literature says and what the literature doesn’t say, while illuminating the justice 

gap. Literature from 2007 – 2020 is taken from a variety of resources including journal articles 

and books. I look at Canadian legal case studies to examine their relationship with the Canadian 

Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Sexual assault case law looks at the challenge’s victims face in 

achieving justice in sexual assault cases. These challenges range from the barriers in reporting, 

how a case is deemed founded/unfounded by police, and how rape myths and stereotypes 

contribute to judges’ ruling. For clarity, this literature review uses the terms “victim”, 

“complainant” and “survivor” interchangeably with the female-identified person designation, and 

the term “defendant”, “perpetrator”, “assailant”, and “accused” in the male-identified person 

designation purposively, as this topic is seen in this literature review through the perspective of 

being a gendered crime of violence against women.  
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For the purposes of this literature review and within this thesis, the term “justice” is first 

used to imply a judicial outcome favorable to the victim, usually by way of a found guilty verdict 

or guilty plea. Justice however is a subjective term where survivors suggest that justice it is a 

feeling based on outcomes. These outcomes may come by way of validation that a sexual assault 

occurred, a complainant’s participation in the judicial process, hearing an apology from the 

perpetrator and acknowledgment that the complainant is telling the truth, and that her truth is 

believed.  If we consider what survivors term “justice”, and factor in the circumstances in which 

a victim comes forward to report a sexual assault, we would know that that justice includes 

protecting other women, holding the perpetrator accountable, regaining power, wanting 

protection and restoring one’s faith in the judicial system (Prochuk, 2018, pp. 16-20).  

These alternate definitions of justice consider the possibility that a victim and larger 

society may need to alter their traditional definitions of what is considered justice, in order to 

give society time to catch up to existing laws and policies, and until which time, misogynistic 

views, patriarchal scripts and biased views are kept out of courtroom practices. When there is 

continued acknowledgment that the victims in these cases are real people, not unlike the mothers, 

sisters, wives and daughters we know, we are reminded the person behind the label of 

“complainant”, can be anyone. If we realize that anyone can be affected, and statistically, will be 

affected, then perhaps we can begin to humanize this social phenomenon. 

2.1.1 Disclaimer  

For the purpose of this literature review, any references to case law are made within the 

context of the laws being studied, and cited from within the source it was found, not with the 

actual transcript of the case. Narrowing my research questions led me to uncover the costs of 

sexual victimization, disclosure, and navigating the judicial process. Among these costs are the 
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financial, physical, psychological, and social implications of sexualized trauma. As you will 

come to see, there are many costs a sexual assault survivor endures. These costs occur at a 

personal level every day, in addition to being experienced at every level of engagement within 

the judicial process.  

2.2 Literature Review Introduction  
I view sexual assault through the theoretical perspective of feminism and social 

constructivism. Feminist perspectives help frame sexual assault as a gendered crime of violence 

against women, rooted in a patriarchal history of gender inequality (Craig, 2018). As a person 

who aligns with a social constructivist paradigm, I continue to explore the costs of sexual 

victimization, disclosure and navigating the judicial process with the goal of the research to “rely 

as much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation being studied (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018, p. 8). Using phenomenology as a method, I will (re)construct the subjective 

participants’ meaning and offer socially contextualized ways of understanding.  

The topic of sexual assault continues to gain attention with its controversial subject 

nature on how the application of current policies and laws play out in the judicial process and 

how that may or may not contribute to the lack of access or barriers in achieving justice for the 

victim. Our current reality is that almost all sexual assaults that happen in Canada do so with 

legal impunity, reflecting a profound injustice (Craig, 2018, p. 222), and as such contribute to 

many gaps in justice. The following sections involved in this literature review are: (a) sexual 

assault as a gendered crime of violence against women, (b) history and the feminist perspectives 

on law and justice, (c) the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, (d) statistics on sexual 

abuse in Canada and (e) the justice gap: what the case law says. Limitations of the literature will 

be discussed and a conclusion as well as future study will be offered.  
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2.2.1 Sexual Assault as a Gendered Crime of Violence Against Women  

Sexual assault is seen within the literature as a gendered violent crime and in Canada, is 

evolving to show changing attitudes that it is a crime rooted in sex inequality (Benedet, 2014).  

According to the literature, approximately 84% of reported sexual assaults were against women 

with approximately 94% perpetrated by males (Prochuk, 2018, p. 10). The literature also shows 

sexual assault culture and attitudes as one of denial, disavowal and entitlement (Prochuk, 2018, 

p. 10), illustrating the accepted social norms that have evolved where sexual assault is 

normalized rather than being seen as an assault upon human dignity which constitutes a denial of 

any concept of equality for women (Craig, 2018).  

Common themes among the authors in the literature is agreement that there is a historical 

component to violence against women when looking at past statistics in comparison to today’s 

statistics where approximately nine in ten victims (89%) of police-reported sexual assault were 

female identified as women or girls (Rotenberg & Cotter, 2018). As well, there are ongoing and 

perpetual behaviors within the courtroom that allow rape myth stereotypes that influence what is 

considered “evidence”, which then inform judicial decisions. Lastly, there is a lack of judicial 

understanding of sexual assault laws which contribute to misapplication and misuse of these 

laws, which ultimately contribute to victims experiencing more trauma during the judicial 

process and less favourable judicial outcomes for the complainant.    

2.2.2 History and Feminist Perspectives on Law and Justice  

In North America, sexual violence is seen through a feminist lens where the 

understanding is rooted in male violence against women (Canadian Intergovernmental 

Conference Secretariat, 2019, p. 42). Dating back to the first Criminal Code of 1892, a social 

understanding of sexual assault offences were defined “according to the sexual acts involved 
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rather than according to the harms inflicted on the victim” and “were written in gendered terms” 

where punishment reflected less regard for the coercive nature that a lack of consent would 

imply (Benedet, 2014, p. 128). What is interesting to note is that historic mirroring of outcomes 

remains the same given that in the past, the seriousness of sexual offences in the Criminal Code 

were not met with a real adherence to enforcing them, leading to low conviction rates (Benedet, 

2014, p. 128). As well, there was a social perception that the penalty was not to be taken 

seriously thereby providing justification for “evidentiary rules that make acquittals likely” 

(Benedet, 2014, p. 128), again showing that past practices are not as advanced as the theory 

behind them would suggest. The evidentiary rules of this first criminal code showed obvious 

rape myths and stereotypes that still remain today which resulted in few women reporting and 

even fewer offenders who were convicted, as it still does today. 

2.2.3 The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms  

Case law commonly refers to the difficulties that judges have in reconciling both rights of 

the complainant and that of the defendant, which may not be equally allowable at the same time 

(Craig, 2018, p. 23). The applicable Charter rights referred to are: #11. (d) stating that any person 

charged with an offence has the right to “be presumed innocent until proven guilty according to 

law in a fair and public hearing by an independent and impartial tribunal”; #15. (1) where “every 

individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the equal protection and equal 

benefit of the law without discrimination…”;  #13 where “a witness who testifies in any 

proceedings has the right not to have any incriminating evidence so given used to incriminate 

that witness in any other proceedings”; and #12 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, 

where “everyone has the right not to be subjected to any cruel and unusual treatment” 

(Legislative Services Branch, 2020). 
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This is relevant for victims as they are commonly exposed to unnecessary trauma 

inducing defence counsel practices which have been allowable in court proceedings. The 

debatable quandary among law professionals regarding complainant testifying is caused by two 

factors embedded within the justice system. First is the “adversarial nature of the system” and 

second is the constitutional rights of the accused (Craig, 2018, p. 7). The literature also shows the 

alternate, where defence lawyers maintain that trauma is unavoidable due to the accused’s rights 

by arguing that the “criminal system is not designed to heal those who have survived sexual 

harm” (Craig, 2018, p. 7). The argument in case law suggests that while this may be true, it is 

also true that it is not necessary to make the process more difficult, as lack of reporting is already 

a systemic barrier to justice. In the literature reviewed, every case touched upon charter rights as 

ongoing legal challenges. There is agreement among authors that there are elusive definitions 

present in law which contribute to the challenges of trying and convicting sexual assault cases. 

2.2.4 Statistics on Sexual Abuse in Canada 

Based on two types of quantitative studies (the Incident-based Uniform Crime Reporting 

(UCR) Survey for police-reported data, and the General Social Survey (GSS) on Canadians’ 

Safety (Victimization) for self- reported data), Statistics Canada suggest the reporting rates to be 

roughly 5%, making sexual assault one of the most underreported crimes in Canada (Rotenberg, 

2017). While there are no clear numbers on how many sexual assaults are committed due to low 

reporting statistics, the estimated number is 22 victims for every 1000 Canadian citizens, with 

636,000 of total Canadians (Rotenberg, 2017). With an estimated 1 in 20 incidents that are 

brought to the attention of the police, and of those, fewer than half (47%) of sexual assault 

committed by someone known to the victim, ever made it to court (Rotenberg, 2017). Canada 

Juristat’s quantitative six-year study between 2009-2014 outlined court outcomes of police-
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reported sexual assaults in Canada from arrest to conviction. Their findings were that sexual 

assault cases experienced attrition at all levels of the criminal justice system, where of those 

sexual assault cases reported to police, 1 in 10 (12%), led to a criminal conviction and one in five 

(21%) led to a completed court case within the six year reference period (Rotenberg, 2017). To 

offer a comparison of reported rates, where sexual assault reporting is one in five (21%), 

physical assault reporting is nearly double at 39% (Rotenberg, 2017). These numbers suggest 

there is a large number of alleged male perpetrators that outweigh the number of those convicted 

and sentenced for their crimes against their female victims. 

Barriers to victim’s non-reporting to the police include the perception that the justice 

system will fail them, concerns about the criminal system’s process, fear of being traumatized or 

having a secondary trauma, lack of faith in court outcomes, personal repercussions (feelings of 

shame, self-blame and responsibility) or being automatically disbelieved (Prochuk, 2018, pp. 5-

6). In addition, socio-cultural attitudes contribute to victim underreporting, including rape 

myths/stereotypes and false beliefs as well as their own shame and self-blame arising from 

societal judgments (Canadian Intergovernmental Conference Secretariat, 2019; Prochuk, 2018, p. 

22; Ubell, 2018, p. 27). 

2.2.5 The Justice Gap: What the Case Law Says 

Case law regarding sexual assault suggests two main challenges in victims’ access to 

achieving justice. The first challenge is evidentiary, which is deciding disputed factual issues in 

sexual assault cases, where “evidence is considered relevant when it has any tendency to prove 

or disprove a fact in issue” (Dufraimont, 2019, p. 320). The challenge is premised on the 

questions: what types of evidence are relevant and what inferences can be drawn from that 

evidence? The application of these questions in the judicial process does not present itself in a 
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straightforward way, and inherently leads to charter issues, such as those discussed above 

involving the use of rape myths and stereotypes in judicial decisions, unfair courtroom tactics 

designed to undermine victim credibility, reliability, and believability and complainant rights 

versus the defendants’ rights.   

  This leads to the second challenge commonly seen in sexual assault case law of 

competing interests, that of the defendant and the complainant. What this type of case implies 

and the questions it continues to raise regarding these competing interests, are premised on The 

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, and formulated by Carrière, outlined as follows: 

“how does a trial judge reconcile the rights of an accused while protecting witnesses' dignity and 

safeguarding the integrity of trial through judicial interventions?” (Carrière, 2019, p. 3). Given 

the nature of the issues regarding rights for both the complainant/victim and defendant/accused 

to a fair and unbiased trial, it would seem that on law alone, safeguarding the protection of the 

accused when compared to that of the complainant/victim/survivor, may not be possible 

simultaneously. 

  In speaking to the challenges and limitations of the numerous scholarly articles where the 

author relies on numerous case law examples to substantiate their claims, the authors 

acknowledge the court’s failed ability to uphold the law with elusive interpretations of the laws 

on evidence as well as where the judges fall short in their ability to protect both the rights of the 

complainant and the defendant as a result of these laws on evidence. One source used in this 

literature review was done by Ubell, where she had experienced sexual assault in childhood and 

then later in adulthood. Ubell acknowledges her assaults and prefaces her thesis with the 

understanding that her thesis was an endeavor to find closure on a past full of pain and injustice 

as well to develop an understanding of the legal process of sexual assault (Ubell, 2018, p. v).   
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She does challenge assumptions of current rape myths and stereotypes, thereby acknowledging 

bias.  

In addition, Craig illustrates an essential barrier in sexual assault cases, which is that they 

involve human subjects that have an emotional investment inherent within them by analyzing 

“stories of trauma, violence, pain and suffering” (Craig, 2018, p. 19). Craig also goes on to 

explain another limitation which is the lack of quantitative data on the “proportion of sexual 

assault cases that involve the types of practice discussed” (Craig, 2018, p. 19, Canadian 

Intergovernmental Conference Secretariat, 2019) where such practices include aggressive attacks 

on the complainant during cross examination. It is difficult to acknowledge and change practices 

without literature on these practices. 

2.3 Literature Review Conclusions and Future Study  

This review suggests there still exists many gaps in the application of the current laws 

regarding how to try sexual assault cases that are in conflict with the Canadian Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms. There is agreement that there are still misapplications and misuses of the law by 

judges and defence counsel (and even some Crown counsel), making the judicial process for 

victims more traumatizing. Another limitation commonly noted within the literature looks at the 

working definition of what a ‘sexual assault’ (CODE, S. 271) is defined as and what is required 

to prove that an assault took place, namely what constitutes “evidence”, and how is “evidence” is 

obtained. The literature cites current case law which outlines numerous examples of breaches in 

law which pit the accused’s rights over the complainants. As this is directly related to fact 

finding evidence during a trial, it is suggested that these elusive definitions evolve to a place 

where understanding at all levels is achieved and less personal interpretation is needed from 

judges.  
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  One area not utilized in refining the legal process in Canada, is implementing changes 

based on the perspective of victims/survivors. The authors suggest that by changing the 

ideological paradigm of “victim”, one can begin to change existing false beliefs/rape mythology, 

by first acknowledging that sexual assault is a gendered, violent crime against women which can 

shape the perception of it being a personal struggle to one of it being a public issue (Prochuk, 

2018, p. 25, Nixon, 2007, p. 5). The literature suggests that until the time at which cultural 

attitudes catch up to existing policy and law, a social restorative justice model could be offered 

to include public hearings, courts for women, as an alternative to the current judicial process 

(Kasic, n.d., p.6), as this would perhaps improve breaking down barriers so victims can achieve 

justice.  

By considering new ways of presenting research (such as through an interpretive 

phenomenological/exploratory approach), the idea that we can simultaneously learn and present 

our knowledge in ways that challenge politics, beliefs and attitudes in society because we 

encounter visual experiences everyday (Smith-Shank & Keifer-Boyd, 2007, p. 3). Below details 

how the research was generated and how it will be presented.  

Chapter 3: Research Methodology: Phenomenology & Interpretive Phenomenology, 

Knowledge Mobilization, & Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

 

One of the philosophical keys to evaluating qualitative research is the recognition that 

accessing an individual’s interpretation of an event is an important part of understanding both 

the event and the person. (Gergen et al., 2015 as cited in Dane, 2018, p. 150) 
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This study explores the costs of the lived experiences of being sexually victimized, 

disclosing, and navigating the judicial process. Using an interpretive phenomenological approach 

allowed me to describe, story and narrate “the lived experiences of individuals as described by 

participants” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 13), so I am able to offer those insights to larger 

society. By offering insights to larger society, there is potential to “motivate them to work 

toward cross-cultural coalition building”, bridging the gap between what they think they know 

and what they may come to know (Chang, 2008, p. 52). By using phenomenology as a means of 

exploration, I am able to share my findings and make scholarship more accessible in this subject 

area (Lapadat, 2017, p. 589), in addition to appearing in Google Trends along with other moving 

image sources. To share painful stories, not only contributes to survivor healing, it is to “make 

visible the oppressive structures of a culture (Denzin, 2013, p. 139) and to point a way toward 

more socially just possibilities” (Lapadat, 2017, p. 596).  

3.1 Research Objectives and The Three Research Questions 

The three research questions guiding my study are: What are the lived experiences of the 

costs of sexual victimization? What are the lived experiences of the costs of disclosing?  What 

are the lived experiences of the costs of navigating through the judicial process? This research 

explores the lived experiences of the costs of sexual victimization, disclosure and going through 

the judicial process, with the intent to reduce harm to those seeking justice through the judicial 

system by offering a better understanding that those who have endured sexual victimization, 

continue to incur costs long after the assault happens, long after their time ends as a 

“complainant” in the judicial process, and long after adjudication. As more and more women 

come forward to speak about their victimization, we are learning they are affected throughout 

their lives, and there is no feeling of “being cured”, such that their lives never return to their 
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former version of normal. We are learning that these lived experiences never stop costing 

survivors. We are learning that the crime of sexual assault is largely unacknowledged, 

underrepresented, and unpunished legally, while socially the crime is never accounted for, 

leaving survivors with social and institutional betrayal. We are learning that despite efforts from 

movements such as #MeToo, and #IBELIEVEYOU, that women are still silenced by the legal 

system, and that women are met with systemic barriers during every step of the judicial process, 

and lastly, we are learning that sexual violence does not stop. No two women experience this 

phenomenon in the same way due to who they are as people, within their cultural, political, 

social, economic, and historical worlds. Given the interpretive nature of the phenomenology 

approach, I am enabled as the researcher, to gain insights into these life changing phenomena’s, 

and offer survivor speech as the preferred method of exploration within the complex 

phenomenon to “illuminate the multifaceted nature of human experience” (Tuffour, 2017, p. 2). 

One overarching objective of this thesis is to provide an insight into the lives who 

continue to be affected by trauma as well as to provide a differing discourse about how we speak 

to survivors, how we speak about survivors and about how we approach supporting survivors. 

Using interpretive phenomenology, I am able to inform this discourse practice or “scripts” by 

confronting the dominant forms of representation, resistance and power. By narrating stories of 

participants self, via narratives and storytelling, phenomenology is used as a tool for overcoming 

attempts of society to marginalize and silence survivors. Using a phenomenological approach 

also provides the opportunity to “understand both the event and the person” (Gergen et al., 2015 

as cited in Dane, 2018, p. 150) as often bifurcated in the current judicial system.   
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3.2 Methodological Framework: Phenomenology & An Interpretive Phenomenology 

Approach  

3.2.1 Phenomenology & Interpretive Phenomenology 

A Phenomenological approach to research “seeks to explore, describe, and analyze the 

meaning of individual lived experience: how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, 

remember it, make sense of it, and talk about it with others (Patton, 2002, as cited in Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016, p. 17). A phenomenological approach offers the philosophical position “that 

there are individual differences with respect to the experience of reality” (Hansen, Holstein, & 

Hansen, 2009 as cited in Dane, 2018, p. 149). Social phenomena are multidimensional and 

complex, and in order to understand their meaning from one’s personal perspective such as 

through a phenomenological approach, we must acknowledge that different people experience 

and interpret the world differently (Dane, 2018, p. 150).  

I chose an interpretive phenomenological approach as a methodology for my graduate 

research because I wanted to explore and bring to light the complex and different ways the lived 

experiences of the costs of being sexually victimized, disclosing and navigating through the 

judicial process manifest themselves for the individuals.  The phenomenological methods 

approach suits the subject as it allows me to analyze people’s stories, their beliefs, perceptions 

and memories as told through the narrative they offer of their lived experiences (Dane, 2018, p. 

150). Sharing each participants’ lived experience, offers a way to view their interpretation of 

these social phenomena as told through their survivor speech, thereby illuminating the meaning 

making and emotions they have attached to the phenomena. 

Interpretive phenomenology allows me to academically story and narrate the lived 

experiences of people who have experienced a shared phenomenon, in this case the phenomenon 
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is the lived experiences of the costs of sexual victimization, disclosure and navigating through 

the judicial process. Through reflective writing such as storytelling and narratives, the 

importance is highlighting the lived experience in a purposeful way (Dane, 2018, p. 150). Using 

interpretative phenomenology, as developed by philosophers such as Husserl, Sarte, Merleu-

Ponty, Schutz, van den Berg, and Heidegger, is an effective tool to understand peoples’ lived 

experience and the “interpretive process” of those experiences (Dowling, 2007, p. 133). By using 

interpretive phenomenology through conversation or storytelling to amass information on that 

participants’ truth, the researcher can use these stories as a means to verify, confirm or defend 

truths (Savin-Baden & Niekerk, 2007, p. 463). Given the phenomena under study are scrutinized 

legally for their truths, and given the highly sensitive topic being studied, interpretive 

phenomenology allows me to highlight “the challenges people face, how people feel, and how 

they respond to situations” (Krueger, 2010, pp. 404-405 as cited in Patton, 2015, p. 109). 

With this perspective, I will address why I found no limitations in using phenomenology 

as my method of exploration. Because the phenomenology approach involves several long, in-

depth interviews with individuals who have experienced a shared phenomenon (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016), the researcher (me) is able to analyze the data from the “central assumption that 

there is an essence to an experience that is shared with others who have also had that experience” 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 18). Phenomenology offers a narrative approach of presenting 

data (Marshall & Rossman, 2016), so if the researcher can explore participants’ insights through 

stories of discovery of one’s lived experience, the researcher and the readers can take 

understanding of their own lived experience and make sense of them (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 

2014, p. 8). Interpretive phenomenology offers the opportunity to not only gain insight into a 

participants personal experience, the researcher also makes sense of their own personal world 
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through the analytic and decoding process (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, p. 8). Given the 

interpretive nature of the phenomenological approach, I was able to “derive insights from the 

respondents by employing curiosity, open-mindedness, empathy, and flexibility to listen to 

people narrating their stories in their own natural settings to identify how their experiences and 

behaviours are shaped by the context of their social, cultural, economic and historical worlds” 

(Tuffour, 2017, p. 2). While my belief is that there were no limitations in conducting this study 

through a phenomenology approach, there were challenges I encountered, which I address 

below.   

3.2.2 The Five Challenges to This Phenomenology Research 

The qualitative approach of phenomenology addresses challenges of studying sexual 

victimization in common traditional research paradigms such as those using empirical analytic 

methods. Using a phenomenology approach, I had the unique perspective of being able to address 

empirical analytic limitations by using a first-person perspective to explore phenomenon that are 

often hidden from society. The phenomenon includes but are not limited to the costs of being 

sexually victimized, the costs of disclosing, and the costs in navigating through the judicial 

process. Participants offer a window for the reader to sense, feel, and understand the costs from a 

first-person perspective. These insights are not often available with traditional case study analysis 

but are something I was able to explore using a phenomenology approach. I offered the reader 

insights through storytelling, narratives, and quotes through the eyes and voice of the survivor.  

Given the topics under exploration are sensitive in nature and involve human subjects, there 

is an ongoing need to ensure trustworthiness, rigor and ethics as being “central to the goodness of 

this study” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 50). As a person who has studied morality and ethics, 

I had a moral obligation to myself to address rigor and ethics at a personal level (as discussed 
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above). In addition, by engaging explicitly with the ethics of everyday practice, shows readers that 

the study was designed and conducted in trustworthy ways (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). I will 

now turn the discussion to address the limitations for this study to further address rigor.  

The first challenge is the small sample size. Knowing that my snowball sample size was 

small, but in keeping with the suggested range for phenomenological inquiry as suggested by 

Creswell & Creswell (2018), I acknowledge the challenges in addressing the full range of lived 

experiences of sexual violation, disclosure and navigating through the judicial process, may not 

represent the phenomenon in its totality given that each person who experience these phenomenon, 

does so with their own set of personal circumstance, social perspective, and political perspectives 

through which they experience it in. Compounded with the concern of encouraging participants to 

discuss aspects of their trauma, finding participants was challenging. As it would be an 

impossibility to include every possible survivor’s account of the phenomena, I decided that in 

order to do justice to the participants who did participate, I focussed my energies on honouring 

their narratives and respecting their boundaries as individuals, while still addressing central and 

relevant topics.  

An additional challenge in conducting this research is that under the current climate of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, there was added stress of safety on top of shifting and stressful changes in 

day-to-day life, so I was careful to ensure participants did not undergo any unnecessary further 

stress or harm by having to wear a mask in order to have a face-to-face interview, or by having to 

meet in a public space. To address this challenge, the participants chose the location of the 

interview. Usually this was done in their home or another safe space of their choosing, so that their 

safety and wellbeing was accounted for. Researching these phenomena during the COVID-19 

pandemic has illuminated for me the silent shadow pandemic taking place where, while in 
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quarantine, the rates of gender based violence against women is increased (Mittal & Singh, 2020), 

calling into question the ongoing safety needs of women and girls, and the responses available to 

them during this time. 

In addition, I ensured participants understood that this study offers a platform for survivor 

voices to be heard and validated while helping to further academic knowledge in literature, as well 

as fill a gap that is underrepresented in literature. Participants were made aware through the 

invitation to participate letter, the consent form, during our rapport building before the interview, 

and during the interview, that their contribution to this study is voluntary and is part of a larger 

goal of understanding these complex social issues which can lead to social and judicial change and 

is not meant to disseminate any personal or legal information of their trauma or legal proceedings, 

even though that information was voluntarily given. I regularly engage in process consent whereby 

I continue to seek the consent of the participants at every stage of the research project (Ellis, 2007), 

allowing me to welcome any input they might offer on any missed connections or stories which 

might add value to the intended meaning. 

The next three challenges of the interpretive phenomenological approach to this research 

is due to its highly philosophical nature and is thus arguably criticized by fellow philosophers and 

academics by firstly acknowledging the practical limitations of using language in meaning making, 

secondly, by questioning the effectiveness of capturing the meanings of experiences rather than 

opinions of the experience and thirdly, whether both the participant and researcher can skillfully 

communicate the nuances of experiences (Tuffour, 2017). To address these three challenges, 

meaning making is expressed through language and takes place within the context of participant 

narratives offered. I encouraged the participants to read iterations of both the transcripts and thesis 

to encourage feedback to make sure that I story and present their meaning and messages as they 
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intended to story it. As a researcher who listened to the interview several times, I can validate that 

the participants were not offering their opinions on their lived experience, they were offering their 

actual experiences as they felt, sensed, and experienced them. I do however acknowledge that the 

English language as presented through narratives, lacks in its ability for the participants to 

sometimes capture and articulate the hurt, pain, anxiety, and stress that I sensed and felt in their 

voices. Nonetheless, in my opinion, offering data as narratives, helps to overcome the challenges 

of capturing the meanings of experiences because the reader has the opportunity to read the first-

person survivor speech, which no doubt gives the reader the sense of how the participant 

experiences the phenomenon’s.  

In addition, all three participants are experts as survivors of their own lived experiences, 

and as such can be called “theorists of experiences” (Alcoff & Gray as cited in Sheehy, 2012, p. 

256), and because phenomenology “interrogates phenomena which are not reducible to facts” 

(Giorgi, 2006 as cited in Patton, 2015, p. 194), interpretive phenomenology is best suited to 

understand the phenomenon of the lived experiences of sexual assault, disclosure and navigating 

through the judicial process. By the sheer act of speaking out and reporting the sexual assaults 

perpetrated on these three participants, they were able to engage in “subversive speaking” which 

is “a raped women chronicling her struggle to effect systemic change, bringing about a feminist 

perspective to the lived experience of rape, and exposing the deep flaws in the criminal justice 

system (Alcoff & Gray as cited in Sheehy, 2012, p. 2 46).  

Using an interpretive phenomenology approach, the researcher engages in “double 

hermeneutics” whereby the researcher makes sense of the participants’ sense making, which 

calls for the researcher to “intuitively seek and probe the surface meanings by reading in between 

the lines for deeper interpretation” (Tuffour, 2017, p. 2). Having a phenomenological approach 
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for exploring the costs of sexual victimization, disclosure and navigating through the judicial 

process, offer’s readers a privileged insight into an uncommon and mostly unknown body of 

knowledge and without an interpretive phenomenological approach through the participants lived 

experience, it might remain that way.  

3.2.3 Knowledge Mobilization 

Knowledge mobilization directly relates to this area of study because of societal impacts 

resulting from the number of people who have experienced a sexual assault, who are then 

embedded within society with their trauma responses to life. These impacts are seldom 

quantifiable, so looking at the costs through a qualitative perspective will add value to those who 

do not have the types of knowledge offered by survivors. This perspective is often not found in 

literature but has huge impacts in terms of providing real solutions to what may or may not work 

in policy, practice, and education. Because the stakeholders are largely those people who have 

been victimized, it is critical that they be part of the conversation. As Abma, Cook, Ramgard, 

Kleba, Harris & Wallerstein point out “epistemic injustice is a situation wherein certain kinds of 

knowers and knowledge are not taken seriously into account to define a situation (Abma et al., 

2017, p. 489), and given that the majority of people do not disclose, those that do, should be 

given a voice to represent. As stated by Fricker in Abma et al,  “leaving out minor voices and 

stakeholder perspectives leads to a situation of epistemic injustice“ (Fricker 2001 in Abma et al., 

2017, p. 492), and we see this injustice play out in the judicial process as evidenced by low 

reporting numbers and even lower rates of conviction. 

In order to maximize the impact of my research, I am generating outputs that will bridge 

the space between people who disclose their sexual assault, and those who are in power positions 

responsible for the administration of justice. The knowledge complainants have, is assessed on 
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the grounds of credibility, reliability, and believability, but reaching those standards in a court of 

law is a near impossibility, leaving those complainants with institutional betrayal trauma on top 

of their sexual assault trauma. To restore trust and faith in the judicial system requires all 

stakeholders come together with the aim of mutual knowledge transfer. Just as Crown, defence 

lawyers, and judges are required to know the law, they too must consider the possibility that they 

lack the skills/knowledge to apply those laws in ways that are not trauma inducing during trials. 

And given a complainant’s position, where they are a witness to a crime, and not the subject of 

that crime, there already lacks that human component needed to build trust or have faith that the 

system will protect them in the process. Providing outputs from this thesis through narrations and 

stories offered in survivor speech, by using trauma-informed language, offering 

recommendations and best practices, is one way to transfer knowledge from those who are in the 

know (survivors), to those who are responsible for the judicial administration of that knowledge 

(Crown, defence, and judges).  

3.3 Research Design 

The research process is an iterative and emergent process with me as the researcher who 

interviewed three participants, fitting within the suggested range according to Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) for a phenomenology approach. Given the world’s current climate of COVID-

19, which is described as an aggressive, dangerous, and highly contagious virus and with 

government mandated public requirements of social distancing of two meters from anyone 

residing outside of your home, the interviews were conducted by SKYPE or by telephone. 

Conducting the interviews by SKYPE and telephone had recording capabilities and this feature is 

important as it allows for further analysis of  non-verbal cues such as tone of voice, facial 

expression, gestures, posture, and pauses in conversation  (Gorden, 1998). Some participants 
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found it more comfortable not having a face-to-face interview because of the sensitive nature of 

the conversation. For these participants, having a non-face-to-face interview on the telephone, 

added a layer of protection of their privacy, as well as their anonymity which met their comfort 

and safety needs. These participants interviewed in a location of their choosing, at a time of their 

choosing, giving them the control so that they are more at ease during the interview (Elmir et al., 

2011 as cited in Dempsey et al., 2016). Some participants found it more comfortable to see a face 

while speaking about the costs of trauma. Using a face-to-face (over SKYPE), allowed me to 

capture any non-verbal communications, and as researchers claim, non-verbal cues are up to 

65% of our communication and typically displayed unconsciously (Gorden, 1998), enabling me 

to maximize participant understanding.  

My primary data source is the interview transcripts, produced by participants when I 

conducted in-depth, semi-structured, open-ended interviews with three participants who had 

experienced a sexual assault and disclosed their assault to police. All participants engaged with 

the judicial process to some degree. I have personally transcribed these oral interviews to add 

value, validity, and reliability to the coding process. This allowed me to utilize Genlin’s process 

of reading text while simultaneously listening to the recording to uncover intuitive clues which 

made it possible to “capture the impact of the description as a whole” (Amos, 2016, p. 311).  

I began by first recruiting participants who were active in the media and who made 

themselves known in sexual assault survivor sites. By sourcing victims through the media, I relied 

upon their own self-exposure. I acknowledge that these cases may be examples of outliers as they 

are different than the majority of sexual assault cases which are not in the media. While this did 

not produce any participants, I began engaging with agencies who work with sexual assault 

survivors to see if there may be interest for anyone willing to participate with my study. This also 
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did not produce any participants. I used the internet (google, google scholar, Canli.org) to search 

for individuals who have made themselves known regarding their sexual victimization, disclosure 

and having gone through the judicial process. I reached out to lawyers who had supported survivors 

but again did not find any participants. I spoke to personal contacts who inevitably assisted in 

finding participants through word of mouth. This process seemed productive as it used a snowball 

sample (or chain sampling) where there are “identified cases of interest from people who know 

people who know what cases are information rich” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p.115). Using 

snowball sampling is known to be “a particularly effective way of reaching out to what are called 

hidden populations (Voicu & Babonea, 2011 as cited in Dane, 2018, p. 74), comprised of people 

who generally do not want to participate in research or who make up a very small percentage of 

the general population” (Dane, 2018, p. 74).   

 As Given (2008) points  out, using criterion or purposive sampling is used to retrieve data, 

providing a better understanding of the phenomena for those who “have had a particular life 

experience” (Given, 2008, p. 697). Because the aim of this research study is to understand 

participants’ lived experience, finding participants who fit the criterion was very important. Miles 

and Huberman (1994) suggested that a sampling strategy should include the following six criteria: 

be relevant to the research question; generate rich information; enhance the ‘generalizability’; 

provide a convincing account of what is observed; be ethical; be feasible (Curtis et al., 2000). Once 

interest and willingness from participants were established and I confirmed that the participants 

met the study criterion, they were forwarded my contact information to reach out at a time of 

convenience. Upon initial contact, I asked permission to send the participants my “Invitation to 

Participate” letter (attached as Appendix A), as well as “The Consent Form” (attached as Appendix 
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B). I wanted to give participants as much information regarding the study so they knew what to 

expect and so that I could alleviate any potential anxieties they might have.   

I also wanted to establish trust and rapport before the interviews so that the interviews 

were more of a natural conversation as opposed to a formal interview (Dane, 2018), so there was 

communication through email, verbal conversations on the phone, and texting before the 

consensual interviews. I had expressed within the invitation to participate and the consent form 

that the interviews would be ranging from 45 minutes to 1 hour and 30 minutes, but found that 

for two of the interviews, the participants were impassioned to continue, and so with their 

consent, we continued for approximately one additional hour. For one of the participants, the 

total time interviewing was two hours and thirty minutes but was done on two separate 

occasions. It was very important to me that there were feelings of connection, mutual comfort 

and conversational ease (Bell et al., 2016), in addition to participants felling heard, validated, 

respected, empowered, and feeling that they could trust me to story their lived experiences. I 

worked to ensure the interview was as natural as possible (Dane, 2018) given the research is 

sensitive research, “laden with emotion or which inspire feelings of awe or dread” (Lee, 1993, p. 

6 as cited in Dempsey et al., 2016, p. 482), and as such, I was cognizant to conduct it with 

extreme awareness, respect, and consideration.  

I gave the participants many opportunities to ask questions regarding the invitation to 

participate letter, the interview proper, and the consent form, and sought to offer choices on the 

date, time, and where the interviews were conducted. I engaged with ongoing process consent 

(Ellis, 2007) to give them as much say over our process as possible, knowing the participants in 

this study are more vulnerable having had lived experiences which have diminished their 

autonomy and marginalized their lives (Dempsey et al., 2016). The interviews were flexible to 
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allow for a somewhat self-directed experience for the participant to depict an authentic reflection 

of their experience. After I transcribed each interview word for word, I gave the participants the 

choice of reviewing the transcribed interview for their approval. One participant chose to have a 

copy of the transcript, and that was forwarded upon transcription completion. Upon interview 

completion, all three participants were offered a resource information package (attached as 

Appendix C), should they have needed support following the interview. The interviews presented 

in this thesis were partly cleaned up for grammatical coherence but remain true and accurate in 

their translation and intended meaning. 

My two biggest struggles in conducting this study were finding participants and mitigating 

the ethical and moral conflict within myself to seek out, interview and then theorize the 

participants’ experiences. Finding participants was a struggle given the subject nature and the 

willingness of survivors to go back into their trauma with a stranger, about the most intimate 

experiences that had affected their lives. I felt like it was intrusive and unfair of me to ask 

individuals to expose their thoughts and feelings through their lived experience, so that this study 

could be completed. I knew I didn’t want to further traumatize or harm them, even with initial 

contact, so I relied upon others to assist in helping find participants, as indicated above. This 

approach gave me the peace of mind knowing that the people who contacted me, did so after 

considering what it might mean for them to engage with me. This meant that many people reached 

out, but three committed to the process. 

I eventually circled back to my initial belief that there are mitigating factors in doing this 

sensitive research. I knew that the benefits of their contributions would inform scholarly literature 

and therefore inform future considerations relating to survivors. I knew that I met ethics approval, 

and I knew that many others in society would benefit from knowing the harsh realities that 
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survivors must endure to soldier on in their everyday lives. I do believe that “if there is a story that 

counters oppression and seeks to bring justice and positive change then sometimes in the telling, 

the greater good is justified” (Gibbs, as cited in Tolich & Iphofen's The Sage Handbook of 

Qualitative Researach Ethics, 2018, p. 159). I also knew I gave each participant the choice to 

participate and that it can be incredibly powerful for survivors to share their stories of 

victimization. And I knew above all that my intentions for conducting this research were to give a 

voice to survivors, so I pressed on to find participants who wanted their voices heard and deeply 

respected those that came forward but were unable to continue in the process.  

As this process continued, I felt it necessary to manage the conflicting responsibilities as a 

researcher and as an author of this thesis by first legitimizing the research and second, to 

demonstrate my integrity (Slevin & Sines, 2000). I began by committing to “model an honest and 

conscious effort to adhere to the ethical code of research” (Chang, 2008, p. 69). I did this through 

meeting my own rigorous standards by demonstrating competence through ethical considerations 

and goodness. Goodness is one application of rigour, locating situatedness, trustworthiness, and 

authenticity (Tobin & Begley, 2004), and one key element of goodness includes representation of 

voice, where both me and the participant reflect on our relationship along with the phenomena 

under exploration. Because our past lived experiences will inevitably affect our interpretation of 

the data during the study, and because it is not possible for a person to be free from bias (Dane, 

2018), biases were addressed (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) and mitigated through the process of 

‘bracketing’. Bracketing is the process where our biases, experiences, assumptions, and beliefs are 

shared so that “readers can understand the researcher’s involvement in the research process” 

(Fischer, 2009 as cited in Dane, 2018, p. 150). I took a lot of time, research, and consideration 

formulating questions so that data-gathering minimized harm to participants and consulted with 
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close friends whom I knew to be survivors of sexual assault, who gave feedback and thoughtful 

reflections on my methods. I grounded myself by returning to the gratitude and thanks that 

participants expressed with their inclusion in this study, and I reflected on my past work experience 

within the judicial system, as well as the time spent working with children who had survived sexual 

abuse, to arrive at the same conclusion I began with, which was that this research was necessary. 

I relied upon feminist scholars, legal scholars, and philosophers who came before me, and I utilized 

participatory action research (PAR) as a foundational perspective.  

3.3.1 Participatory Action Research (PAR)  

PAR does not just focus on scientific methods of obtaining, analyzing and presenting 

data. PAR has change and action embedded in its approach. It has been defined as having a 

double objective where one aim is to produce knowledge and action directly useful to people 

through research, education or sociopolitical action (Walter, 2009). The second aim is to 

empower people at a deeper level through the process of constructing and using one’s own 

knowledge (Walter, 2009). Using PAR allowed me to use storytelling as the medium for my 

knowledge, with the direct objective that positive change can result after applying the practical 

knowledge gained, to have some real-world effect on society.  

PAR challenges the scientific method of inquiry because solving problems within the 

social world is not as clear cut as in the natural sciences, and therefore developing a workable 

solution may be an iterative process (Walter, 2009). Using PAR as opposed to conventional 

research methods allows for the growth possibility of knowledge transferability as local 

knowledge is made available through studies such as this. PAR is especially relevant to this topic 

because I explore how sexual assault is processed and dealt with in the judicial system as well as 

how the adjudication (verdict/outcome) affected the participants. Given that PAR seeks to make 
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positive changes in society, I agree with Bradbury-Huang when she wonders  “if there isn’t a 

deeper resistance to action research that is shaped primarily by a desire not to question the 

current status or the reward systems that keep it in place” (Bradbury-Huang, 2010, p. 106). All 

three participants have encountered resistance in bringing local knowledge to the surface and 

using PAR as a researcher will allow me to question why this is the case. For myself who is a 

researcher and a student with a desire to bring about change, PAR lives “in the space that can 

integrate truth and power” (Bradbury-Huang, 2010, p. 109), making change a real possibility. 

PAR’s epistemological approach places knowledge and knowledge systems of 

community interests above all other interests. PAR requires collaboration between the researcher 

and the researched community, and because I serve as the researcher and the communication tool 

for participants, I can contribute to the community of knowledge and facilitate change based on 

this knowledge (Walter, 2009).  The axiology and ontology of PAR has the power and ability to 

support victims of sexual assault having a voice around the issues that matter to them. Engaging 

through having their perspectives and lived experiences is validated, and therefore becomes a 

valued part of the knowledge-building process (Leavy, 2011). By enabling people such as myself 

the opportunity to tell participants’ stories in a meaningful and impactful way, we create space to 

allow the embodiment of truth in non-traditional ways. Through narratives and storytelling, I am 

able to provide insight into a body of knowledge by sharing it within the academic community. 

As an action researcher, I can offer a “more systemic engagement with knowledge creation” 

(Bradbury-Huang, 2010, p. 95). Utilizing PAR as a guide for conducting my interviews, allowed 

me to explore the possibility of bringing their voices to the surface in academia while allowing 

for the possibility that in doing so, can bring about social change. This possibility excited me and 

helped frame the way in which I conducted my interviews with the participants. I was able to 
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give their lived experiences a place and space that was safe to explore, while allowing them a 

modicum of control in how their lived experiences were told and then storied. 

3.3.2 Data Analysis 

According to Creswell & Creswell, data analysis for qualitative methods is intended to 

“make sense out of text and image data “and “involves segmenting and taking apart the data” 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 190). My process of data analysis can be described in two stages. 

The first stage underwent a process of inductive thematic analysis, where I identified themes in 

data that emerged. The themes were compared to existing literature highlighting any relevant 

overlap. My findings are presented as a collection of narratives, stories, and summaries that 

reflect the lived experiences of the costs of sexual victimization, disclosure, and navigating 

through the judicial process, with particular attention to the felt impacts on survivors. Through 

thematic analysis, I examined “the data to locate main patterns pertaining to research questions 

guiding a specific inquiry” (Housley & Fitzgerald, 2002 as cited in Parylo, 2014, p. 5).  

To further produce a rich detailed analysis, coding the data was essential, so I used the 

‘bottom-up’ approach to naturally explore the meaning of the phenomena to ensure that the 

meaning was not predetermined (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 181). This approach utilizes the 

‘three C’s process, “from raw data to codes, categories, and concepts” (Lichtman, 2010 as cited 

in Parylo, 2014, p.  9).  I used quotes from the participants, dialogue that reflects the participants 

language, and stories through narratives of the participants lived experience (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). 

Using thematic analysis, outcomes are best achieved when you become engaged with the 

literature and apply flexible processes during analysis. In this way, the process is recursive and not 

linear. This led to the second stage of data analysis, deductive coding. With the themes identified, 
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I continued to add dimensions and layers to the themes. Because the themes in this study are all 

interrelated, the components became more complex and were compounded by the concurrence of 

felt costs. I utilized Braun and Clarke’s (2008) recommended six-phase process for analysis which 

includes familiarizing yourself with the data, generating the initial codes, searching for themes, 

reviewing the themes, defining and naming the themes and then producing the report (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, p. 87). Throughout this whole process, I was cognizant of the fact that the data points 

come from real humans who experienced trauma, thereby reminding me that it was more important 

to respect the boundaries and comfort level of the participants rather than obtaining data. 

Not all of the stories that emerged from our oral interviews are presented in this thesis. 

Focussing only the felt impacts relating to the costs, namely, the financial, social, psychological, 

and physical costs are explored. 

3.4 Three Study Outputs & Chapter Summary  

As there is currently a gap in knowledge from a first-person perspective of the costs of 

sexual victimization, disclosure and navigating through the judicial process, the exigency of this 

research will contribute to the findings by offering a survivor’s perspective of having a lived 

experience. Addressing the costs for victims gives a voice in literature that is currently lacking, 

while addressing barriers in justice and the barriers of achieving justice from a victim-centered 

standpoint, will contribute to trauma informed best practices by offering a 

victim/complainant/survivor’s perspective at every level of engagement of the judicial process 

and life experienced post assault. 

By presenting my research findings through a “thick description”, using a 

phenomenological approach, I was able to provide a more holistic picture of the participants 

lived experiences with the meanings they attach to them (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 209). 
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This allows readers to experience the challenges one faces in living with sexual victimization, 

from a subjective, first-person perspective. Both inductive and deductive coding were employed, 

and four themes emerged during the process of thematic analysis. The overall design prioritized 

respecting participants agency as they were the beings that held the primary source of data. In 

addition, in order to present an accurate portrayal of meaning making for the participants, as both 

the researcher and author of this thesis, ensuring rigour, ethics, and trustworthiness was essential 

and done with the utmost care and concern.   

Chapter 4: The Costs 

Nobody wants to remember trauma. In that regard society is no different from the victims 

themselves. We all want to live in a world that is safe, manageable, and predictable, and 

victims remind us that this is not always the case. In order to understand trauma, we have to 

overcome our natural reluctance to confront that reality and cultivate the courage to listen to 

the testimonies of survivors. 

― Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score  

 

It’s a huge cost because…I shouldn’t have to heal from something that I had nothing…I had 

no choice in. 

― Participant Emili 

 

The costs of sexual victimization, disclosing and participating in the judicial process, are 

identified in four main themes: financial, physical, psychological, and social. Exploring these 

costs have all shown to bear affective harm on the people who experienced them, including the 

participants in this study. As Bessel van der Kolk points out, “the essence of trauma is that it is 
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overwhelming, unbelievable, and unbearable (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 163). In order to fully 

understand what this means to the everyday existence of participants’ lives; I explored their lived 

experience as they offered them via our interviews. The lived experiences of these social 

phenomena are the participants account of the true lived experiences that often remain hidden or 

fall on deaf ears within society and the judicial system who resist wanting to know. This takes its 

toll on the survivors as well as those around them, who have been affected by their lived 

experiences. As stated above, the statistics suggest that the majority of sexual victimizations go 

unreported, and the ones that are reported are met with resistance during the process of 

disclosure and then further by navigating through the judicial process.  

Below are the felt impacts of such experiences and some of the ways that the participants 

have been affected by these experiences. If we acknowledge that those who come forward are 

less than 5% of the total number of those victimized (Rotenberg, 2017), and we acknowledge 

that less than 1% of men are sanctioned by the criminal justice system for their wrongdoings 

perpetrated on women (Craig, 2018, p. 219), we must realize that there are an obscene number of 

countless others who are unrepresented, living with trauma, and coping in the best ways they 

know how to live in a world without justice. This chapter humanizes the people behind the 

experiences and pays respect to the countless women who preclude disclosure to prevent the 

humiliation and abuse within the courtroom. This chapter also sheds light on the realities that 

survivors endure in order to speak their truth, find their justice, and heal their traumas. Given 

how a survivor experiences the effects of trauma, there is an interrelatedness and an 

interconnectedness within the four main themes and nine sub-themes of the costs. For example, 

the participant can have a physical response to a psychological trigger, so you will notice some 

themes/sub-themes overlap to have a compounding component to the way in which the 
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participants are affected. We know that “traumatic events are almost impossible to put into 

words” (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 189), however, within the participant narratives their voices 

come through to allow words to give meaning to their trauma to show how compounding the 

effects can be.  

See below a visual diagram of the complex, inter-relational, and compounding 

components of sexual trauma felt by the three participants. You will notice that each participant 

has their own color represented in the top left-hand side of the diagram (participant Emili is blue, 

participant Medusa is green, and participant Zelda is red). For easy identification of participant 

felt impacts, you can see that each of the four main themes (financial, physical, psychological, 

and social), has each of the participants’ colors in it, showing that each participant was affected 

by that cost.  

The colored arrows are used to show how the nine sub-themes (self-harm & control, 

embodiment, hypervigilance & safety, disassociation, PTSD & stress responses, social 

persecution, betrayal, institutional betrayal, loss, grieving & healing) relate. For example, you 

can see that the sub-theme of PTSD & stress responses relates to the sub-theme of embodiment 

for each of the participants, as shown via each of their colored arrows. 
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4.1 Financial Costs 

 Survivors of sexual assault incur financial costs soon after victimization happens and 

continue long after the judicial process ends. For some survivors, costs continue throughout their 

lifetimes. These costs are incurred almost entirely by the survivor themselves and in some cases, 

the victim’s family such as Medusa, who was a child when her victimization began. The 

financial costs identified are medical costs (ambulance, medications, scar removal), employment 

costs (lost wages and loss of job), healing costs (therapy, and moving expenses), educational 

costs (monies spent attending primary, secondary, and post-secondary institutions), and mental 
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health disability costs (Hoddenbagh, Zhang & Mcdonald, 2014). The survivors also pay for court 

related costs such as lawyer fees, parking at the courthouse, and transportation. Financial costs 

are an unfair burden, exacerbated by the physical, social, and psychological costs the survivors 

endure.  

Emili is affected financially as she continues to incur therapy costs which remain ongoing 

since she was victimized three years ago. Her victimization impacted her ability to work in her 

sexual health job which affected her ability to provide for herself financially. Emili has currently 

incurred moving costs which came from her desire to move back home, with the intent to find 

time and space to continue healing outside of the city where her victimization happened.  

For Medusa, because her victimization began as a child, so did her therapy with a 

Christian therapist who was paid for by her parents. Medusa’s family also paid for the costs to 

have a lawyer represent her in court which impacted Medusa’s family financially. While Medusa 

could not give a dollar amount for this expense, she describes the financial impact on her family 

as they went into debt: “trying to give us things to enjoy…they're trying to give us the best 

childhood we can after all of this and… felt like they were financially trying to compensate for 

something that screwed us up”. As an adult, Medusa can look back to her earlier therapy and 

acknowledge how much healing she still needed.  She therefore still bears the cost of current 

affective trauma therapy with a non-Christian therapist of her choosing. Medusa’s current 

therapist recognises that she is a full-time student who is working part-time, so she receives 

therapy at a reduced cost, but even at the reduced cost, therapy is still something that Medusa 

“had to budget for”.  

Zelda’s financial impact is difficult for her to think about without some anxieties, but she 

recalls ambulance trips to the hospital, therapy, medications, sleeping medications, scar removal 



THE COSTS OF SEXUAL VICTIMIZATION 62 

(from cutting), and loss of income due to inability to work. Zelda recalls a serving job that she 

had to leave due to anxiety, nervousness, and panic attacks because she was mostly working with 

men. She recalls the amount of inappropriate touching and verbal harassment as a major 

deterrent in her ability to keep a serving job at the establishment and describes one verbal 

incident with a male bouncer upon declining his advancements towards her: “fine I guess I'll just 

have to rape you then; I'll rape you whenever I can”. Upon disclosure of this incident to 

management, she was told: “he's our best bouncer and a really cool guy”, Zelda was told: “so 

you know what Zelda, there's other there's young girls everywhere, we can hire someone else if 

you don't wanna work here anymore… or you can just suck it up 'cause he was just joking”. This 

exchange with management contributed to Zelda feeling: “… it was just like… I'm more 

dispensable than him because he's a 6-foot 6 bouncer who it will be difficult to find another 

bouncer”. Resulting from this incident, Zelda ended up having to go in the hospital few days 

later because “it brought so much back up”. She later recalls that “I've also had times where I 

was in the hospital because of a flashback or something and I've gotten fired”.  In addition to the 

loss of income, Zelda paid for minimal court costs such as gas needed to drive to the courthouse.  

In addition to the financial costs, the participants all engage in healing practices that remain 

costly. In Emili’s case, she incurred dance costs as her preferred outlet for healing. Although 

Emili acknowledges her dance is not considered a medical cost, in her words: “I believe in a 

world or in a future where it would be considered that”. Medusa uses healing crystals and Zelda 

regularly practices Muay Thai and boxing. While these healing practices were paid for entirely 

by the participants, they are not acknowledged by the health care system as a deductible. If 

sexual trauma did not happen, these participants would not have to pay for treatment or healing, 

but exemplifies an economic perspective of how sexual victimization, disclosing, and 
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participating in the judicial system extends beyond those personally victimized to include larger 

society. According to Gabor, sexual assault is the second most costly crime in Canada next to 

homicide, with the approximate costs associated per sexual assault (mean costs with outliers 

removed) at $136,372-$164,417 per total sexual assault, including victim, court and criminal 

career costs (Gabor, 2016, p. 6). The tangible cost to victims are $25,545.84, with the intangible 

costs at $86,593.36, totalling $112,139.20 (Gabor, 2016, p. 20).  

Given the lack of sexual assault reporting, society can be unaware of how prevalent the crime 

of sexual assault crime is. This lack of reporting enables society to see sexualized crime as a 

much smaller issue than it truly is. For example, as Craig identifies, sexual assault can be 

constructed as a “series of personal and unspeakable events or isolated incidents, rather than a 

societal practice of systemic gender discrimination”(Craig, 2018, p. 21). Financially, participants 

and their family’s bear the burden of sexual victimization. None of the victims received any 

restitution or compensation for their victimization through the Victims of Crime Assistance 

Program, and all continue to financially bear the burden of living with trauma. It was not 

determined during my interviews with the participants on why none of them received any 

compensation; whether they applied for monetary assistance, whether they were unaware of the 

Victims of Crime Assistance Program, or whether they were ineligible to receive assistance. 

From an economic perspective, as felt personally by victims of sexual assault, the quantifiable 

financial costs are undisputed. 

4.2 Physical Costs 

…experiences affect our innermost sensations and our relationship to our physical reality-the 

core of who we are. We have learned that trauma is not just an event that took place sometime 
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in the past; it is also the imprint left by that experience on mind, brain, and body. This imprint 

has ongoing consequences for how the human organism manages to survive in the present. 

― Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score 

 

I’m doing stuff with my body now that is in my control but that makes me happy and is 

healthy. 

― Participant Medusa 

The bodies of trauma survivors are vessels of every good and bad experience. The ways 

in which the body deals with these experiences or is affected by these experiences show 

themselves through the thoughts and behaviours of the person inhabiting that body. For example, 

some survivors cope by numbing out at times, while others act out at times, and sometimes 

perhaps a combination of both coping mechanisms at different times. Bessel van der Kolk points 

out that the “flip side of numbing is sensation seeking” (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 216).  Given that 

sexual violation is (among other things) a violation to one’s physical body, “individuals 

experience the world as bodied beings and must make sense of their embodied experiences by 

managing meanings of who they are in the world (being), the actions they perform (doing), and 

who they want to become (directed becoming)” (Field-Springer & Striley, 2018, p. 1). How this 

presents itself physically in the lives of participants will be presented as two sub-themes, 

including: self-harm & control (eating disorders, suicide, cutting); and embodiment (self-worth, 

self-respect, hypersexual, sleep disturbances, anxiety, and panic). As you will read, physical 

costs are interrelated with the psychological costs and social costs as presented by the 

participants within the narratives. This combination of costs makes presenting participant 

narratives challenging and complex.  
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4.2.1 Self-Harm & Control 

To delve deeper into participant lived experiences of self-harm and control, it is 

necessary to understand that trauma survivors incorporate into their lives ways to brace against 

and neutralize unwanted sensory experiences. These manifest as self-numbing, self-harm, such 

as becoming obese or anorexic; or through addictions such as exercise, food, drugs, work, and 

sex (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 216). For a short time, Emili engaged in self-harm by cutting as a 

way to take control over how others measured her beauty. Cutting was a way to “not be 

beautiful, like, you know, this body is being measured by the external eye and I just wanted to 

have some control over that, that’s really the motivation for it”. She explains that engaging in 

cutting is a taking-back or a reclaiming of her body, as a choice she has over her own agency: “I 

just wanted to like mark my body cause it’s mine”. 

Medusa experienced a range of physical affects, and like Emili, she also self-harmed by 

cutting to bring herself back from disassociating. Medusa became anorexic and bulimic in her 

attempt at controlling her physical appearance, resulting in anemia. In our interview, she 

describes both cutting and disassociating to deal with her anxiety, sadness, and depression as a 

way to bring herself back into the present moment. In her experience: “cutting was like almost 

like dissociating, like I need something of pain to bring me back, you know, to make me feel like 

me again”. During times of conflict, Medusa would “dissociate then it would be cutting to feel 

something again”, and she explains that when she disassociates: “you feel nothing, you absorb 

no information, and you just kinda of, you feel like kinda floating around like you're underwater 

and you're just like, Ok, I’m just not alive right now”. Medusa also became hypersexual because 

of her early exposure to “those sensations…and kickstarted it for me as a younger teenager…I 

obviously like have a lot of sexual partners because I felt like that was really all that I was good 



THE COSTS OF SEXUAL VICTIMIZATION 66 

for”. Medusa’s early exposure to being sexualized also, “kickstarted the eating disorders and the 

self-image issue and so that really really played destructively physically for me”. Medusa also 

had destructive habits such as smoking at the age of 13 as a coping strategy for stress and anxiety 

when she was unable to disassociate.  

Medusa also found that by controlling her weight, she was able to control how she 

thought others viewed her, and in turn how valid and worthy it made her feel in others’ eyes. 

Even knowing how unhealthy engaging in anorexic and bulimic behaviours were, Medusa found 

she compensated for a lack of control growing up with being hyper-self-controlling. In our 

interview, she shows the interrelatedness between physically harming herself by cutting, 

anorexia, and bulimia with psychological costs including disassociating, anxiety, sadness, and 

depression. 

 

Medusa: Um something that's like really mentally played on me to the physical point from 

that is being sexualized so early and like not knowing it was being sexualized but of course 

you're exposed to it, where it's like, oh I should be concerned about my weight because now 

I'm not attractive and it's like you're exposed to that so early so that it kind of kickstarted the 

eating disorders and the self-image issue and so that really played destructively physically for 

me  

Hiyat: Can you explain how so? 

Medusa: Um so basically because I was exposed to all of that so soon, as well as the public 

school system going through, like wow she's so hot, she's hot, oh she's so skinny and that's 

like the epitome of cute at elementary middle school you know, so of course I was like oh 

wow I know all about this sex stuff and like I need to be hot now in order to like get that kind 
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of attention again and so it started,  just more so like making sure I was doing some kind of 

athletic sport to stay fit and then I noticed through that if I saw like wow like I'm getting abs 

you know, I would like kind of praise myself for that but then once I noticed during the 

summer, Oh no I'm losing them, OK well now I have to stop eating or I'm going to go throw 

up you know 'cause I want to keep my abs 'cause that makes me hot, it inadvertently makes 

me valid 

Hiyat: Makes you valid? 

Medusa: Ya like makes you worth looking  

Hiyat: Makes you worth looking at in others’ eyes or?  

Medusa: Yeah 

Hiyat: Yeah, okay. Do you think you are trying to control your hotness because you wanted 

that attention, like were you seeking it? 

Medusa: At middle school more so like the beginning of middle school, absolutely because 

then it was all heightened 'cause you know boys are going through puberty now and girls are 

getting boobs, now so now that's a new issue that we have to worry about image wise, is like, 

oh who's boobs are bigger? Who's the most attractive based on boob size? And having control 

over my physique, you could say, was a control thing as well, and trying to make myself more 

valid to be attractive and looked at  

Hiyat: Like you wanted to be more desirable and the way for you to do it was to control your 

physical appearance so that you would get attention?  

Medusa: Yeah, yeah exactly! I wanted to be recognized and wanted to be looked at and I 

wanted to feel valid with being acknowledged and so the way to do that was to control my sex 

appeal.  
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Like both Emili and Medusa, Zelda’s physical response to sexualized trauma is expressed 

through self-harm by cutting. Zelda also disassociates and self-harms by cutting, having eating 

disorders (anorexia and bulimia). Zelda explains that cutting was a way to both numb out 

emotionally and reconnect with her physical body, highlighting for her, the mind/body 

connection. She explains that “in a weird way”, cutting: 

was almost to numb out everything else but almost to have something to focus on, so that I 

could see it and the self-harm I was feeling something physical rather than emotional and 

mental because it was it was a lot easier for me to cope with a physical pain than with an 

emotional and mental pain. 

As a result of Zelda’s second rape which happened outside of the country approximately one 

year after her first rape, and because the act was violent, she recalls having “general aches and 

pains from [down] under”.  As well, because the perpetrator did not use protection, she 

contracted a sexually transmitted infection, or as she calls it, an STI. The STI was so severe, 

Zelda needed to see a doctor who blamed her for contracting the STI:  

I remember I talked to the doctor afterwards 'cause it was days before I was coming back 

from [country X]… I didn't want to go to a doctor’s office in [country X], but I was just so 

sick, and I had to go to the doctor and they're like yeah you got an STI…maybe you should be 

more careful, and I was like it wasn't my fault!   

Zelda highlights the interrelatedness of self-blame, self-harm, and control, where she internalised 

her experiences of victim blaming by ultimately blaming herself which led her to a place where:  

I couldn't eat, I was drastically self-harming more, I had a bit of self-harm tendencies when I 

was a bit younger but then once this happened, um it caused more drastic and I didn't know 

how to deal with my emotions um, didn't know how to deal with anything and I felt ashamed 
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and I felt scared and I felt that self-harm was the best way to deal with that and especially just 

somehow trying to numb anything. So certainly, more alcohol use that's for sure, and um and 

just but not really feeling trying to feel like things were okay and trying to move on and then 

at the same time having those flashbacks and moments that'll happen out of nowhere even if 

you're outside or somewhere and having a panic attack and it was really difficult to leave or 

do anything.  

Another self-harm behaviour that Zelda engaged with was bulimia. Bulimia was her attempt to 

gain control: 

After the first assault I developed bulimia quite strongly um just not knowing how to uh to 

deal with it and then just needing all of the food to feel OK and all of the junk food of course 

and which lasted maybe a year or two until…it's interesting, I never had bulimia before. I had 

struggled with anorexia but the interesting thing of the dopamine that is released when you 

intake the food but then the shame that immediately happens right afterwards it's definitely, 

it's almost a response to the distress where you are in so much distress that you just need 

something to focus on kind of like the cutting and elsewhere it's something physical to focus 

on instead of what's going on in your head. 

Bessel van der Kolk asserts: “We may think we can control our grief, our terror, or our shame by 

remaining silent, but naming offers the possibility of a different kind of control” (van der Kolk, 

1994, p.189). Emili offers a truth to this. She was able to take her grief, along with her history of 

working in the field of sexual health and offer the perspective where: 

Yes that experience maybe was the catalyst in like a long bumpy road of getting used to myself 

as a dating human um but years have gone by and work has been done where now, my kinda 

like motto is: don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answer to, and that’s how I feel 



THE COSTS OF SEXUAL VICTIMIZATION 70 

about people around me is, if I ask something of someone and they can’t tell me like I ask 

things of people when I’m ready for any side of the coin, you know what I mean?  

In this way, Emili can have some control over the information she receives from those around 

her. 

 Medusa also experienced the need for control in her teenage years as a response to stress 

and found that controlling the number of sexual partners was one way to regain that control. She 

recalls:  

So, what we [her therapist] kind of discovered was that when it comes to stresses and stuff, 

once I hit like my teenage years um, the result was sexual partners because it was a control 

thing.  I had lost so much control over my life as a kid and through day-to-day life. I lost so 

much control over what was happening to me and my social settings. Like there was just so 

much lack of control that anytime I would get stressed or have conflict in my life that's what I 

would turn to to have some kind of control over myself, but then in that same breath my 

subconscious wouldn't let me enjoy the sexual partners and I would disassociate from them. 

Medusa’s need for control also showed up in her family relationships in response to elevated 

stress at home and a lack of control in the home. Medusa would retreat to her room upon feeling 

stressed where “I would just remove myself physically”, and when she was physically unable to 

remove herself, she would disassociate as her method of regaining control. Medusa also 

extended control with her physical body, through cutting, anorexia, and bulimia, because  

there was such a lack of it [control] growing up that you know it was me like basically 

grappling at anything in my life that I could have control over whether it was a good result or 

bad result it was just me grappling for some kind of control.  
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Self-harm and control are often expressed through embodied experiences. See below as the 

participants discuss their embodied experiences. 

4.2.2 Embodiment  

Embodiment refers to “the assumption that thoughts, feelings, and behaviours are 

grounded in sensory experiences and bodily states” (Meier et al., 2012, p. 705). A 

phenomenological perspective of embodiment suggests that our descriptions of lived experiences 

are rooted within “the lifeworld of self, other, and society” (Field-Springer & Striley, 2018, p. 2). 

From this perspective we use our own bodily experience and processes to understand our own 

emotional experience, and the experiences of others for phenomenon such as sexual trauma. 

Heidegger (1927/1996) situates being as a phenomenological disposition where meaning already 

lives within one’s own existence (Field-Springer & Striley, 2018, p. 2). In this respect, our 

bodies both confine and enable our identities as expressed in the world. As Kreiger (2005) 

articulated: 

(1) Bodies tell stories about-and cannot be studied divorced from-the conditions of our 

existence; (2) bodies tell stories that often-but not always-match people’s stated accounts; and 

(3) bodies tell stories that people cannot or will not tell, either because they are unable, 

forbidden, or choose not to tell. (Kreiger as cited in Field-Springer & Striley, 2018, p. 2) 

 

This phenomenological view of embodiment and trauma appears in how the participants story 

living inside their violated bodies post assaults. Because embodiment after trauma takes the 

realm of the self as experienced in and through the body, embodiment fits both within the two 

main themes of the physical costs and the psychological costs. A survivor might ask questions 

such as: How do I live with (but not in?) a damaged body (Young, 1992, p. 90)? Or how do I 
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continue to live in a body that has been violated? Emili articulates how embodiment surfaces 

from the deep recesses of her mind, as expressed through her physical body to show the 

relationship between mind and body as well as the disconnection between her “self” and the 

experience: 

I definitely think that movement and embody stuff is what it is on its own. It doesn’t really 

have anything to do with the assault, but I have in the past few years been very interested in 

learning how we process trauma in our bodies and how if my embodiment is everything I’ve 

ever experienced living inside my body, then how do I process things properly? How do I… 

like with this assault as a case study for embodiment generally in my life, I would say that that 

until I started conceptualizing my body that way as my own thing that can like absorb and 

give out and move and become something visual, like it’s perceived but it’s also like 

expressed. I didn’t really have a grasp as to how I would rid myself of this toxic kinda assault 

situation. And honestly now that we’re talking about it, one of the major physical cost, it 

could be back to the like health costs, but I had this like terrible insomnia for like two and a 

half years and it was this terrible nightmare that I was worthless all the time and I would just 

like be up for weeks and it was as though I was drifting off to sleep, it was like my mind 

needed to relive every single thing that like every bad thing that happened to me and that 

experience definitely ignited my insomnia big time. And it hasn’t happened in a long time so I 

kinda forget about it but ya I would say that just in line with the body thing, is like my 

physical inertia is a way I have found to process things that my mind was trying to process in 

the middle of the night and it was keeping me up and I still don’t like have very good 

emotional intelligence around the issue like I don’t have very specific words to describe my 

emotions and I think that’s because I had blocked them out. 
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Emili’s inability to find words to describe her emotions is a result from being disconnected with 

the emotions as she struggles not to feel them. 

 Medusa describes a similar relationship with her mind/body as Emili but because 

Medusa’s trauma has lived in her body since age five, she began sexual expression through 

sexual expression with her body, beginning with masturbation at a “really young age”. Medusa 

knew she could replicate the feelings and because “the sensations felt good”, so began her early 

sexual hyperactivity. Although Medusa’s body trauma is expressed through her sexual 

expression, her image of self-worth was directly related: 

My self-worth was really based on my body and what I can do physically. It wasn't based on 

me being smart or you know all, you're actually really good at athletics like you’re good at 

sports like no, it was like, but I can do this so much better and so a lot of my whole childhood, 

and that was very hyper hyperactive in sexuality, and so that definitely changed the way I 

viewed myself and I didn't really have a lot of self-worth for myself and respect for my body. 

This image of herself led to “a lot of sexual partners because I felt like that was really all that I 

was good for”. Medusa also experienced embodiment through night terrors which were thought 

by her therapist, to be manifestations  of her early sexual victimization. As described by Medusa, 

her night terrors included a figure on top of her, holding her down and Medusa feeling like she 

couldn’t breathe. As Medusa articulates:  

The most monumental one [night terror] though was when it first happened as a kid, my night 

terror was always pretty much paralyzed in my bed and I knew my eyes were open because 

it's a night terror and spiders were crawling out of the ceiling and out of the floor and they 

were just crawling all over me the way that he did, right and I couldn't control it. I was 

petrified. I woke up screaming every night and this went on for a couple years.  
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Where embodiment and control intersect for Medusa was during a night terror after her more 

recent rape, where:  

In this dream and spiders were crawling out of the faucet and out of the shower head and I 

was like oh, and so instead of like getting petrified and scared and letting it happen, I 

reached, and I turned off the tap and they stopped. So, it was like my therapist pretty much 

cried when I told her that 'cause she's like what had just happened to you was a reflection of 

what had happened to you as a kid hence the similarity in the dream, that you had that mental 

state now at the end of your trauma therapy that you have that control to shut it off and not in 

a disassociate or negative way. It's like you have the control to recognize what's going on and 

deal with it.  

Medusa shows the interrelatedness of embodiment and control, as reflected in her new ability to 

manifest a different outcome.  

Zelda’s embodied experiences include intercourse, nightmares, panic attacks, 

concentration, and anxiety. Zelda describes intercourse as “difficult still”, and: 

going to sleep having the images being played back in my head or especially, not so much 

anymore but previously, having lots of thoughts of if that's the person, but I still actually have 

that now, but I always had this concern that like that person looks like it, that is that person is 

it the person? Um, I have always had panic attacks but due to the um the traumas, it's caused 

a higher level of them out of nowhere and um yeah, especially the social anxiety and 

concentration aspect of it. And I know it's a bit difficult because it's comorbid with um bipolar 

too in certain ways, but I could also tell that before the assaults happened and how I was 

feeling then, and then afterwards, how much it can really really heighten both sides of the 

illness.   
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Zelda speaks to how interrelated the physical embodiment of trauma and the psychological 

effects can exist together to exacerbate feelings of anxiety and panic. As mentioned above, 

physical costs run concurrent with psychological costs. Below the psychological costs are 

explored. 

4.3 Psychological Costs 

Feeling out of control, survivors of trauma often begin to fear that they are damaged to the 

core and beyond redemption. 

― Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score 

 

That year is quite a bit of a blur, I think I was so stressed and distressed by so many different 

things that I kinda just blocked it out of my brain. 

-Participant Zelda 

The psychological consequences of sexual assault on survivor lives are numerous and often 

debilitating. The participants in this study live with and experience many of these psychological 

symptoms every day. As you will read, manifestations will be presented as sub-themes. These sub-

themes include post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and stress responses; hypervigilance & 

safety; and disassociation.  

 

4.3.1 Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) & Stress Responses 

PTSD, is defined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5th Edition 

(DSM V), as the “development of characteristic symptoms following exposure to one or more 

traumatic events” (American Psychiatric Association & American Psychiatric Association, 2013, 
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p. 274), where the predominant symptoms are concerned with “intrusions about, and avoidance 

of, memories associated with the traumatic event itself” (American Psychiatric Association & 

American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 194). Stress responses include the inability to engage 

in personal relationships and anxiety disorders (fear of leaving their homes, fear of not being 

believed, fear of interactions with others, fear of impending doom, even imminent death resulting 

in panic and phobias). In addition, stress responses include depression, guilt, mistrust, 

helplessness, difficulties in intimate relationships, rage, suicide, betrayal, shame and loss 

(Young, 1992, p. 90). Some individuals, including the participants in this study, experience fear-

based, emotional, behavioural, dissociative, and anhedonic symptoms, such as the inability to 

feel pleasure (American Psychiatric Association & American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  

On many occasions, the participants experience numerous symptoms concurrently 

because the human body has automatic reactions to stress with the release of hormones 

(including adrenaline) that help us to fight or flee when danger presents itself (van der Kolk, 

1994, p. 114).  After a traumatic event, the stress hormones stabilize and dissipate, returning to 

normal after a temporary increase in heart rate and blood pressure. For survivors of trauma, the 

body’s response takes much longer to return to “baseline and spike quickly and 

disproportionately in response to mildly stressful stimuli” (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 114). The 

ongoing effects of having elevated stress hormones include memory and attention problems, 

irritability, sleep disorders, and long-term health issues determined by which body system is 

most vulnerable in that person (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 115). You will read about these effects 

below. 

For a few years, Emili was affected personally by having a “lowered psychological 

stamina”, where: “this looming thing, it’s like a fog. I couldn’t really address any other 
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emotional thing I was going through, because every time I would go to think it’s like, what about 

this thing you haven’t processed or dealt with”. Her psychological stamina also impacted others, 

where: 

For a few years like anything emotionally overwhelming on behalf of someone else, I would 

like get so angry at them and be like you’re ruining my life to that person over something 

that’s quite manageable now but at the time, don’t make me think of my feelings, like don’t, 

like don’t, like I was so angry at other people for putting me in a situation where I had to be 

emotional.  

Among common reactions to having PTSD are stress, anxiety and sleep disturbances. For Emili, 

as described above in the embodiment section, she would have nightmares about her feeling 

worthless. And while she wasn’t officially diagnosed with PTSD, she personally identifies many 

markers for having it. Both Emili and Medusa’s reactions to “normal” stresses, were often made 

to feel bigger. Medusa was diagnosed with PTSD and having that diagnosis for her was an 

explanation for her anxiety, stress, nightmares, and sleepwalking. In our interview, she recalls 

practicing anxiety exercises to combat the anxiety she would experience when she was alone 

with her thoughts. Medusa describes:  

Physical techniques to kind of slow down my heart rate and get it back to where it needs to be 

and just like identifying my surroundings to know like I am in a safe place 'cause normally 

they would happen as night terrors. That sucked 'cause I had no control over it at all it was a 

nightmare, and I was like sleepwalking 'cause it was so anxious of a dream. 

As van der Kolk points out, “advances in neuroscience have given us a better understanding of 

how trauma changes brain development, self-regulation, and the capacity to stay focused and in 

tune with others” (van der Kolk, 1994, p .278). We see this in Medusa as she struggled 
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academically as well as personally, due to having a dissociative disorder as a result of trauma. 

She has a conflated reaction to what might be considered a normal stress:  

I think not understanding that I had a dissociative disorder really played into my academics 

especially because any kind of conflict or any kind of subject that I felt like I didn't 

understand, I wouldn't participate because like I wasn't there and so then getting the bad 

grades and feeling like a failure and then you know, it just accumulates so much and so 

quickly as well because I remember I got like an F in math 'cause I hated my teacher and I 

was instantly crying. Like you can't take this report card home like I can't… I can't do it.  And 

my friend had to like calm me down, she's like it's just an F my guy, like, you can change it, 

like we can study! But I just remember feeling like so definitive with things like if a teacher 

said I was bad at something, OK then there it is… that was it.  

For Medusa, another stress response was her struggle to trust others and as she recalls: 

So, I had my close friends that I had prior to the incident and those were my friends and they 

obviously went through the appropriate stages of childhood to have those social skills to gain 

other friends and move through other friend groups and I would just kind of float around. I 

knew who my friends were but once they were like oh come hang out with me and my other 

friends and then I'd be like oh, K, just kind of float, like a wouldn't fully commit to like 

friending them 'cause it was like I don't know you and I think that kind of stuck with me since 

the incident of like I don't really know you like do we really know people? So, I just didn't 

fully commit to trying to be friends with everybody like I was nice kid, I was friendly, if 

someone talked to me, I wouldn't have an issue talking back to them but with friendships like 

committing to new friends was very difficult.  
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For Zelda, given the amount of resistance she experienced disclosing lived experiences of her 

sexual victimization, she has: 

Also kind of learned and figured out who to disclose to… I don't want to disclose to people 

unless people are willing to listen, 'cause I've got this difficulty, I want to talk about it because 

I want people to not feel alone, and then there is that other fact of I've had negative responses 

before which causes a… it's weird because sometimes I find that if it's in a more public forum, 

I will disclose to people in its own way. Sometimes if I'm having a little bit of mania I'll go on 

a whole rant of I'll just have days where I'll be just be advocating for sexual assault survivors 

and people who struggle with mental illness and in those times it's just like I'm so wired on my 

own wack amounts of dopamine that I'll just help people on my Facebook in general, not 

necessarily the exact details of the case but just that I have dealt with that, I have experienced 

it, and then if anyone needs help with it I'm here. But so, I think when I'm more level-headed, 

I'm more cautious.  

Zelda describes a situation where a friend reacted in a dismissive way where:  

I’ve had a friend once where I been taken to the hospital as I was having a little bit of a self-

harmful too much and so I asked my friend who had a car if he could drive me because I 

didn't have, and he said sure. He's like ‘what is this about?’ And I said, ‘I like keep thinking 

and I can't get him out of my head, it's constant’. [His response:] ‘like it's been three months 

Zelda are you not over it yet’? And then he left and said, ‘next time just call an ambulance’!  

With dismissive responses such as this from close friends of Zelda’s, she was made to feel as 

though she was manipulating her friends into sympathizing with her. And while this was far from 

the truth, Zelda explains a gap in understanding within society where: “what people don't 
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understand too it's [sexual assault] not like you broke your arm, and you have a clean fracture on 

your arm and three months later and you can use it like new again”. 

Zelda previously struggled with mental illness for the majority of her life, including 

bipolar disorder, and comments that her stress response:  

now with my previous stuff now having on top of it, more heightened anxiety. I already have 

social anxiety but then the social anxiety that comes along with sexual assault and I am I have 

been diagnosed with PTSD and so I have lots of nightmares and terrible thoughts and 

consistent intrusive thoughts of these things.  

Zelda describes the first year after her sexual assault on campus as “mostly a blur”, with 

increased inability to concentrate on her studies and decreased excitement for classes. Her marks 

“went way lower than anything” and remembers feeling: 

so broken and so just disappointed in myself and what I was doing that I felt like I physically 

just couldn't continue school anymore and that's still after two years. I was like OK, bye 

school, can't do this no more! … I almost have a fear response attached to University now, to 

which I've been working on and I'm now back in school, have to get those grades up in order 

to continue to get into a good Master’s program, but it’s just the amount of trauma and fear 

that was just put into my being due to the actions of other people. It's really set back set me 

back well on my path and also set me back on my believing in myself and yeah, I've had a lot 

of struggles since then.  

Zelda explains how difficult it is to tell whether her bipolar disorder is exacerbated by PTSD 

because: 

it heightens the negative experiences in the PTSD heighten the effects of bipolar as well so not 

going to sleep you know we can't sleep, I'm getting new meds so then having to switch the 
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meds you have that time period of not knowing because it's you don't have that stability and 

now ever since the assault, a huge part of my lack of sleep you start seeing delusions of those 

people once again which is interesting I mean I know I'm kind of going all over the place here 

'cause I I'm trying to explain as much as I can but my brain is still a little wacky but the 

amount that that those traumas have affected me mentally and physically like um I know not 

only I, but a lot of victims, like I've attempted suicide few times and especially because of the 

situations and just the amount of sheer effort and work goes into trauma therapy which I 

started a few weeks ago it's exhausting but jeezy petes! Wouldn’t it have just been so much 

easier if you know people could just not assault!  

Zelda refers to the devastating ways sexual assault has damaged her and again, how dealing with 

the fallout of victimization is the responsibility of the person victimized and not the one who 

perpetrated the assault. When it comes to dealing with emotions, Zelda explains that:  

I felt like my day-to-day emotions have gotten higher… some people especially my mom will 

be like I don't know why that was a big deal. I'm very good at dealing with large problems like 

if it's a big problem I’m there, but if it's a smaller problem it's almost like I'm a blubbering 

mess and I can't deal with it and I'm in so much distress that I'm just in a ball crying.  

Zelda’s self-awareness in her response to her rapes is substantiated historically with what is 

known as the “fight or flight strategies” which are defensive behaviours which also include 

freezing, and are so primitive that they predate the reptilian brain (Levine, 1997, p. 95). Zelda’s 

explanation of her trauma response is laden with a need for validation to overcome her 

experiences of the rape myth stereotype ‘she asked for it’. In this excerpt from our interview, 

Zelda outlines the intersection between her freeze response with the rape myth stereotype that a 

“true victim” (Canadian Intergovernmental Conference Secretariat, 2019) fights back:  
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Zelda: Well, the first response that I had first trauma was flight and then the second one was 

freeze because it was something that I didn't know if I could get out of and so it's interesting 

to have that vague memory but then also just kind of blank  

Hiyat: The vague memory of the incident happening you mean? 

Zelda: Yeah, like parts of it until you just like you give up and freeze  

Hiyat: So, your freezing was your survival strategy because maybe you didn't know it was 

safe for you to fight?  

Zelda: Yeah, or I tried, and it didn't work and then at that point you're just like well, guess I’ll 

just freeze  

Hiyat: Yeah, but that's still your survival instinct, right? 

Zelda: Exactly, yeah  

Hiyat: Yeah, so you still made it out alive  

Zelda: Yeah  

Hiyat: Which I think a lot of survivors don't get credit for their ability to you know, to not be 

further harmed right?   

Zelda: And it's a natural instinct of uh well it's a natural mammalian instinct. I think it's also 

within all of the animal Kingdom too, it’s seen in so many other places and I think people 

think that if someone is assaulted and they just freeze that they're just not trying to get away 

or that they somehow wanted it but no, that is genuine response to life-or-death situation  

Hiyat: Well of course. It's a valid response, I mean you're here! 

Zelda: Yeah, but other people don't know that. 

Zelda is raw in her description of how her sexual victimization affects her:  
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I've had panic attacks due to the assaults before. I had been hospitalized prior but after the 

assaults it caused a lot of inner turmoil and distress and then amplified with other mental 

illness, it caused a spike in hospitalizations. So, it's more like a switch in the brain, it's like it 

causes a suicidality that is very sporadic but it's just almost all the feelings of shame and fear 

and everything all at once that come in there and you're just looking I don't know what to do, 

I need help basically. 

As Craig points out: “given the prevailing gender hierarchies in our society, the gendered nature 

of sexual assault contributes to a complicated relationship between sexual victimization and self-

blame” (Craig, 2018, p. 9). In looking at participant feelings of shame as a stress response, the 

research suggests, feeling shame is an emotion impact that is debilitating and often leads to a 

diminished sense of self-worth and increased reliance on unhealthy coping strategies (Craig, 

2018, p.7). Emili expressed feeling stunned, guilty, ashamed, feeling emptiness, and being 

vulnerable to triggers. These feelings were expressed through Emili by her having a coldness 

towards others, not being open to persons that her roommate dated, and having a belief that 

certain people were probably rapists. 

 For Medusa, shame is complicated by her admission that the sexual violations felt good. 

During our interview, she explains: 

Hiyat: Ok so when you say unfortunately it felt good and that contributed to the shame, did 

that also contribute to you internalising self-blame? 

Medusa: Oh, huge huge because you know it's a different story when someone on the street 

you know gets raped, you know in their early adult hood like later teens because they know 

what's going on, but for me at five, I didn't know what was going on and he told me it was a 

game and was like oh this game feels good and so holding on to that knowledge that I know it 
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felt good really still kinda irks me because like I have to keep reminding myself every time I 

think about it. I'm like oh that's awkward that it felt good, like that's not, that's not good, that’s 

not okay then I have to remind myself, like you were five and you were listening to the person 

in charge as do when you're five years old. 

Consider Medusa’s internalization of self-shame as she recalls going through the public-school 

system. In her words:  

You know there's all of those super inappropriate jokes about sex and about rape you know, 

and I remember I ran to the bathroom bawling my eyes out because someone had said a joke, 

one of those idiot boys, was like ‘oh it's not rape if you like it’. I remember feeling like so 

guilty in that moment, that I ran to the bathroom and just started bawling my eyes out because 

I was like, oh no, like what happened unfortunately felt good and I didn't know what was 

going on so now is that valid? 

  As Craig asserts “When sexual assault complainants are forced to respond to these 

stereotype-infused questions in the context of alleging sexual violation, the social dynamics of 

shame and self-blame are reinforced” (Craig, 2018, p. 9). In our interview, Zelda emphasizes 

first, how sexual victimization is put onto the survivor as a responsibility they must bear in order 

to not get raped, and second, the missed opportunity in education:  

I feel shame in my own sense I think mostly through just that always that back of the brain 

stuff of what I could have done different and that what I should be doing different, what I 

should have done different, what could have prevented it, when in reality I know that it's not 

my fault in general. But you also get it from all spots of all parts of life. I mean when you take 

sex Ed in school, they say you know, protect yourself. They don't say don't rape people. And 

it's always put back to that all the time. It's just like well, why did you do this? And it's from 
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your own self and then also it's validated from people who don't understand from the outside. 

And it generally comes from a good place, but I really just think that an increase in sexual 

health and awareness would really help a lot.  

 For many survivors, the normalization of sexual violence as unavoidable and inevitable, 

contributing to the self-perpetuating cycle of self-blame, where rape culture dictates that in order 

for females to avoid raped, they must not become a victim of rape in the first place (Boutilier & 

Wells, 2018, p. 11). In this way, society puts responsibility on the victim for her own 

victimization and not on the one who perpetrated the act, thereby women are taught to blame 

themselves, even though they know it’s not their fault, as we’ve seen through Emili’s, Medusa’s, 

and Zelda’s experiences. 

4.3.2 Hypervigilance & Safety  

In trauma survivors, the outside world is experienced internally with a different nervous 

system, equipped with an altered perception of risk and safety (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 74). Emili 

exemplifies this with her need for safety as expressed through needing control. In this 

conversation, Emili expresses her diligence on safety:   

 

Hiyat: Ok, so you said you had a long period of time where you wouldn’t invite anyone to 

your house, was that safety? Was that you were feeling isolated? What motivated that? 

Emili: That was safety, so the less people know about me the better, the more able I would be 

to eliminate them from my life, or I don’t know…I was very diligent about my safety like that 

guy didn’t know where I lived, he didn’t know my real name, like all of that, um so I felt like 

that was the control I had over the situation, I was like this happened but I’m grateful that I 

can disappear from this guy’s life, like he doesn’t know where I live, he can’t come back for 
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me or something like that…it’s kinda like a way to create like a wall between you and like 

someone else where they can’t touch you. 

 

Emili’s engagement in self-protective behaviours and her self-talk caused her to question who 

she thought she was, which was someone who was invincible before the assault. Following the 

assault, needing control presented itself by not inviting people to her home because she didn’t 

want anyone to know where she lived, and using a fake name while being very on guard all of 

the time.  

Similar to Emili, the way in which Medusa’s life has been altered by her victimization causes 

her to see her situation through “different colored glasses where everyone else has rose coloured 

glasses on”. The way in which Medusa thinks of men and the way in which she engages in 

relationships, is initially through a general distrust and skepticism of men’s intentions which 

affect the way in which Medusa moves through her world socially. 

Hiyat: I mean is there skepticism? 

Medusa: Yeah absolutely!  

Hiyat: Like you're skeptical of people or their intentions or? 

Medusa: Oh, huge huge! anytime I would talk to a new guy like you just wanna get in my 

pants, like you have a drive and you're also at the age point where commitment is not it for 

you, you know? And it would be a choice of whether I wanted to play the game or not 

because it was like I know your intentions, I know your type, I know your age group, I know 

how you function. Like this is been ingrained in me since I was a kid, so from there it was just 

like, is it something that I want to participate in because now it's a choice.  
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In addition to how Medusa has altered social perceptions, she explains the social dynamics of 

how her hypervigilance about safety is expressed. She describes a typical night out and its impact 

on her social responses: 

Medusa: Um normally I'm pretty hyperactive with looking for, like paying attention to my 

surroundings but now I notice like I do that way more often now see more pay attention to 

where the exit is. I pay attention to who's walking around if someone stands behind me, I'm 

like ug, oh like I can't see what you're doing, you can move into my line of vision?  

Hiyat: So, you're hypervigilant? 

Medusa: Yeah huge!  

Hiyat: Yeah, about your safety, about your surroundings, about the people that you’re with 

and about the things that you consume?  

Medusa: Yeah, exactly! And it's even more heightened lately since that recent incident [her 

recent acquaintance rape from earlier this year] for myself but also, I notice I do it way more 

vigilant with my friends as well and so like if I'm being um hypervigilant for myself and being 

just as hypervigilant now for my friends. 

Hiyat: For your friends? 

Medusa: Yeah, so like I lookout for their safety like even more so now because you know 

before Covid and we'd go to the bars and stuff we have our secret hand signals if we needed 

help to get out of somewhere you know, we’d always like watch each other’s drinks or you 

know just that girl code um but recently like I've noticed that like subconsciously I'm taking it 

to another level where I'm counting how many drinks they’re drinking you know. OK I know 

her limit is 6 and she's going on to 7, this is where she's gonna end up like, we have a plan to 

get home I know who it is. I'm going to stop drinking now because I know she's going past 
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her limit so now I have to be able to fight anybody off who decides they want to try 

something.  

What’s interesting to note about what Medusa describes is her internalisation for not only her 

safety, but for the safety of the ones she cares for. In addition, she further internalizes her 

responsibility to fight off unwanted attention and she owns that responsibility. Why this struck 

me was that again, participants highlight a misdirected responsibility that is somehow put onto 

survivors of sexual assault that it is their responsibility for their own safety not to get raped 

instead of societies responsibility not to rape. And while self-protection is a common thought for 

women to bear, it does not factor in the responsibility that males have in not harming women. It 

is not up to women to avoid rape; it is up to men not to rape. This is a missed opportunity in 

education, socialization, and within the judicial systems response. This is a prevalent theme 

within the stories of the participants. 

Zelda experiences triggers due to fear and hypervigilance which cause her to look for 

safety in every situation. For example:  

No one can come up behind me and if they even if they're just like tap me on the shoulder I 

will scream (laughs). I always giggle about it too because it kind of can get ridiculous to the 

fact where I'll be you know in a populated building and I'll go into an elevator where there is 

most likely going to be people and I will scream [laughs] which I always I find really funny 

because to me it's normal and to my boyfriend it's normal but then to everyone else it's like, 

what like calm down, calm down.  

Activities Zelda previously participated in such as going to clubs are also something which 

causes distress because: “I can't go into clubs, the noise and then the thoughts of it”. After 

Zelda’s first rape, Zelda felt “everything that with the first assault, it changed so much in my 
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brain”, and currently because Zelda experienced two rapes within a one-year time frame, she 

speaks to the psychological effects and the social effects that working through trauma took, 

especially given her prior history of mental illness:  

I guess processing them at that point and not in having not really any supports during that 

time period until I moved back to Calgary, it is interesting now to try and piece together what 

is the trauma and what's not because at this point, sometimes I don't know 'cause I'm just 

always been an anxious person. I've always just always had this and that, but I know for sure 

that the hyper vigilance and the closing off of people for sure, and I guess a general fear of 

specially men in its own way, I think you'll get worried or I am just so I'm in such a distressed 

state that I just don't talk to anybody and it'll be for like a week or a month or something and I 

can definitely tell that that has put a hindrance in on a lot of friendships, which is I try and 

explain it but it's kind of difficult and especially after assaults, emotions also seemed to get 

even higher which is an interesting part.  

4.3.3 Disassociation 

During the writing of this thesis, a 60 Minutes report came out on the author and sexual 

assault survivor Chanel Miller. In the 10 days post assault, Chanel says that “in order to survive, 

you just have to shut everything down, you have to function, you have to go to work in the 

morning, so it’s much easier to just repress everything” (Chanel Miller: The Full 60 Minutes 

Report on the Author and Sexual Assault Survivor, 2020). Dealing with trauma by disassociation 

was something I heard each and every participant describe. During some sexual encounters, 

Emili would “just blackout a little bit…I would just say that I didn’t enjoy or participate fully in 

a satisfying sex life for a bit, like quite a few months…possibly a year”. Emili recalls the 

difficulty in connecting with her deeper emotions where she says: “I can say I’m sad, I’m angry, 
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I’m happy. I can identify those things; I’m frustrated but like being more specific about my 

emotions is a brain stretch that is so foreign to me”. As mentioned above, Emili would 

experience insomnia, nightmares, worthlessness, and self-harm through cutting. For Emili, the 

psychological and the physical intersect during some sexual encounters where she would both 

disassociate, black out and “having physical reactions to sex like throwing up”. Medusa recalls 

having a dissociative disorder due to not dealing with her past, which showed up during sex or 

when she gets angry. As Medusa explains the complex interweave of compounding effects:  

Medusa: I separate myself emotionally and so during sex I would you know perform sex and 

then afterward [pause] afterwards I basically come back to myself mentally and it would feel 

like, oh, I just had sex but like I wasn't the one having sex you know so it… separate myself 

so even though that was kind of how I had based myself worth on I wasn't actually mentally 

committing to that.  

Hiyat: So, if you disassociate during sex and therefore it's not you having sex, then there is 

nothing for you to feel sort of guilty about? 

Medusa: Exactly, exactly! Because sex was such like a dirty thing right, since I was a kid, 

because of all of this happening and so basically, it's something I enjoy but it's something that 

I can't enjoy, so as much as I would like to have sex with this partner, my mental state of how 

it's been ingrained that is a bad thing, I disassociate because it's like, like it's like a 

subconscious trigger that I can't enjoy it, it's bad if I enjoy it  

Hiyat: So, there's still a lot of guilt associated with enjoying sex? 

Medusa: Yes, there was for sure!  

Medusa relates her disassociation as connected with guilt, shame, and self-worth, connecting an 

embodied experience with a psychological stress response regarding having sexual intercourse. 
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As a researcher and empathetic human, I can hear and feel the struggle in her voice when she 

tries to describe past sexual encounters. The blame that was put on her as a child for having been 

victimized, coupled with her enjoyment of the physical acts, makes her feel guilty for feeling 

enjoyment and so she associates the feelings of enjoying sex with the feeling that sex is “bad” 

and therefore a “bad” experience, resulting in the disassociation so that she can be physically 

present in her body for current sexual encounters but without the guilt associated with enjoying 

the act. It’s a complex and complicated set of emotions and thoughts that she experienced with 

every sexual encounter. 

 While discussing Zelda’s emotions, she was reminded of disassociation: 

Also, I almost forgot dissociation is something huge that I definitely started to experience 

afterwards just from little things, even if I'm thinking about something in my head and I'll just 

zone out. I've had times where I just don't even know where I am if I get too distressed. It's 

something that is definitely, just depending on the day and depending on the trigger, it's 

interesting how your body has the fight flight. People forget about freeze which is often a 

common response especially someone is already experienced trauma before.  

Zelda goes into detail describing exactly what happens when she disassociates after she is 

triggered:  

Um sometimes the trigger is if I'm in a social situation and there's too much going on, I'll just 

I'll kind of look like I'm still there but I'm actually not processing things. I'll just say whatever 

someone saying back to me because I'm more of a robot inside. I won't remember anything 

later but outside it's like oh that was a funny conversation, will be like conversation? I don't 

know you talk about it remember it? Or I'll have times where it'll just be almost if I had 

thought in my head, if it was a memory of trauma, I'll just sometimes if it's really distressing 
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to me, I'll just I’ll blank out if there's no one around then I'll blank out fully and I'll just freeze 

no matter what. Honestly sometimes just because I can't always tell or remember why I'll 

dissociate, sometimes people will if they know me and they know what my disassociation face 

looks like, which is very subtle because that's how I've created it, I've made it that way 

because I don't want people to know that I'm disassociating because it's embarrassing in its 

own way. It can come out of, I don't know, I don't know where sometimes it's not necessarily 

nowhere but sometimes my brain will pick up something that’s distressing and before being 

able to fully process or think about it, it will just … 

Zelda explains disassociation and the relationship between disassociation and the physical act of 

having sex. Zelda recalls:  

I'll still have times where I'll start having a panic attack in the middle because, I’ll just a 

quick sensation will remind me and I'll begin to panic but I'm slowly trying to understand that 

part of life, which is something that like beforehand I think after the assaults I just I dated 

someone for like two months three months or something I didn't know I was like OK well I'm 

alone and scared, I guess I'll be your girlfriend or whatever and it was just kind of one of 

those things where it's just I’ll have sex with you because you want it and that's… I have no 

joy out of it so I assumed for the longest time that it was just not a good thing …and in that 

physical moment being there mentally as well 'cause I think that was a big part where it 

would I would have partners and it; I would just not actually be there mentally. I would, just 

do it because it's supposed to be an act of what you do in a relationship. 

4.4 Social Costs 

Some women get erased a little at a time, some all at once. Some reappear. Every woman who 

appears wrestles with the forces that would have her disappear. She struggles with the forces 
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that would tell her story for her, or write her out of the story, the genealogy, the rights of man, 

the rule of law. The ability to tell your own story, in words or images, is already a victory, 

already a revolt.  

― Rebecca Solnit, Men Explain Things to Me 

 

Disclosing really puts it in the listeners hands… 

-Participant Emili  

 

When you're told God makes beauty from your ashes, you're labeled as damaged and broken, 

I was so angry, I was like I'm not the ashes, I’m the fucking dragon! 

― Participant Medusa  

 

It's interesting how there's no one worse time, it's just all the times within those terrible 

times… 

― Participant Zelda 

 

Among the most reported social costs from participants included how being victimized 

affected the relationships each engaged in and how their lives were shaped as a result. These 

relationships were familial, educational, romantic, friend, acquaintance, employment, and 

religious. Detailing the social costs will be presented in four sub-themes: social persecution; 

betrayal; institutional betrayal; and loss, grieving & healing. 
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4.4.1 Social Persecution 

For Emili, the responsibility of others knowing about her victimization has inflicted harm 

on herself. Oftentimes, disclosing her victimization was a responsibility that others were not 

willing to take on. For example, upon disclosure to people she was dating, she received reactions 

such as one person being rattled with having that information about her, or another person 

feeling rejected because Emili did not want to engage in sexual activity, which caused them to 

spiral out or freak out. As Emili recalls one response: “it’s too much responsibility to deal with 

your needs”. Interestingly, these people put responsibility back onto her as a trauma survivor to 

not only handle her own needs in the relationship, but to handle their needs now that they have 

been burdened with knowing about her victimization. On another occasion:  

I disclosed to one of my coworkers [they/them] who was very supportive, and I had just met 

them and years later, like two years later, they and I started dating but they didn’t want to be 

in a relationship with me because of, I was quite surprised that they said this, but we were 

dating, and they didn’t want to take it any further than dating because I have what they would 

have called a high-risk, well what they did call a high-risk lifestyle. And I said what did that 

mean, and they said, well you got in that situation a few years ago where you were sexually 

assaulted, and I can’t be with someone who I’m worried is going to get sexually assaulted.  

Emili felt that her co-worker’s earlier support was “scripted” and that this “element of dishonest” 

was a red flag for her in moving forward with them. She had regretted telling them because it 

placed her in a further vulnerable position with them. She couldn’t find the words to make them 

understand and now although they are still friends, “there’s lots of stuff that I don’t tell them”. 

Emili’s initial feelings of honesty in communicating the disclosure to her sexual partners “was a 
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good thing” but later found that having her partners know brought her hurt with their lack of 

respect for her boundaries. With responses Emili received, she has changed her approach in 

relationships from one of full disclosure, to one of discernment over whom she will disclose. 

Consider one such response:  

The relationship is too overwhelming for me, I can’t navigate this, like it’s too much, so I had 

kinda been dumped or rejected a few times by telling people about it and now I am kind of 

like, well I shouldn’t have to ever disclose to my partners for them to, like I don’t know why I 

felt like I had to say something so dramatic to get them to just respect my boundaries. Like if 

I’m with someone now and they disrespected my boundary and they’re like well why is this 

your boundary, what happened to you, then I don’t like that person because that’s fucked, you 

know? 

For Emili, her “social development” has shifted in the way she approaches relationships where 

now she is hyper aware of boundaries and questions whether she can be with someone who does 

not respect them. 

Unlike Emili’s allowing others to know about her victimization, Medusa reacted in an 

opposite way. She recalls:  

I shut myself down so like I’d almost stop communicating in general and I just kind of have 

this like sour attitude with me because I just didn't talk about it…I didn't comprehend it at the 

time I had just kind of figured like, OK like no one really needs to hear what's bothering me 

like this is so, this is so mundane no one needs to be bothered by it.  

Due to the age Medusa experienced sexual victimization and because the perpetrator was a 

family member, the relationships most affected were within her family. For example, the 

relationship with her grandfather led to feelings of resentment due to his belief that because topic 
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is “still kind of taboo”, and because the victimizations happened within the family, the issues 

should remain in the family. As well, his faith-based beliefs on Christian forgiveness, have 

caused further resentment for Medusa as she describes one incident where her grandfather 

received an apology from the perpetrator, he told Medusa: “he apologized to us so you should 

forgive him”. Her response exemplifies a familial burden on her to forgive: “I'm like that's great 

he apologized to you; he didn't molest you! You weren't even there! So, him apologizing to you 

has no weight on my hatred for him”. 

Also strained is the relationship Medusa has with the parents of the perpetrator, given that 

they are also her ex-auntie and uncle. Because her ex-auntie blamed Medusa and believed her to 

be a liar, she does not have a relationship with her. Among the most strained relationships for 

Medusa were the ones she had with the education system and with peers, especially as she was 

going through public school. As Medusa recalls: 

Friendships were really difficult for me because there was so much going on at such an early 

age that it was like I wasn't fully committed to being at school, I wasn't fully committed to 

being at therapy or with the social worker 'cause there was just so much going on that I was 

kind of overwhelmed, so I kind of just like stop paying attention like I wasn't that great of a 

student academically, my mind was always somewhere else daydreaming like I just wouldn't 

really be where I was supposed to be mentally during those times and so friendships was like 

really not an option.  

As an adult, having trust within friendships extends beyond a feeling, it extends to how she 

conducts herself out in the world socially and it extends to how others respond to her. In the next 

passage, it’s clear to see how fear, hypervigilance, and control intersect to dictate the social rules 
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she has made for herself. She describes how her current rape has affected her relationships with 

having male friends now: 

I do have a few close guy friends and I did open up to them about it because we were all 

hanging out and it [the recent rape] was still fresh and they had asked me like how are you 

doing 'cause you don't seem like yourself? I was like, I'm alright and instantly the both of 

them were like when are you ever just alright, like you're always happy, you're always, you 

know, I'm great, and so I talked to him about it and they were like is that why you haven't 

been like drinking? And I was like Yep. I refuse to go past one drink now and it's just like that 

and they were like Medusa, like you know like we would never do that like we would always 

lookout for your safety in your best interest and I was like I know you would, but I also 

thought he would, you know? I've known him for 12 years and you know, I thought he would 

look out for me and my best interest, I thought he would keep me safe if I decided to enjoy 

myself and have fun for the night. I never thought that he would rape me you know? And 

they're like ‘No, like we understand like we respect it like if you don't want to drink you don't 

have to drink. Don't ever feel pressured but like it hurts us that he messed that up for us that 

now you can't even trust us with you’... since that one friend ex friend had betrayed me so 

brutally, now it's ruined it for anyone else of the opposite sex no matter how long I've known 

them for. 

 As mentioned previously, Zelda was inundated with friends who had heard rumors being 

spread that “I was the one in the wrong and that I was crazy and that he has no idea who I am 

and that I’m just some absolute ridiculous ludicrous human who is just trying to root out there to 

ruin his life”. Zelda’s friend who lived in the perpetrator’s dorm area, told her what the 

perpetrator said to him: “how crazy you are and how ridiculous you are and how you just fawn 
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him because you want attention”. Zelda was so appreciative of her friends support that she 

thanked him because of all the disbelief she encountered, although Zelda thought it was: 

interesting how far in along he [the perpetrator] took it to try and prove his innocence and 

honestly the only reason why I first decided I was going to really go to court because it's 

terrifying of course um, there was another young girl who was being stalked and verbally 

harassed by him the year prior and the way that he treated her caused her so much distress 

that she left University and never went back.   

Zelda learned that she was blocked on some social media sites, while she was defamed on other 

sites where: “you don't see them but everyone else sees them, and so then other people will be 

like oh you're that crazy bitch that that persons who talks about”. Zelda speaks to the feeling that 

she was the one on trial, along with the rape myths that presented during her testimony, to show 

an evolution of feelings the perpetrators family presented, beginning with the perpetrator’s sister. 

Zelda comments:  

As soon as she heard that her brother was kicked out and she found out it was from me she 

also went to the same University and she started um putting harassing messages up talking 

about how I'm a bitch, she had took pictures from my own Instagram and saying how like I 

was some crazy bitch trying to ruin their life and all of these things.  

The social intimidation continued on the first day of trial when Zelda and her mom went into the 

washroom and were confronted by the mother of the perpetrator:  

She started insulting me in the bathroom saying how absolutely ridiculous I am and how I am 

the worst most evil person to bring her son into this and to do this to her and her family and 

like just kind of berating me that I was in the wrong for speaking up about being assaulted, 

um which was obviously terrifying for a very traumatic day on its own.  
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The intimidation continued inside the courtroom where Zelda describes:  

I'm getting glared down by him and his family who are there to support him. And it was 

interesting to see how from the start of it… well first of all it's terrible 'cause you're being 

interrogated and not believed in the 1st place 'cause you're basically guilty until proven 

innocent is what I felt, and just being asked things like what were you wearing and like what 

were you doing to entice him to do this and why were you doing this we were talking for four 

hours beforehand and I specifically said how I, it's a whole story of course I told my story in 

the court but it's interesting to be sitting up there and trying to prove your innocence to 

people who assault, to someone who assaulted you in front of people who believe him and it 

was it was really interesting to see the glares and the anger from the family until they brought 

up my text messages. The text messages that I sent in and they had the entire text log. As soon 

as that was read out and spoken to, the sister had to go throw up in the bathroom, she left she 

had to leave and then at that moment like you could see that they knew that I wasn't lying and 

that their brother whatever was, except for the mom the mom was still with him like she must 

have made these text messages up, there must've been something going um which was you 

know it's a, it's a mom thing I think, but um it was it was interesting to see the remorse and 

regret from the sister and from the family in that point. To see the change that happened that, 

sure maybe they know him and he's family but that he is capable of doing stuff like this. 

Zelda describes the ways in which she was intimidated, harassed, defamed, and blocked on 

social media sites. What Zelda experienced with the family’s disbelief of the allegations is 

articulated by Lorenz and Watkins (2001) as “silenced knowings” and what I consider as the 

truths behind the lived experiences that society wants to remain hidden, using tools such as 

disavowal and the denial of rape culture: 
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Many silenced knowings can exist within apparently ordinary lives and communities, the lives 

of others and our own lives. By silenced knowings we mean understandings that we each 

carry that take refuge in silence, as it feels dangerous to speak them to ourselves and to others. 

The sanctions against them in the family, community or wider culture render them mute and 

increasingly inaccessible. Once silenced, these knowings are no longer available to inform our 

lives, to strengthen our moral discernment. Once pushed to the side, these knowings require 

our energy to sustain their dissociation, and our numbing to evade their pain (Lorenz and 

Watkins, 2001, as cited in Birrell & Freyd, 2006, p. 53).   

The participants experience of social persecution can be described as society’s lack of 

empathy, understanding, and humanity. When society cannot find it within themselves to 

empathize with those who have suffered invasions to their self, to their bodies, and to their 

minds; society contributes to the disillusionment, denial, and disavowal of survivor truths. These 

behaviours underlie survivors feeling silenced, invalidated, and that they are somehow to blame 

for the acts committed on them. While no one would like to believe that this level of betrayal 

towards a fellow human exists, the fact remains that it does exist. As the participants have 

shown, society goes to great lengths to cover up or turn a blind eye to the horrors perpetrated on 

women. As you will read, betrayal is interrelated with social persecution. You will see below 

how participant experiences of betrayal, social betrayal, institutional betrayal, and the loss, 

grieving, and healing that takes place to allow participants the ability to move forward. 

4.4.2 Betrayal  

Sexual victimization has huge implications not only for the person victimized, but also 

those around them. It’s pointed out by Bessel van der Kolk, that “I wish I could separate trauma 
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from politics, but as long as we continue to live in denial and treat only trauma while ignoring its 

origins, we are bound to fail” (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 279). For Emili, the process began by 

needing validation from a friend that the assault had happened, and then quickly moved to a 

feeling of moral responsibility to report based on her gut instinct that the perpetrator was a 

“serial rapist”. Emili reported because she “wanted to talk to someone who I knew would believe 

me, I guess,  first…I felt this um responsibility I guess you would say in a way to report”. Emili’s 

disclosure to police quickly turned negative for her. When asked if she felt understood by the 

police when she disclosed, her response was “no, no, no, God, absolutely not”! Emili was 

annoyed having to speak with police in the first place and recalls thinking: “this is so stupid 

because I know that they’re messed up, like they don’t deal with sexual assault disclosure well 

historically and they’ve been dismissive sometimes, It’s not something I’m unfamiliar with. It’s 

like the huge gaps in policing”. Emili believes the disclosure process would have been more 

harmful had she not “had a mature grasp on an academic and personal level”. These are felt 

impacts and insights into how disclosure can cause further harm to a survivor and calls attention 

to the many ways police can improve their approach to a more trauma informed method of taking 

evidence, such as verbal testimony. 

In Medusa’s case, the origins of the trauma lie with a family member’s betrayal of trust 

and his family’s denial and disavowal of the incidents. For example, when it came out that 

Medusa had been sexually violated, the family of the perpetrator (which was also Medusa’s 

extended family) reacted in a harsh way towards her. They regularly told Medusa that she was to 

blame for the acts done to her, or that it was all her fault that the family of the perpetrator was 

falling apart. We can recall that Medusa was repeatedly violated at age five and the trial took 

place when she was seven years old. For a family to place blame on a child for their own 
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victimization highlights the extent that society will go to in order to not acknowledge the truth of 

her lived experience. Medusa has resentment for her grandfather who wanted to keep the 

victimizations within the family as his belief was that it was a “family matter”. This belief 

system continues to harm Medusa as she recalls a narrative taught to her about forgiveness, or 

rather “Christian forgiveness” as Medusa calls it. 

Medusa talks about past betrayal having been victimized by a family member as a breach 

of trust and authority. Her more recent rape has given her a different experience of betrayal given 

it was her best friend of 12 years who knew of her prior childhood experiences. Hearing 

Medusa’s justification for why she won’t report the recent rape and hearing how much she 

knows about the judicial system and their methods of processing sexual assault, is shocking and 

alarming given she was five years old upon first entering the system as a complainant. For a 

person to have such a current lack of faith in the system based on prior experiences, is another 

glaring red flag for needed change. In her words, the reason is:  

It is lack of evidence. She [the doctor] can see internally that, and it is marked down on the 

file, that it was forced but there's no substantial evidence. There's no evidence of semen or 

anything like that so it would be again my word against his…I feel like I won't report it based 

on what I went through before because I know how it's going to end.  

When I asked Medusa how her decision to not report her recent rape made her feel, her response 

was:  

Medusa: It makes me feel like I wanna like fight the system 'cause this is the thing too; he 

bragged the entire weekend …but there was a bunch of other people there who did recognize 

the situation. If I were to press charges or anything, I would need all of them to testify at how 
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drunk I was at night then testify like you know what had happened. The only downfall is none 

of them saw, right? None of them heard me say no or heard me say yes, all they can testify is 

how drunk I was. That’s the difficult part because it's kind of like a repeat of what happened 

to me as a kid and I know I'm telling the truth and I know these other people who might 

testify would be telling the truth, but because there's no physical evidence besides the medical 

record saying it was forced, it's difficult right 'cause they can easily say like ‘Oh well maybe 

you just weren't like physically producing arousal, right? but you did say yes, you could have 

said yes in your drunkenness’, you know what it's like? But that's the whole point is I was 

drunk! 

Hiyat: Right, so this takes betrayal to a whole new level? 

Medusa: Huge! 

Medusa offers an insight into the “silenced knowings” as mentioned above when she responded 

to my question of what the hardest part of being victimized was. She responded to having an 

insider-victim lens where “you have different coloured glasses on, where everyone else has rose 

coloured glasses on towards the situation”. She speaks to having experienced “the ignorance of 

it” where: 

 many people are fortunate enough not to see. The challenge is the pushback on social media 

that she is exposed to where, for some who haven’t experienced sexual assault, they are the 

ones who question why women are afraid of men, or who will say ‘stop victimizing yourself 

before you're even a victim’. 

 She believes:  

Yes we know sexual assault happens we know rape happens but you have an inside look into it 

going yeah it does and this is the effects it has on you and this is what the court process is like 
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and this is what it feels like when they put a speculum in you right after and it hurts you know 

and like you just have whole other view on the situation that inflict that fortunately and 

unfortunately people who have not gone through that do not like don't ever get to 

understand… you are so lucky that you have never had to go through anything like that to 

understand why we are so afraid of men. 

4.4.3 Institutional Betrayal 

Institutional betrayal is the action and inaction that exacerbates the impact of traumatic 

experiences (Smith & Freyd, 2014). This impact is an invisible disability because it compounds 

the experiences women face within the misogynistic social hierarchy of our judicial system 

where a woman navigating the judicial process is exposed and asked to participate in rituals, 

traditions and customs which serve to further lesser her hierarchal status as compared to those 

around her. As Hirshmann (2014) offers: it is social power that heightens some women’s pain, 

patriarchal society contributes to the framework for “seeing” what is invisible, social 

arrangements are a function of power, and the idea that what we actually see when we encounter 

others is always filtered through the framework of their expectations of normality  (Hirschmann 

as cited in Asumah & Nagel, 2014). Pragmatically, there is a different process for each trauma 

survivor to get to a place where they can make decisions about how to engage with their 

experience, because women are aware of where they reside in a discourse informed by 

patriarchal systems and misogynistic belief systems (Ubell, 2018). One trauma survivors’ 

comment about her experience in the judicial system after the man she accused was convicted: 

“the bulk of my rape trauma is not the result of the sexual assault itself but of the brutality of the 

legal system. What this survivor speaks to is institutional betrayal and is the type of trauma that 

is difficult to understand for those who have not lived it” (Craig, 2018, p. 4).  
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Part of institutional betrayal are the actors who participate in and contribute to it within 

the judicial system. These actors include police officers, Crown prosecutors, defence lawyers, 

and judges. Because these actors play important roles within the system, it is imperative that they 

uphold an ethical code of conduct to guide them in fulfilling their professional responsibilities. 

Because police officers are often the first point of contact for many survivors of sexual assault, it 

is important that they uphold integrity beyond reproach (Souryal, 2015). We know that this is not 

always the case and that police hold stereotypes which are damaging to survivors and 

consequential to reporting statistics (Prochuk, 2018, p. 43). Participant narratives below are 

premised on rape mythology and stereotypes that have been socialize into society and reinforced 

through ongoing systemic oppression of women throughout the systems that not only support 

them, but the systems that teach them. First contact with the police left Emili feeling shamed, 

like it was somehow her fault. She felt silenced and totally misunderstood because of their [the 

police officers] preconceived bias against her, as felt by her when they asked her “how do you 

know this was a real assault”? The officers didn’t come out and say we don’t believe you, but 

they did ask her for evidence and proof that the alleged assault happened. The police questioned 

her truthfulness and simultaneously inferred blame. Emili was faced with having to encounter 

police officers who questioned her personal integrity, the truthfulness of her allegations, and 

planted the seed of a common rape myth known as victim blaming. As Emili recounts:  

They didn’t believe me. Like they didn’t say like ‘we don’t believe you but what makes you 

think this is an assault’? And …then they asked me for like proof, they went through my phone 

they’re like ‘we need to look through your phone to see how you corresponded with this guy 

… you seem like an educated person so how’d you get in this situation’?...they [police] didn’t 

follow up with me, they didn’t say anything like we believe you, this isn’t your fault, they 
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questioned my integrity as a someone reporting, they questioned, they were suspicious of me 

and I don’t think that’s being heard or validated.  

As Emili articulates: “that’s like a huge part of the whole police flaw too is they were like oh 

well, it’s not like you are beat up or like you know, like as if I didn’t fight for myself because I 

wasn’t physically harmed”. Emily felt that in order to further prove her credibility to the officers 

so that they would take her allegation seriously, they were “juicing me for my underground 

knowledge…like they were really intrigued by the website that I met him on and said ‘show us 

the website, that’s so interesting, we’ve never heard of this’”. Not only were the officers 

judgemental and condescending, but their demeanor also made her feel like an inconvenience as 

opposed to a trauma survivor who had the instinctive skills to actually survive being victimized, 

and in her words: 

They give no credit to the victim or the survivor for being able to have skills to like navigate, 

like to, still for harm reduction, right?... it’s like ok, I’m in this situation and I know intuitively 

how to not escalate the situation… and so like that should be celebrated and like ok like that 

is what survival is but instead it’s like well, that’s not good enough or something like that. 

Emili speaks to a glaring missed opportunity where the officers could have offered support and 

understanding instead of contributing to the rape culture of victim blaming by questioning how 

she might have contributed to her own victimization. Emili puts it this way regarding her 

disclosure experience: 

…It’s disgusting to think of somebody, a cop coming in, in the name of protection or in the 

name of taking a witness statement and then questioning your validity of the person and then 

on top of that, asking you to educate them on other ways they might tap into your 
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community…they should be ashamed of themselves like the cops that were on that case should 

be gravely disappointed in their own way of dealing with it and I bet they’ve never thought of 

it again…they should be embarrassed. 

Unfortunately, Emili encountered and had to fight against the rape myths and stereotypes of “she 

wanted it” and “she lied” (Payne et al., 1999, p. 57), leaving Emili as though the onus was on her 

to prove she was assaulted rather than on the perpetrator. Statistics show that “false allegations of 

sexual assault are exceedingly rare” (Crewe & Ichikawa, n.d., p. 7), and that “false reporting 

happens in only two to eight percent of sexual assault cases” (Ubell, 2018, p. 22). Emili was met 

with resistance in the form of systemic oppression as positioned by the police officers having 

control over her vulnerable position as a female victim who needed help, support, and 

information.  

Police resistance also served to affirm the rape culture that laws exist to deconstruct, again 

contributing to systemic oppression of women. Up until that point, Emili hadn’t felt the impact 

of engaging with an adversarial system as a victim/complainant/survivor. Although her previous 

level of engagement with the police was within the judicial system as a support worker for other 

sexual assault victims, therefore Emili knew there was a better, more trauma informed way to 

engage with her. Emili identifies her privilege as a white female and exemplifies a glaring gap in 

policing, in addition to highlighting how intersectionality exists to create further systemic 

discrimination. For example, if she, with her white privilege isn’t treated with the dignities owed 

to survivors and she is not treated in a human way, what chance do others (disabled, women of 

color, trans, queer, minority) have when they disclose? She articulates:  

I have literally all the tools to navigate that system and I studied it for years, I know how to 

talk right, I know how to present a certain way, like I have privilege, so how could anyone like 
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listen to my story and then think like, oh ya, that police service is going to work for someone 

else, like I’m literally their target audience of who to protect and save from rapists and they 

fucked it up like so hard.   

Medusa’s family’s initial belief was that the matter of her victimization should stay within the 

family, so initial disclosure was not done by her or her family. Through an anonymous phone 

call to authorities, the disclosure process began first with a visit from social services and police 

and from there, the judicial process began. As Medusa recalls, she was brought into the police 

station to speak with social services and a male police officer. She recalls the police officer’s 

understanding as she needed the door of the interview room to remain open. She recalls being 

given a blue moose stuffy. It was the social worker who spent time over the next two years 

preparing Medusa to testify in court and as Medusa recalls:  

She was very very strict on the fact that they're going to try and make us slip up and of course 

I didn't understand that I was like OK well like what I've been told it was bad, so why would 

they try and make me feel like I messed up and so at like five, I have a social worker telling 

me how somebody in the courtroom is going to try and make me seem like a liar and that was 

really difficult for me as a kid 'cause of course when you understand that something is bad 

you know it's bad and it's like K why is why somebody else going to make it seem like I'm the 

one lying so that one really stuck. 

Medusa was not told that what was done to her was a sexual assault and believes now that it 

would have been helpful to know that information at the time. She recalls being told that it 

wasn’t her fault, and in her five-year-old brain, she: 
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Didn’t do anything to stop it because I didn't know it was bad right and so then that kind of 

blame still falls on you even at that young of an age because you're like oh, but I participated 

like oh, but I didn't stop it you know.  

For Medusa, she internalized the message that because she participated and didn’t object to the 

acts perpetrated on her, she therefore somehow lied about it.  

Moving to Zelda’s disclosure experience, given that initial disclosure happened on her 

university’s campus, she received support from her resident advisor who involved campus 

security and left the decision up to Zelda on whether she would go to the police to disclose. 

Zelda did decide to disclose, and after the perpetrator’s expulsion from school Zelda felt that “if 

only the general legal system was that good about things like this because that gave me hope”.  

Hope is what Zelda needed as her assailant fled the province, didn’t return for any court dates 

until he was found and finally picked up by police who had a warrant for his arrest. After many 

missed court hearings, he eventually pled not guilty, and the case went to trial. Zelda speaks to 

the experience of disclosing to police as “terrible” having to re-tell the events, even though it 

was “awesome” that they brought a female officer in from another town who was more 

knowledgeable about sexual assault. Zelda felt that it might have been “a lot more cold if it was 

someone who didn’t really necessarily understand, so that wasn’t too terrible besides the fact of 

having to re-tell over and over again”. Zelda is speaking to one of the trauma informed ways 

disclosing can be conducted to lessen the trauma of re-telling on survivors. By having 

knowledgeable criminal justice workers, there is less misunderstanding regarding survivors 

conduct post assault (Canadian Intergovernmental Conference Secretariat, 2019). 

Just as police play a crucial role in the judicial process, so too do the Crown prosecutor 

and defence lawyers. Crown prosecutors and defence counsel have a joint duty at arriving at the 
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truth, and while each may have their own duties, it is the Crown who must prove beyond a 

reasonable doubt that a sexual assault was committed, and therefore the burden of proof rests 

with them. As such, Crown prosecutors and defence lawyers can directly impact how a victim 

experiences the criminal justice process. At the time of Medusa’s court appearance, which was 

successfully pushed back by two years, she recalls that she was not allowed to actually take the 

stand in the court room. Because of her age and because the court did not want her in the 

courtroom with her assailant, she was placed in a small, closet like room with a screen in front of 

her where she was able to see the defence lawyer and the judge. Medusa’s grandmother was 

allowed in the small room with her but was cautioned not to look to her for support because: 

The defence lawyer will take it as you're looking for approval that you're saying the right 

thing and you're going to come across as lying and I was like Oh my goodness like I can't do 

so much stuff because everyone's going to think I'm lying like why is this an argument?  

So, with little support, a confused Medusa remembers holding back tears as she testified while 

was met with resistance from the defence lawyer. The defence repeatedly tested her credibility 

by returning to the same questions he had earlier asked to see if he could get a different answer. 

Unfortunately, Medusa endured continual harm during trial with a common practice that defence 

lawyers utilize, by repeating unnecessarily aggressive or humiliating questions, or suggesting 

alternatives to what the truth is (Craig, 2018, p. 140). These practices reinforce to a victim that 

her word is less than truthful and that if she is to come forward, she will be the subject of 

scrutiny.	As Medusa recalls:  

So, then we're on the stand and I remember the defence lawyer just being like ‘OK and you 

said that this happened this many times?’ And I was like ‘um hum’, and then he goes off and 

he asks multiple questions and then he brings it back to that one question, ‘well you said it 
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happened this many times right?’ I was like ‘No, I said it happened this [emphasis added] 

many times’, and he almost looked like upset, right but I was like ‘No I said it happened this 

many times!’	

In addition to criminal justice workers such as police officers, Crown prosecutors, and 

defence lawyers, judges also play a major role within the judicial process. As Craig asserts, the 

“capacity of a criminal justice system to function fairly and with humanity depends a great deal 

on judges (Craig, 2018, p. 167). To the judge, although impartiality is required, we know this is 

often not the case in sexual assault trials. Because the witness's version of events is heard and 

judged with a subjective idea of ethical truth, the standards of that judge arriving at truth are not 

always consistent  (Blackburn, 2018, p. 89). Therefore, the witness themselves are also on 

trial. If a witness is seen to be inconsistent in their testimony, that inconsistency acts against 

them while being assessed for credibility, resulting in weakening their testimony.  

This results in the witness (the survivor) being held to a higher standard than the accused 

or anyone else involved. As mentioned above, when a person endures trauma, they don’t relate to 

the world in the same way, so why are they judged by the same standard as those who have not 

endured trauma? With this knowledge, we must ask, how is it that a judge can objectively judge 

a phenomenon that is not a normal human experience using different standards depending on 

who is testifying? Is it reasonable for the same standard of “judging” to be used for both survivor 

and perpetrator knowing that the survivor is reacting to an offence perpetrated on her by the 

perpetrator? Take for example an article written by Beattie (2019):  

	

In an Ontario courtroom, Jane testified she didn’t always fight back when she was allegedly 

brutally raped over a 15 hour period by her brother-in-law. Sometimes she screamed at the 
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accused to stop, but other times she stayed quiet out of fear. The Superior Court Justice’s 

response was: Surely it is one or the other... The fact she behaved inconsistently in this regard, 

weakens her credibility (Beattie, 2019, p. 1). 	

	

Not only is it common practice for judges to have stereotypical views about how a of a 

victim of sexual assault should behave, we know that judges rely on “discriminatory stereotypes 

about sexual assaults that hold women responsible for their own sexual victimization” (Craig, 

2018, p. 92). We also know that this practice reflects legal errors and causes harm to sexual 

assault complainants. In this respect, not only is the accused protected by the court, the court 

enables further perpetration by not offering any deterrent to males or society. As shown by the 

participants in this study, the outcome is that men in Canada today remain relatively free to 

assault women, because they are rarely condemned (Sheehy, 2012). If the victim is the one on 

trial and the vast majority of perpetrators are never held accountable, one is left to wonder if 

sexual assaults are practically viewed as illegal by the justice system and not just legally or 

theoretically.	

As Medusa reflected on her testimony, she recalls feeling confident with the judge because he 

had a transcript of Medusa’s witness statement and would not allow “stupid questions” or any 

questions that were not in the statement. Based on the slight feelings of protection, she felt safe 

with him. However, upon learning the verdict, Medusa felt that the whole judicial process was 

useless and her testifying and preparing to testify for two years was also useless. In Medusa’s 

words, the found not guilty verdict made her feel: 

Defeated because here I'm getting prepared for the court date as they're gonna try and make 

it seem like you're lying and then of course he doesn't get convicted he's not guilty and now 
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I'm thinking about going but I told him everything like I didn't lie and here because he wasn't 

convicted, I felt like OK I must've lied like they must've have, it must have thought I was lying 

so of course then there's a failure that you feel on yourself because you're like OK but I told 

them everything.  

One redeemable gift from the judge was validation. In Medusa’s words, even though: 

He [her assailant] wasn't found guilty and the judge had said I can't convict you due to lack of 

evidence, but don't think I don't believe every word that they said, and so obviously the judge 

believed us because also how can like a seven-year-old come up with that stuff on their own? 

For Zelda, the trial “felt like forever” and was “awful” with the defence lawyer being:  

The rudest person I've ever met, and I mean, I know I'm put in that situation where of course 

it's supposed to be against me in that point, he's supposed to you know, it just felt like he was 

attacking me, it didn't feel like I was being respectfully questioned. I felt like he was attacking 

me so that I would slip up or say something wrong or almost like confessing to lying to 

everything. I felt I felt genuinely attacked verbally, I guess. Just the quest just all the questions 

especially being asked like what were you wearing and well didn't you think that this would 

happen if you did this or well why would you hang out in someone’s room if you only knew 

them for two weeks or like why didn't you have other friends at [university X] or why didn't 

you… and just questions that a- seemed irrelevant and b- just felt hurtful. Like super! I think 

that was the worst part is having to try and stand up for yourself in such a vulnerable 

situation against some man in a shitty suit who's attacking you verbally about trying to help 

the person who caused you all this pain and then the judge is just, I don't know, I feel like he 

just didn't really know what was going on like he, he had days of beforehand it was all the 
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traffic court cases that were happening before. I knew that. It seemed like he had more 

knowledge on traffic than just me as a human being. 

With judicial misuse and/or abuse of power in rulings regarding sexual assaults by 

allowing rape myths and stereotypes to inform rulings, complainants believe that they will not be 

treated fairly or humanely in the trial process (Puddister & McNabb, 2019, p. 1). Zelda provides 

an example of this in her recollection of testifying as she went into that day knowing she was up 

against an adversarial system whereby they [the defence lawyer, the perpetrator, the family of the 

perpetrator] were against her.  She describes the defence lawyer being “against me”, and the 

judge’s belief that although there was sexual misconduct, “he thought that because she made a 

noise that that meant yes and so that's why […] it's OK that he did this”. To add insult to her 

injury, the judge premised his decision on the rape myths and stereotypes that “it wasn’t really 

rape and “she wanted it” (Payne et al., 1999, p. 37) .  

This is another example of how a legal error in judgment regarding consent is applied 

given that the criminal code defines consent as “voluntary agreement” (Sheehy, 2012, p. 484), 

and there clearly wasn’t anything voluntary or agreed upon since Zelda was sleeping. Given the 

narrative the defence lawyer submitted to the court which focussed on the honest and reasonable 

mistaken belief defence, this case exemplifies how “judges have been willing to accept defense 

lawyers’ arguments that the accused mistakenly believed there was consent even though the 

survivor was unconscious at the time and thus patently incapable of consenting” (Sheehy, 2012 

as cited in Prochuk, 2018, p. 45). According to Zelda, the judge had a lack of sexual assault 

knowledge, lack of consent laws knowledge, his reasoning was not trauma informed, nor was he 

human informed with his idea that “sexual assault was lesser of a problem than it really is”. 

Zelda didn’t take this slight lightly, so she did her due diligence and researched the judge’s prior 
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judgments and found that: “from reading about the other case of this woman who was, who was 

violently assaulted, and the guy was put to jail for 90 days that's it! Like clearly this judge has no 

idea what’s what's on here”!  

Zelda speaks to the function of the trial courts in finding “truth”, and while truth seeking 

within a trial seems intuitive, “truth is a problematic notion and, further, that knowing the truth is 

even more problematic” (Houle & Peterson, 2016, p. 3). For the two participant cases that made 

it to court, evidence through verbal testimony was “solely relied upon” (Craig, 2018, p. 135).  

However, the standards applied to that verbal testimony was weighed in assessing participant’s 

credibility, reliability, and believability through vigorous cross examinations. That same standard 

of objectivity is not used legally when applying the test of truth, as “the notion of an accurate 

factual determination implies an ideal of truth yet there remains no legal definition of the concept 

of truth” (Houle & Peterson, 2016, p. 2), suggesting that truth seeking is a subjective exercise, 

dependant on a person’s perspective and experience. While truth and fact are not legally the 

same, in sexual assault cases, to the participant, they are one in the same. Sadly, somewhere 

between fact finding and truth seeking is where humanness is lost and replaced by process, 

losing that which brought the participants to court in the first place, which is their lived 

experiences as described by verbally telling the truth. This causes me to wonder if the truth does 

not matter in leading courts towards positive survivor outcomes, is justice ever attainable in any 

sexual assault cases where the majority of cases are, he said/she said, such as in Medusa and 

Zelda’s cases?	

Interestingly, when I asked Emili the question: “would you disclose the sexual assault (s) 

to police again, knowing what you know now”, she replied with a definitive: 
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No! Gawd no, I mean why, what’s the point? Maybe if I knew the outcome would have been 

different, but at that time I struggled…[pause]… I struggled to know if disclosing was the 

right thing to do, and at the time, it was, but now, now looking back, I’m not so sure anymore! 

I don’t think it’s necessary to disclose anything in hindsight, like it maybe puts the moment or 

event in a puzzle that makes…it doesn’t really capture the essence or the magnitude of the 

situation…I just don’t think police are even necessary in the process of dealing with sexual 

assault, but that’s a whole other conversation.  

Medusa had no choice in whether disclosure of the ongoing sexual assaults in her childhood 

happened given the anonymous phone call that was made, but when we spoke about whether she 

would disclose the recent sexual assault perpetrated on her, the response was:  

Unfortunately, I have not decided to report him or anything because it is lack of evidence, she 

[the doctor] can see internally, and it is marked down on the file um that it was forced but 

there's no substantial evidence, there's no evidence of semen or anything like that so it would 

be again my word against his. 

For the participants, who gets to be seen as a victim in the eyes of the law is determined by those 

in power. This is one form of systemic oppression. If a sexual assault survivor does not get to 

identify as a victim as recognized by the law, then how can community and others in society 

come to view them as having an assault done to them instead of a liar who falsely accused an 

innocent man? And while the burden of proof lies with the Crown prosecutor to prove a sexual 

assault has been committed beyond a reasonable doubt, so too must they prove that the survivor 

did not fabricate the allegation. Even long before a case reaches the courts, disclosure to police 

opens a survivor up to be victimized with unfounded rates of reporting. Considering all three 

victims did not achieve a positive outcome from reporting, with one case never taken to the 
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Crown, and two cases having a found not guilty verdict, the messaging is clear to the 

participants. The messaging is one of not being believed, not being validated, not being valued as 

a person before the court who has been victimized, and one whose experiences have told them 

that it was not worthwhile to disclose. With participants’ collective experiences, I wanted to 

know their thoughts on justice and whether or not they felt that justice was achieved. According 

to the three participants, the term “justice” was entirely subjective, however their responses 

seemed to suggest that justice is a feeling based on outcomes. These outcomes may come by way 

of validation that a sexual assault occurred, a positive experience participating in the judicial 

process, hearing an apology from the perpetrator, a favourable judicial outcome for them, and 

acknowledgment that they are telling the truth, and that their truth is believed.  

Emili speaks about justice by questioning what it is and whether it is attainable. Emili 

believes she has not found her version, or any version of justice. She has found confusion around 

what justice means and what it would look like for her in the situation. She says: “you have to 

believe in karma to survive it because I’m just hoping the universe sorted that one out because I 

have no idea”. Medusa said that for her, justice was not met “because there was no result that 

we wanted… and he's living a happy lovely life… it [justice] feels unfulfilled it definitely feels 

failed”. When I asked Medusa what justice could have looked like, she responded with: 

Any kind of punishment any kind of you know name on a register like you know just anything 

than letting him walk away. You know community service where his friends will see him out 

picking garbage; why are you doing this, oh 'cause I got convicted you know whether he told 

them it was true or not they’d see him and that social eye watching him suffer the 

consequences of his actions or jail juvenile delinquent centre. I don't care just something or to 
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be marked on a sex offender register, you know something that will follow him that he knows 

he screwed up, that he knows he hurt me.  

According to van der Kolk, “feeling listened to and understood changes our physiology; being 

able to articulate a complex feeling, and having our feelings recognized, lights up our limbic 

brain and creates an ‘aha moment’. In contrast, being met by silence and incomprehension kills 

the spirit” (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 190). The simple act of belief, validation, and 

acknowledgment can drastically alter the way in which a survivor internalizes the messages she 

receives. Having this done in a court of law, goes a long way towards her healing, which begs 

the question: whose stories matter and whose stories count when there is a systemic bias towards 

protecting the accused while simultaneously suspecting the victim, especially given sexual 

assault is the only crime where a victim has to prove she is a victim?   

In response to the question of receiving any type of satisfaction or justice, Zelda says that 

watching the turn of events with the perpetrator’s family within the courtroom when her text 

messages were admitted into evidence, was satisfying. She says:  

It made me feel like from all of that, that whole year, those months of constant random people 

defaming my character saying all these things behind my back and trying to make other 

people believe it, just having that even that little little bit of some of the sister just going like 

oh shit, I was in the wrong, really did make me feel a lot better.  

Zelda did not receive an apology, nor an admittance of any wrongdoing on the part of her 

attacker. She wholeheartedly believes that:  

From what I can tell and through the experience of the other girl, he’s a pathological liar and 

honestly a bit of a sociopath, seems to continuously need everything to be in his own light and 
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everything positive on his end and, it's interesting to see that because he is so convincing 

'cause I have 100% from my experience, that he meant to do what he did.  

Zelda’s belief that her assailant didn’t have, nor will he ever have remorse, fuels the feelings of 

injustice of the found not guilty verdict. Zelda pursued disclosure as a way to come forward and 

represent a voice for not only herself, but for the others that he harmed and to find justice for all 

of the people he harmed. She hoped that coming forward and the court system holding him 

accountable, would be a way to stop him and would show “some positives in the in the system”, 

however this was not the case. Interestingly, while Zelda did not receive an apology from her 

first attacker, she did receive an apology from her second attacker. She describes feeling his 

remorse:  

I was like, do you know what you did? And to think at that point you know he realized how 

absolutely garbage he was, and he genuinely was apologizing and said, ‘I don't know if I fully 

remember what happened but if I hurt you in any possible way whatsoever, I am deeply and 

greatly sorry and I know if…you don't accept my apology, I get it and I'll never talk to you 

again’. And know what, that's awesome but the fact of XXXX [her first attacker] just being like 

completely denying it and then defaming my character afterwards the something 

disconnecting there, and that does not sound like someone who is ever going to own up to it 

for anybody.  

Zelda was in the difficult place of having been victimized twice within a short period of time and 

after confronting her second attacker, she was able to compare her response to both of the 

assaults to assess her ability to heal from them having received validation from the second 

attacker and not the first. As a reminder, her first rape was on the university campus and was the 

rape she disclosed to the police, but the trial judge found him not guilty. She did not confront her 
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first attacker; however, in her second rape a year later, she did. In relation to the attacks and her 

finding validation, she says:  

I was able to [understanding] forgive him [second attacker] but I will never, I have not been 

able to move forward from it and then it was more violent and so it something that I've been 

able to move forward from the person. I feel like with the first assault now I'm able to kind of 

feel a bit more understanding of the situation that happened but I'm a little bit more, I'm still 

stuck on that on XXXXX [first attacker] as a person and when it comes to the other situation 

I'm less stuck on XXXXX [second attacker], but I still have the nightmares and flashbacks and 

anxieties due to the assault but I have a different perspective of him [second attacker] and his 

existence is more out of my life then then XXXXX [first attacker] would say. Like his [second 

attacker] existence is out of my life, the situation is still very very much there, but at least I 

don't have that I don't know strange fear that he's going to be, show up here or that he's going 

to assault someone else or he's going to anything like that I have that with a different fear 

with this guy [first attacker].  

 For Zelda and the other women who endured victimization by the perpetrator, justice was 

not met. As I listened to Zelda articulate her thoughts on justice, I could feel the frustration she 

felt in not having a positive judicial outcome. Zelda feels very empathetic towards his other 

victims and as she describes it:  

Makes me upset that nothing could have been done more or the sentence could have even just 

put him on the sexual offenders list or something because, I don't know, I think I have dreams 

of him assaulting other people because that's how I feel the way that he dealt with the 

situations. He doesn't seem to feel any remorse for anything and is just only thing that would 

ever feel remorse for is being caused and I think that that is why his [first attacker] character 
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sticks with me because I just constantly will think of having a fear of I don't know maybe I run 

into him somewhere and he just does, tells his friends being like that's the crazy bitch or just 

him being in another situation where he's taking advantage of women, and that that always 

sticks with me just because of the way that he's dealt with everything. 

Zelda shows us how important validation and accountability can be in survivor healing. 

Although Zelda’s first assault was less violent than her second one, because the second attacker 

acknowledged his wrongdoing and apologized, she was able to move past her fear responses 

with him. However, with her first assault, even though it was less violent, because the attacker 

didn’t take accountability or apologize, she still lives in fear of him and she has a more difficult 

time moving on from that assault. Upon learning the verdict, Zelda recalls:  

It absolutely crushed me and mostly because I just gave me so much sadness in the system 

since then and especially seeing that and then reading how other people within XXXXXXX 

[the province it happened in] with sexual assault cases how they also were misrepresented in 

their situation as well which, it crushed me and because I just hoped that with a little inkling 

that maybe my case would get some something and then just the sadness that I felt for the 

people around who the future people who are going to be sadly enough assaulted or and do 

go to court, just how they're going to be treated as well and not be able to get their justice.  

Zelda was unable to remain inside the courtroom after she testified because she had a panic 

attack but recalls having to process the judge’s decision that the judge honestly believed that she 

was aware and was consenting. Given Zelda’s evidence that she was sleeping at the time of 

victimization, Zelda was confused how he could arrive at that decision and comments that it 

“makes no sense”. Zelda did not feel safe within the courtroom or going through the judicial 

process. Safety and validation came from the victim services centre and through the Crown 
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prosecutor who Zelda described as “super kind and super wonderful and validating”. However, 

the time in the courtroom and during the lunchtime adjournment, Zelda comments “I didn’t feel 

safe…I thought that his [the perpetrator’s] uncle and dad were going to beat me up…there was 

no point in that courtroom that I felt safe whatsoever. The only time was in the victim centre”. 

Justice was not met for Zelda and for her, justice might take the form of perpetrator 

accountability but because there was no judicial ruling for his accountability, she acknowledges 

that speaking out in front of his family and “them knowing, that gave me at least some justice 

and I'm really happy about that. I just wish that there could be something that he's paying for”.  

Also, for Zelda, when she googles his name, information about the trial pops up and that too 

gives her a little sense of justice.  

There are institutional practices which not only silence and disempower survivors but serve 

to perpetuate systemic rape myths and stereotypes and we can see how rape mythology and rape 

stereotypes present as barriers and still show up to do harm. For Zelda, her worth was repeatedly 

evaluated and compared to others such as with the bouncer she once worked with. She was 

harassed on social media by the perpetrators girlfriend who called her a bitch, she was exposed 

to trauma by having to see and confront the person who assaulted her, she was harmed by having 

to answer questions directing her to relive the sexual assault, she withstood attacks on her 

character, how she dressed, and her responsibility for the participation in the events that took 

place. She also remembers having to answer questions that were completely irrelevant to the 

assaults themselves. She had to endure listening to her assailant’s examination where he changed 

the narrative to suite the version of events that he wanted portrayed. For Zelda, her feelings of 

self-blame contributed to feelings of intense shame, and it became a secondary mission to prove 
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to those who didn’t believe her (his family, university acquaintances) that she wasn’t falsely 

accusing him. 

While institutional betrayal is not solely experienced through the judicial system, Medusa 

identified another type of betrayal, the institutional betrayal on behalf of the Church. Medusa 

was raised Christian and was brought up learning the Bible in church. Her early lived 

experiences of sexual victimization have shaped the way she came to view her place within 

church. With these views, Medusa renounced her association with the Christian faith when she 

came to realize that for her, Christianity has moved away from its original purpose and instead 

moved toward a faith laden with misogynistic teachings. These misogynistic teachings brought 

Medusa to a place where “my whole situation with sexual assault and rape, it's definitely 

changed my entire outlook on faith”. She has questioned Christian belief that “everything 

happens for a reason” and “he [God] might be testing you”. Medusa highlights her socialization 

within the church: 

Women are taught since elementary school, don't show your shoulders if you wear a tank top 

it has to be four finger lengths thick on the strap because it's tempting to the boys. How about 

you tell the boys to stop looking at her shoulders and getting a boner?  

Medusa alludes to the missed opportunities in socialization and learning that takes place within 

the church setting she was raised in when she recites the Old Testament story where:  

Disciples were talking to Jesus being like Oh my gosh that girl is dressed so like scandalously 

like she makes me so aroused like we should, we should tell her to cover up like she should be 

punished for like being so tempting and Jesus actually turned them and he's like oh like you 

find her appearance tempting for you to sin and rape her they're like yeah, it's like, OK gouge 
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your eyes out and they’re like, wait, what? And he's like, ya, if she’s really that tempting and 

tempting you to sin and harm her, gouge your eyes out that way you don't have to see that 

temptation anymore. And I’m like yeah, when did they talk about that in church like you know 

it's all like modest is hottest and it's like God didn't think so, God thought you have you have 

human volition you have freewill basis of the Christian faith is free.  

 

4.4.4 Loss, Grieving, & Healing  

Emili speaks about loss with hope and optimism. She fully acknowledges that despite 

being victimized, and losing trust in some people, she was surrounded by people who were 

“unbelievably supportive and really kind and very special”. This comes after a lot of grieving 

over the loss of certain parts of herself, and the loss of time that healing from an unwanted 

assault takes. Emili knew what psychiatrists have pointed out, which is that trauma affects 

survivors’ self-awareness (van der Kolk, 1994, p. 82). When Emili spoke about grieving herself, 

she was grieving the image of who she saw herself to be as invincible, and then the death of that 

image: 

I kinda had this image of myself that I was grieving because… I felt indestructible going to 

that date, so it’s a big loss for me or I was grieving that image of myself because I wasn’t 

indestructible maybe…the most disappointing thing was the way that report went and so I 

don’t know if that was grieving as much as like, I guess grieving the loss of time it takes to do 

that…ya like it’s like even in this conversation I’m realizing how many ripple effects there 

were and I could easily go through life and think ya that happened and it was bad and it 

sucked but like I don’t think about it, I don’t talk about it, whatever. But no matter what, these 

things are going to ripple and so if I’m aware of it and if I’m accepting that like this happened 
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and yes it’s something to heal from, then I can be a little more in control or diligent about 

that process but it isn’t fair… it’s not just therapy, like yes therapy is part of dealing with 

something like this, but it’s not just therapy, it’s also like my whole community was affected 

by my assault like me getting assaulted by some random dude, you know, so. 

For Emili, being “extremely physical” enabled a positive relationship with her physical body 

enabling her to heal “which I think set me up for success in coping with the situation”. She 

believes that having a high self-esteem, a strong relationship with her intuition, and body 

knowledge enabled her to explore self-expression towards healing. For example, she believes 

that her body: 

Is an art form and that if I’m constantly practicing being artful in my expression then it’s not 

under attack, you know because part of my insecurities around being assaulted is like I felt 

like an empty vessel or like a blank slate that other people could just like.…like this guy could 

just fill in…I just looked like barbie to him or whatever, it was just like I am just a physical 

being that was like a toy to him  so I think that being really focused on the way I move or the 

way I hold myself or the way ya, I guess, does that make sense? 

Medusa’s recent engagement with trauma therapy has been a positive experience and one that 

has led to many positive changes in her life. As she remembers her prior faith-based therapy, she 

comments that “we missed so much with the counselors” and having to “pray about it” did not 

give her the answers she was looking for. With her recent trauma therapy: 

She [her therapist] was walking me through every single process telling me what was going on 

telling me exactly what my brain was doing when I do it, you know and just that huge amount 

of exposure to what's actually going on in your head…when these things in these emotions 

arise, like it helped so substantially that I was able to work through it so much easier!  
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Medusa’s breakthrough in therapy happened after her more recent rape, where she was able to let 

go of the burden of responsibility she was carrying. Being taught to bring autonomy and control 

back to the self, and to separate the self from the event, was pivotal for Medusa. The impactful 

words that Medusa heard from her therapist has stayed with her. She was told that:  

what happened to you is not a burden for you to carry, it's not your guilt to carry, and its 

theirs. What they did, they chose that of their own volition to hurt you and that is not your 

fault and it is not your burden to carry. 

 As mentioned above, moving away from a Christian therapy perspective has enabled Medusa’s 

outlook on her future to be extremely positive. Medusa recognises that she was handing over 

control to other parts of her body that she has now reclaimed. For example:  

I quit modeling last month and I feel like so much better about my body 'cause nearing the 

end of my modeling career I was like this sucks! I have anemia like I can't be screwing around 

with missing meals and eating stuff that I need to 'cause I'm gonna pass out, and I was like 

you know what, this isn't worth it anymore you know. I I don't have control over my body 

again! So…you know what… screw it!  I'm going to quit modeling and 'cause it's just like if 

you get a tattoo, you're lessening your value, if you dye your hair, you're lessening your value, 

if you add an extra centimeter on your waistline you lose value. I was like I'm so tired and 

exhausted 'cause I was in modeling as I was going through trauma therapy and she [her 

therapist] was like yeah, you have so much lack of control over yourself and your body, and I 

was like Oh my gosh I'm losing value over anything I do that makes me happy! And so, I quit 

modeling, I have a way better self-reflection of my body and appreciation for my body and 

like appropriate health for my age and height, I've dyed my hair the way that I want to, and it 

makes me happy and I'm getting a new tattoo on the XXX [date] and that makes me happy.  
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Medusa has been told by her three closest friends that she seems happy and glowing, which is 

drastically different to her prior worried self who had a negative self-reflection. Medusa uses a 

more spiritual approach to faith and uses crystals as a way to relieve her stress, trauma, insomnia, 

and anxiety. She will: 

hold the rock and kinda fidget with it and I just like speak to myself like I’m releasing it, I’m 

releasing it, and I'll picture what I think anxiety looks like and I force myself to imagine it 

walking away from me and so it's like I'm distancing myself from it but not disassociating 

from it. 

Since Zelda’s first suicide attempt, she has been doing dialectical behaviour therapy (DBT) and 

in Zelda’s words:  

Its trauma based and so you learn your skills before it and then until you can get to the 

trauma program which is what I'm in now which is the reliving and then desensitizing 

habituating to the situation so that you're not, so that the memories and thoughts aren’t as 

distressing which I recommend but also hate. 

 Zelda believes that DBT is: “a lot of work but I hope speaking out and also helping people in its 

own way can help this system”. In addition, through therapy, Zelda “developed a lot of great 

coping strategies”. Zelda explains how music helped provide grounding and one coping 

mechanism. In addition, connecting with her body through the empowering sports practice of 

Muay Thai and boxing is beneficial:  

because it feels a lot better than anything else and in its own way, the adrenaline of exercise 

does really help… for physical wellness but also mental wellness with what is released 

neurologically…I'm really bad at other sports so try to figure out my middle ground while this 

Covid is happening.  
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Zelda discusses how moving countries was also coping strategy:  

I almost felt more of an uplifting with myself because I was in a different, I was in a whole 

other country or I could focus on making new friends and I don't know not having to deal with 

other stuff from Canada and I guess that's in its own way a coping strategy because even 

though that assault happened in XXXX [country], most of the aftermath happened in Canada 

and so I guess technically moving was a bit of a coping strategy in its own self.  

Zelda also speaks to how sexual violation affected her self-respect. She recalls in her earlier 

childhood and teenage years, having very little self-respect because of being bullied in school 

and becoming socially anxious. After completing high school, Zelda moved countries and: 

all of a sudden I found this self-respect and I was like you know what, I could be kinda cool 

you know and I was able to you know learn how to speak without a stutter and make friends 

without having that worry and from [country X to country Y], I had just I felt that I was 

finally gaining that self-respect that I never did when I was younger and then it went way 

down again after the assault, like I had the brief moment of feeling good about where my 

where my future was projecting towards.  

Post sexual victimization, Zelda had immediate feelings of worthlessness because: 

Of the fact someone would take advantage of such personal parts of me without permission 

without wanting it, it made me feel like I was just some object that could be used and 

discarded whenever and then it's like you're an object that's discarded and used and 

discarded and then afterwards the humiliation and also bullying from that end of or people 

not believing you or people you know it makes just feel like something that was so terrible and 

so scary so traumatizing [pre] it was all your fault and that's why definitely I felt that and I 

still have doubts about that but I'm still trying to build up my self-confidence and I'm still 
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really difficult but um hopefully it'll get there soon. I know that always a difficult time for 

anybody, but I just I know that would be a big setback as well.   

 Zelda’s also speaks to how her work in the fashion industry has greatly contributed to her low 

self-esteem, including how she questions her relationship with herself as it relates to self-esteem 

post assaults. She’s: 

always wanting to grow internally, externally, and being ok with myself, and part of my 

thought is the reason why I haven’t been ok with myself or I can’t do this, or I feel like I’m not 

a good person or not happy with myself, is that because of the assaults or is it because my 

prefrontal cortex hasn’t been fully developed yet?  

The feelings of inadequacy are also reflected throughout her schooling experience, and then go 

on to affect her self-worth, where: 

especially after the assaults, just the way that it really really affected my schooling and and 

my way and just my, I was distracted I couldn't pay attention to anything because of what 

happened, that brought my self-esteem to my intelligence down so much so I just felt like well 

maybe I've just always been stupid , maybe this is this and I would always get, especially 

before I told anybody in my parents didn't know anything they'd be like well why are your 

grades so low like you were really good at this before are you not studying enough or are you 

not doing this enough like and I would be working as hard as I can and even sometimes I get 

professors being like Zelda, when I talk to you like, you aren’t saying, like you always pay 

attention in class and you love to talk in class, and great discussions but why is your test 

score so low? Um, which really really put a damper on my thought of my own personal 

intelligence and ability to do anything and that I know that that was directly affected by the 

assault that happened at the university. 
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4.5 Chapter Summary 

The disparate lived experiences of the participants all have in common the trusted and 

powerful institutions that acted to cause continued harm to them, who trusted and depended on 

them for safety, accountability, and public deterrence. All three participants were within the 

majority of people whose perpetrator was never held to account for their actions after disclosure 

to the police and who remain part of the statistic suggesting their perpetrators were among the 

997 out of 1000 who were never held to account (Rotenberg, 2017). Based on the participant 

interviews, as well as my own history and experience working within the judicial system, the 

barriers are real, they are felt, and they are metabolized by the people who experience them. 

With the number of alleged perpetrators who dramatically outweigh the number of people 

convicted of their crimes (Rotenberg, 2017, p. 5), and with the complexities of police protocol 

using the category of unfounded inconsistently, the handling of sexual assaults is still an ongoing 

challenge. Compounded by the unresponsive legal systems and the judges who uphold them, it is 

exceedingly difficult to reason away the societal message diminishing survivors’ lived 

experiences, while institutionally silencing them with the continued message that they do not 

offer the kinds of truths that systems (and therefore society) want legitimized.  

Attitudes from institutions that uphold patriarchy, misogyny, and gender inequality, are 

dependent on the laws that exist to uphold them, even though those laws are not indicative of 

problem solving within the system. It is evident that sexist and misogynistic attitudes exist within 

systems and are upheld by those systems. This is a disturbing notion given it is statistically men 

who directly benefit and are given systemic support (intentionally or unintentionally) to further 

perpetrate harm on women and is overwhelmingly supported by justice workers such as judges, 

defence and Crown. We see that it is not the victims themselves who have a choice on whether 
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they are deemed victims in the eyes of the law, firstly beginning with the police, then determined 

by the Crown prosecutor and then the judge who is viewed as the ultimate arbitrator of that label 

or identity. Additionally, society’s views on whether the sexual victimization occurred or 

whether she will be believed are left with the victim to deal with. Through participant narratives, 

we see how much damage and harm this has on the participants themselves; we see that barriers 

to reporting and achieving justice exist, and we see that rape myths still show up to do harm. The 

participants also reveal how laws can be used as a systemic and conservative tool to oppress 

women, begging the questions: why does the threshold of sexualized violence against women 

continue to be different than other violent crimes? And how much sexual assault is enough 

before the justice system (including police officers, lawyers, and judges) accepts the realization 

that they are partly to blame for enabling predators?  

The participants show us how the language used around sexual assault is highly 

marginalizing and perpetuates stereotypes of what a victim, survivor and a complainant is. This 

language does not account for the moral category that a sexual assault falls within, which is a 

violent, sexual trauma to one’s personhood, agency, and soul. By referring to sexual assault 

within legal contexts and discourses, it fails to account for the person behind the crime. This 

linguistic terminology contributes to continued harm felt by those persons who have been 

sexually assaulted. We see how the judicial process is designed to keep survivors silent by 

marginalizing and disempowering survivor speech, and that the judicial system perpetuates its 

own dysfunction thereby maintaining status quo, and ensuring it remains self-serving for those 

who have a vested interest in its maintenance.  

The participants remind us that sexual assault is a phenomenon that is not limited in 

where it can happen, and that there is no real safe space because sexual assault is experienced on 
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university campuses, experienced during international travel, and is experienced within the 

safety of one’s home with people they trust. We lastly see that the healing process is full of 

barriers because healing is dependent on things outside of one’s personal control. By no means 

do the three participants’ lived experiences of these phenomenon reflect a totality or all-

encompassing summary of survivor experiences, but all three participants illustrate a degree of 

the gendered nature of sexual assault as a “principle of social organization and control” (Craig, 

2018, p. 9), and a hierarchical system of female inferiority and subjugation. It is no wonder that 

survivors blame themselves for their own victimization and feel shame given they believe to 

some degree they must have contributed to its manifestation, even though this is not truth.  

Chapter 5: Answering the Research Questions, Recommendations, & Conclusion 

We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them. 

― Albert Einstein 

 

So what’s next? You heal, you grow, and you help others. 

-Participant Medusa [@kappa.medusa]. (2020, September). [Instagram]. 

5.1 Answering the Research Questions 

Taking a phenomenological approach to answering my research questions began with the 

acknowledgment that there is a “need to understand a phenomenon from the point of view of the 

lived experience in order to be able to discover the meaning of it” (Englander, 2012, p. 16). I 

have taken this approach to answer my three research questions: What are the lived experiences 

of the costs of being sexually victimized? What are the lived experiences of the costs of 

disclosing? What are the lived experiences of the costs in going through the judicial process?  



THE COSTS OF SEXUAL VICTIMIZATION 133 

For many sexual assault survivors including the participants, they look to the judicial 

system for protection, public deterrence, and justice but find they are powerless in a system 

which continues their victimization. The participants in this study have offered an in depth look 

at what the felt costs are in being sexually victimized, disclosing, and navigating through the 

judicial process. The lived experiences of the costs of these three phenomena are interrelated and 

have a compounding effect on how the participants make meaning out of their lived experiences. 

The costs are not in isolation of each other, and affect each of the participant in similar but 

disparate ways given the social, political, educational, and religious perspective that they were 

experienced in. All three participants experienced financial costs, physical costs, psychological 

costs, and social costs (as illustrated in the visual diagram above).  The costs are all-

encompassing to participant lives, and do not end just because the sexual violation has ended. 

Literature, academics, and the participants all point out that there are no real legal solutions to 

the social problems as shown via participant lived experiences of the social phenomena of sexual 

assault, disclosure and navigating through the judicial process. The participants all point out the 

disjuncture between what they sought by entering the judicial process (which was some form of 

justice and perpetrator accountability), and how the judicial process did further harm to them.  

With that in mind, I will move the discussion to recommendations. These 

recommendations are more than intuitive, they are easily actionable, and even if fully realized, 

much effort is still needed to eradicate sexualized violence and affect change. Policy makers, 

judges, lawyers, educators, and scholars have a duty to arrive at and to effectively communicate 

the message that sexual victimization will not be tolerated at any level or in any way. When 

strong messages are sent against harming women at these levels, the messages trickle down and 
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become embedded into the collective narrative and direct social norms and behaviors that 

develop into communities and larger society, validating survivor speech and affecting change.  

5.2 Recommendations 

 This thesis arrives at recommendations with the awareness that change within systems is 

slow. Progress might make one step forward and that step might be a small victory, but 

progress also might continue to slip backwards. Every time a survivor shares her story and is 

met with disbelief, pushes progress backwards. Every moment that a survivor suffers not 

having access or resources to heal from trauma, pushes progress backwards. Every time the 

social eye protects perpetrators by disbelieving survivors, pushes progress back. Every case 

that is adjudicated with false beliefs of how a survivor might act after her victimization or the 

false application of sexual assault laws, both of which happen currently, push progress 

backwards. Below are general recommendations for good practice based on participant’s 

lived experiences: 

• Believe survivors when they disclose victimization and offer validation and support as an 

ongoing practice. When a survivor trusts you with their lived experience, practice 

empathy, compassion and integrity, knowing you are in a position to exploit their 

vulnerabilities. 

• Alleviate victim financial hardship by offering continued support through the healing 

process. Included in this support is educating survivors on options for receiving financial 

compensation for being a victim of crime. All three participants did not receive any 

financial compensation and all three participants bear the burden to pay for their 

victimization. 
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• Include victims in discussions regarding policy, best practice and education as they are 

the actors most affected. 

• Expand efforts in education to include other actors within the judicial system  

such as police, Crown, defence, court staff, and law students. When the public sees 

changing attitudes handed down through verdicts favourable to supporting survivor 

truths, society’s attitudes will follow. 

• Utilize trauma-informed and survivor-centric language and delivery methods during 

every step in the judicial process. Shaming, blaming, and silencing survivors is not a 

practice that should be tolerated by any member of the judiciary, however as we have 

seen through survivor speech, it continues to happen. 

• Implement mandatory judicial involvement with victim support and advocacy groups 

such as CCASA 

• Ensure publicly accessible judicial rulings so that judges are held to account for their 

decisions 

• Review committees on every sexual assault adjudication. Until judges show they are 

competent having met their responsibilities of upholding justice, showing impartiality, 

showing public deterrence, and maintaining security for all citizens under the Canadian 

Charter of Rights and Freedoms equality rights and legal rights (Legislative Services 

Branch, 2020), they should account for each decision, and not be allowed to exist above 

the fray as they currently are (Foley, 2019) .   

There are many efforts to advance issues surrounding sexual violence, and there are theoretical 

solutions to practical dilemmas surrounding sexual assault laws and their applications. However, 

my belief is that until there is actual judicial accountability and outcomes in favor of survivor 
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speech and survivor truth, there will remain gender hierarchies, false beliefs about women’s 

sexuality, and there will remain a staggering number of women who are sexually violated, as it 

has historically been recorded. Next, I will discuss judicial accountability and its impact on 

sexual assault victims, perpetrators, and society at large. 

5.2.1 Judicial Accountability 

The participants in this study have been sexually violated and chose to enter into the 

judicial process for perpetrator accountability and justice but found further victimization as well 

as an unfavourable judicial outcome. There is clear messaging behind unfavourable judicial 

outcomes that have led to further harms experienced by the participants. It would seem that it is 

easier to change legislation and make changes to the law than it is to change antiquated thinking, 

sexist attitudes and stereotypes in our Canadian social culture, including the legal practice of 

lawyers and judges as seen through participant narratives and as supported historically in 

literature. I believe that holding judges to account for their decisions and their contributions in 

relying on rape myths and stereotypes to inform adjudication, along with specialized training on 

sexual assault laws will help to lessen the occurrence of judicial misapplication. Achieving 

equality for women within the courtroom will not be attained until rape myths and stereotypes 

are removed from the thoughts and minds of those who adjudicate and try sexual assault cases, 

(L’Heureux-Dube, as cited in Sheehy, 2012, p. 3).  Using trauma informed practices and victim 

centred approaches at achieving justice, and extensive, mandatory training practices by all actors 

in the judicial process should become standard practice when trying sexual assault cases. 

Knowing and understanding that sexual assault is a gendered crime of violence against women is 

a necessary starting point for the possibility that changing attitudes could lead to changing rates 

of reporting, ultimately changing conviction rates and restoring faith in the criminal justice 
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system. The participants have shown us that there are still police who blame and shame survivors 

and there are still judges who misapply rape laws in favor of perpetrators. 

Not only is it important for the judiciary to have up to date legal training on sexual 

assault cases, but they should also have trauma informed practice training, an understanding 

from a survivor-centric perspective, and training on the brain’s neurobiology response to trauma. 

This would offer judges the ability to frame victim responses within the context of the 

complicated reactions victims demonstrate while giving evidence in court. All of this training 

should be employed using best practice standards which lessen or eliminate continued harms 

victims experience as they endure the judicial process. In addition, understanding where trauma 

fits within the context of gender socialization, needs to be explored. Because rape myths are 

premised on false ideas of women’s sexuality and inaccurate beliefs about sexual violence, how 

a victim responds to these needs to be understood within the contextual lens of patriarchy and 

law as a gendered process. Biases and myths about women and sexual assault have been 

informally entrenched in the administration of the law, and research provides evidence that 

negative attitudes and beliefs about sexual assault complainants often overshadow the facts of 

the case, resulting in decision making that is not impartial, gender-neutral nor objective  

(Naffine, 1990), as we saw with Emili’s disclosure experience.  

While this thesis explores three participant cases of reporting their sexualized assaults, it 

is important to recognize how underreporting at high levels affects society, beyond harming the 

victim, because it “constitutes a threat to social understandings of our society as governed by the 

rule of law” (Craig, 2018, p. 21) where the sexually violent behaviours are isolated, personalized 

incidents and not a gendered, common societal phenomenon. This leaves survivors in a 

predicament because not only do they feel the intrinsic need to come forward to protect society, 
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just as the participants in this study did, if they go through with that need, they are vulnerable to 

further self-harm by engaging in a system not set up to meet or protect their needs, thus 

contributing to the cycle of societal dysfunction, again as experienced by the participants who 

endure social persecution, defamation and societal disbelief. As a reminder, it is estimated that 

only one in twenty (5%) sexual assaults are ever reported to police (Rotenberg, 2017). With 

unrepresented numbers of reporting and low conviction rates, citizens can draw an inference 

which suggests that our society is safe, when in fact it is not. Furthermore, if society does not 

know the level of unjust judicial outcomes based on rape myths and stereotypes, and judges are 

not required to remedy this, then the judicial system can continue to perpetuate and maintain the 

status quo of portraying the façade that sexual assault is not a real problem.  

As mentioned above, this supports the practice of judicial case review and judicial case 

publication, including as some high-profile cases such as R v Wagar, heard by Justice Camp, or 

R v Al-Rawi, R v Schmaltz and R v Adepoju (Craig, 2018, pp. 39-40). Without publication of 

cases such as these, there would be less of a spotlight on unfair courtroom practices which 

ultimately demonstrate the need for more judicial education. Studies show that the more an 

offender is brought to justice, the less the occurrence of that crime, suggesting that the increasing 

frequency an offender is caught and convicted, the shorter their criminal career is (Rotenberg, 

2017). As we have seen through the three participants, when there is little perpetrator 

accountability or deterrence, there is a repeated cycle of sexual assault, leading to victim self-

blame, self-shame, fear of disbelief, non-reporting, barriers in justice, loss of faith in the justice 

system, and ultimately more perpetrator victimization. Having more victimization means more 

financial burden to victims but is also a compounded social, physical, and psychological burden 

that cannot be measured quantitatively. Presenting the data using stories helps communicate 
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emotions, feelings, and survivor responses, showcasing the challenges that survivors face 

(Patton, 2015, p. 108) and the burdens they live with on a daily basis. We all share this burden 

knowing that these victimized women are our mothers, sisters, daughters, and friends. These 

women make up a large number of societies as do the number of people who are affected based 

on their proximity to the survivors themselves. Survivors require support, which is support that is 

personally paid for by the victims of sexualized crime. What society may fail to realize is that 

without deterrence, perpetrators have no reason to stop committing the act of sexual assault. 

With a reminder of the staggering low number of cases that make it to the level of being heard in 

court, which is an estimated 6678 people out of an estimated 636,000 reports to police in Canada 

as of 2017 (Rotenberg, 2017) , the cases that do reach the courts, must be conducted in 

accordance with judicial fairness, free from bias.  

Criminal law not only reflects society’s perceptions of morality, it also shapes society’s 

beliefs (Kobly, 1992, p. 1017), and until rape myths and stereotypes are removed from the 

thoughts and minds of those who adjudicate and try sexual assault cases, women will not trust a 

system that fails to respect their dignity and continues their victimization. The expectation is that 

judicial accountability through education and training, promotes the values that underlie 

Canada’s Charter of Rights by showing all members of society equal and fair treatment as well 

as dignity and respect. Judicial education meets the needs of victims such as the participants in 

this study, as well as society by enabling judges to acquire the most up to date developments in 

sexual assault laws and trauma informed practices by delivering judgments which are free from 

bias and influence. The justice gaps based on the misapplication and misunderstanding of sexual 

assault laws can begin to close by mandatory judicial sexual assault training on understanding 

how trauma affects the neurobiology of the brain, and by eliminating the myths that directly 
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speak to the credibility of the complainant based on their trauma responses. In addition, using 

trauma-informed practices within the criminal justice system is another way to minimize 

complainant trauma which is a necessary step towards narrowing justice gaps. Having judges 

who know more, can eliminate courtroom practices that lead to unjust outcomes for sexual 

assault complainants and allow for a fuller realization of practicing impartiality and fairness for 

all the actors involved in a criminal trial. Victims deserve justice and to feel valued in a process 

which promotes the protection of every citizen. Not only is it necessary for victims to feel 

validated and heard, it should be a legal requirement given that the message received by victims 

has been (and continues to be) to the contrary. Victims expect better, Canadians expect better, 

and judges can do better, therefore, it should be mandatory that they do. 

5.2.2 The Missed Opportunity 

Each participant spoke to the missed opportunities of education within systems that still 

hold and perpetuate rape myths and stereotypes, and each participant was clear in what they 

thought might make these systems better: teach the male sex not to rape, teach what consent 

actually means, and teach a dismantling of rape myths and stereotypes. As Zelda put it: “when 

you take sex Ed in school, they say you know, protect yourself. They don't say don't rape people. 

And it's always put back to that all the time…I really just think that an increase in sexual health 

and awareness would really help a lot”. The consensus was that the responsibility is not only on 

women not to get raped, it is up to males not to rape. It is not up to women to solely bare 

responsibility for her safety, it is up to society to maintain a safe environment so that living in 

fear of a potential sexual assault is eradicated. The missed opportunity society and systems have 

from deterring males to commit sexual assault means a failure to act on the opportunity to 

address and denounce these acts, thereby enabling survivor injustices to continue, contributing to 
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the loss of faith felt by survivors towards pursuing justice. If a male believes he is able to get 

away with assaulting females, then every system has failed both the perpetrator and the victim. 

This means that males need to not commit sexual assault, or there needs to be deterrence from 

continuing such behaviour.  

We have read through participant interviews suggesting that socializing boys is a gap in 

education within school systems, within church systems, and within the judicial system. As 

childhood sexual assault researcher Peter Silverstone points out “there isn’t such a thing as too 

early” (Gregory, 2016), so teaching children about sexualized violence, sexuality, consent, body 

parts, appropriate behaviours, and boundaries greatly helps both educator (teachers, parents, 

religious leaders) and the child to feel empowered to say “no” and to report abuse (Little 

Warriors, 2019). For the participants, having a fear of men is founded in their lived experience of 

the violence perpetrated upon them by males. One area of study that stood out to me through 

participant interviews concerns each of their subsequent revictimizations and the conceptual 

ways society views revictimization. Because I see prevention as the best treatment for 

eradicating sexual assault, education, socialization, accountability (perpetrator and systems), and 

deterrence, must be practiced. 

5.3 Conclusion 

We have learned from the participants that the implications of sexual assault are all 

encompassing to their lives. We know that there are countless others who experience 

victimization but never voice it. We know that hearing an acknowledgement of truth is crucial to 

victim healing, as is accountability because it sends a message to society that it is not okay for 

women to suffer at the hands of men. Hearing survivor voices and survivor truth is crucial to not 

only survivor health, but also to rid society’s disillusioned perspective that women don’t matter 
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and that their truth has no meaning. Hearing an apology as one form of consequence, admitting 

guilt or owning up in some way, goes a long way for survivor healing and perpetrator 

rehabilitation.  

Women also need to stand up to support other women and not contribute to the silencing 

and shame that survivors already feel. We have first person, lived-experience knowledge from 

participants who have all experienced community denialism, disavowment, collective silencing, 

perpetual defamation of their characters, not to mention the public shaming, rumors, and ongoing 

oppression of other women. When a survivor struggles to make sense of her new reality living 

inside a body that was used against her to violate her, and then has to face outside public 

scrutiny, it’s easy to forget who you are. When your faith in the judicial system is shattered 

within a courtroom hearing the found not guilty verdict for the perpetrator and then that verdict is 

communicated to community members who interpret its meaning that the complainant must be 

lying, all sense of self diminishes. When the triggers of your sexual assault haunt you day after 

day and you are left wondering how you became powerless, speechless, silenced, and ignored to 

the community you trusted your trauma with, your self-worth and your self-empowerment 

disappear. These oppressive practices must end at a personal level and at a systems level 

(education, justice, cultural, religious). I empathize with the participants in this study and can 

understand their stories viscerally. As a result, the message comes from an embodied 

appreciation and an acknowledgment of the measures that must take place to affect lasting 

change for survivors. 

 

The message must be the same: sexual violence against women will not be tolerated and 

we will no longer turn a blind eye to the realities that sexual violence happens, even to people 
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that you don’t want to believe it happened to. Believe survivors! This message is especially 

important now given the hidden shadow pandemic which is happening within the COVID-19 

pandemic where violence is intensified for women and girls and resources are more difficult to 

access (The Shadow Pandemic, n.d.), even though police-reported statistics do not reflect the 

societal impacts resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic (Moreau et al., 2020). The participants 

remind us of the deep gender inequalities and the systemic silencing that takes place almost 

immediately after victimization. The horrifying, heartbreaking, and savage realities that victims 

of sexual violence endure must be met with actual solutions so that survivor-centric outcomes are 

realized. These outcomes include public deterrence, actual access to justice, access to services 

including healthcare that support survivor healing, and legal reforms that reflect any and all 

attempts to diminish the human rights that survivors are entitled to but are often denied, while 

they are given to perpetrators throughout the judicial process. 

To conclude, how does humanizing the phenomenon of sexual victimization, disclosure 

and navigating the judicial process, affect change? The answer is, I don’t know that it does. I 

began the journey of obtaining a master’s in justice in part to find a deeper understanding of the 

institutionalized systems that perpetuate the suffering of others to frame my own place within 

them. Ever since I have discussed the topic of this thesis, I have heard many disclosures from 

people who have all shared similar lived experiences. My own perceptions of these phenomena 

have been shaped by hearing the stories of others, by conducting research and writing this thesis, 

thus highlighting the power and influence of using interpretive phenomenology as a research 

methodology. I have found that no matter the circumstances surrounding a person’s 

victimization, the survivors share common trauma reactions which shape how they show up 

within the world. I have found that there remain segments of society that reject any and all lived 
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experiences which threaten their safety by hearing the “silenced knowings” of others, and I have 

found that this rejection of their truth is hugely impactful to survivor healing. 

As mentioned earlier, this work continues within a long history of academic, legal, and 

philosophical study aimed at bringing about change, and while we see some change happen, we 

also do not see significant changes as statistics suggest. What this study has brought me is the 

awareness that unless there are significant and drastic changes in the systems that perpetuate 

systemic injustice, then we will continue to see sexual violence perpetrated on women by men. 

By revealing the realities of survivor truths, I do believe if systems have integrity or operate with 

a moral and ethical set of values aimed at protecting every individual’s right to live a well-

intentioned life, those systems will realize that women comprise at least half of these systems 

and will want to make that change. To raise the collective conscious and end the collective 

silence on matters that affect us all, and to reject oppressive practices both in systems as well as 

in society, raises every individual to a standard historically only felt by men. This standard needs 

to change to include women so their power and their voice is undiminished and representing 

them through survivor speech is one way to achieve this.  Everyone has a role to play in ending 

gender-based violence, and everyone is invited to play their role and engage in a collective act of 

responsiveness in ending gender-based violence.  
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Appendix A 
Invitation to Participate 

Invitation to Participate in the Study: Lived Experiences of the Costs of Sexual 
Victimization, Disclosure and the Judicial Process 

 
Sexual assault survivors are often left out of conversations when it comes to understanding the 
costs involved for a survivor to disclose a sexual assault.  We can learn a lot from people who 
have had these experiences and are willing to speak about them. Listening, acknowledging, and 
validating survivor experiences are one way to have their voices represented in literature so that 
shaping future judicial practices and societal responses can be done with an informed 
perspective.  This means that you, the survivor, can be part of a change to the complex social and 
justice issue facing an overwhelming number of individuals. With that, let me introduce myself!  
 
I am a Graduate Student at Royal Roads University in the Master of Arts in Justice Studies and 
my name is Hiyat Mitchell. The purpose of this research is to find out what costs (if any) are 
involved when a survivor experiences and discloses sexual victimization. I have passion about 
this topic as a trauma survivor, and I am committed to advocating for other survivors through 
this research study.  
 
You are invited to participate in this research project which explores the lived experiences of 
individuals who are living with the costs of sexual victimization, disclosure and navigating 
through the judicial process. Your contribution and participation will provide information from a 
first-hand perspective of having lived experience. Your information is so valuable in so many 
ways and you will be contributing to a body of knowledge largely unrepresented in scholarly 
literature. Contribute to this body of knowledge helps inform academics who study the costs of 
sexual victimization and contributes to the cause of eliminating societal stereotypes and biases, 
which ultimately works towards social change. 
 
Your participation would include a 45-90-minute telephone interview and a second conversation 
to ensure accuracy of the data collected. The interview questions are designed to generate 
answers about your lived experience of the costs (financial, physical, social and psychological) 
and what those costs mean to your life. At no time will I ask questions about your actual 
victimization, nor will I ask for the names of those associated with it. I also will not ask you any 
legal questions or for any outcomes of any legal proceedings associated with your case.  
 
Participating in this study may cause harm to you because the questions are personal and highly 
sensitive. The questions will require you to think about experiences that have caused you harm. 
If you feel unsafe, uncomfortable or vulnerable at any point in the interview, you do not have to 
answer the question, you may take a break, or you may wish to not complete the interview. I 
want you to know that this interview is completely voluntary and in no way do I intend in 
causing undue harm to you, so I will do everything I can to ensure you feel safe in a space where 
you can explore these questions. 
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Any and all information collected will remain confidential and anonymous. Information used in 
this study will not have any identifying attributes and any quotes which are used will not be 
associated with any personal information. While your experiences, ideas, and opinions will be 
used in the thesis report, at no point will personally identifiable information such as your name 
or location be revealed. 
 
Thank you for your willingness to be open about sharing your lived experience and thank you for 
your time and consideration and time in participating in this study. I hope to give you a voice to 
represent and ensure survivors are heard, validated and not silenced.  
 
Hiyat A. Mitchell, B.A., BEd, & MAJS (candidate) 
 
Phone: (XXX-XXX-XXXX) 
E-mail: XXXXXXXXXXX 
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Appendix B 
Consent Form 

Participant Consent Form 
 
Sexual assault survivors are often left out of conversations when it comes to understanding the 
costs involved for a survivor to disclose a sexual assault.  We can learn a lot from people who 
have had these experiences and are willing to speak about them. Listening, acknowledging, and 
validating survivor experiences are one way to have their voices represented in literature so that 
shaping future judicial practices and societal responses can be done with an informed 
perspective.  This means that you, the survivor, can be part of a change to the complex social and 
justice issue facing an overwhelming number of individuals. With that, let me introduce myself!  
 
I am a Graduate Student at Royal Roads University in the Master of Arts in Justice Studies and 
my name is Hiyat Mitchell. You are invited to participate in my research project of uncovering 
the costs of sexual victimization, disclosure and going through the judicial process.  The purpose 
of this research is to find out what costs (if any) are involved when a survivor experiences and 
discloses sexual victimization.   
 
Your participation will consist of answering semi-structured, unstructured and open-ended 
questions for approximately 45 to 90 minutes regarding the costs you may have endured post 
sexual assault and disclosure.  The research results will be communicated via my thesis, which 
will be published upon successful completion and defence by the Royal Roads University 
Library and a copy will be sent to ProQuest, for access beyond Royal Roads University. My 
hope is that the knowledge gained will contribute to trauma informed judicial practices so that 
secondary traumas are lessened during the judicial process as well as a societal shift in beliefs 
and attitudes towards those who experience sexual assault and choose to disclose.   
 
While your experiences, ideas, and opinions will be used in the thesis report, at no point will 
personally identifiable information such as your name or location be revealed. I will not use any 
identifying information when referring to you and will refer to you by a pseudonym. I may use 
direct quotes, dialogue that reflects your language or stories through narratives of your lived 
experience. All documentation will be archived in a secured database which will be password 
secured. The field notes will be kept strictly confidential and stored within a safe with a lock 
code that I will only know about. 
 
Your participation is completely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you will be free to 
withdraw at any time, in which case any data collected from you will be removed from the 
project database and destroyed. If you do decide to withdraw after the results of this study have 
been published, the data collected from you will no longer be able to be removed from 
publications.  If you choose not to participate in this research project, this information will also 
be maintained in confidence.  You may wish to withdraw your consent and are able to do so at 
any time in the process without consequence, until which time my thesis is published, whereupon 
it will be too late to withdraw your consent. However as mentioned above, I will continue the 
practice of process consent up until this point. 
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These questions are about the costs of sexual victimization, disclosing and navigating through 
the judicial system. I define the costs as those felt impacts to your financial, physical, social and 
psychological health.  You will not be asked any questions about your sexual victimization, or 
the legal proceedings you were involved in. I also will not ask for the names of anyone 
associated with your sexual victimization or legal proceedings. There is a possibility that 
answering these questions may be trauma inducing for you.  If you choose to complete the 
interview, if at any point you need a debriefing session, there will be services available to you 
such as the 24-hour help line in your city.  In addition, after the interview, you will have a 
debriefing session and be given community resources and phone numbers should you need them. 
 
This research has approval by the Royal Roads University Ethics Board.  You may verify the 
authenticity of this project or if you have any questions regarding your rights as a research 
participant, please contact the Office of the Research Ethics at ethicalreview@royalroads.ca. 
You may also contact my theses supervisor, Dr. Patricia Miller who can be reached at 
Patricia.2miller@royalroads.ca  or my Program Head for the Masters of Justice Program, Dr. 
Michael Young at Michael.young@royalroads.ca.If you have any questions about this project, I 
will be pleased to answer those questions before proceeding with the interview. 
 
By signing this letter, you are indicating your agreement to participate in this project, and by 
completing the interview, you are indicating your agreement that the information collected on the 
survey may be used for this project.  In doing so, you are not waiving any legal rights. If you are 
unable to sign a physical copy of this consent form, I can email it to you and you can give 
consent by typing your name and the date on the return email, as this is personal and specific to 
you, which will serve as proof of consent. 
 
Name: (Please Print): ___________________________________________________________ 
 
Signed:_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Date:_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
In order to collect information efficiently, I will be making field notes, and will be digitally audio 
recording the interviews for this research.  You have the option of verifying that the information 
given by you is how you intended it to be.  For this reason, you have the choice to verify this 
audio recording before I share the summary in my thesis. You may choose not to verify the audio 
recording as well. By signing below, you are indicating your agreement to have your interview 
responses audio recorded. 
 
Name:_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Signed:_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Date:_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C 
Resources & Support Information  

Counselling Resources for Adults in Calgary 
 
 
24-hour crisis line: 403-237-5888 or toll-free 1-877-237-5888 
-24-hour information and support. 
-Short term counseling (ages 12+). 
-Long term sexual abuse counselling for individuals, families or couples. 
 
 
24-hour crisis line: 403-266-HELP (4357) 
-24-hour Information and support 
-Access to free counseling services for individuals, groups and families. 
 
Eastside Family Counseling Centre 
24-hour crisis line: 403-269-9699 
Telephone: 403-299-9696 
Address: 255, 495 36 St. N.E., Northgate Mall 
-No fee - immediate walk-in counseling for youth, individuals and families. 
-Monday to Thursday 11 a.m. - 7 p.m., Friday 11 a.m. - 6 p.m. and Saturday 11 a.m. - 
2 p.m. 
 
Calgary Immigrant Women’s Association 
Telephone: 403-263-4414 
-Professional, culturally sensitive counselling for immigrant women and their families 
who are experiencing transition challenges, relationship problems, abuse and trauma. 
 
Calgary Sexual Assault Response Team (CSART) 
Telephone: 403-955-6011 
Address: Sheldon M. Chumir Health Centre, 1213 4th Street SW (24-hour service) 
-Specialized doctors and nurses provide comprehensive care to individuals who have 
experienced sexual assault (rape) or abuse within the past 72 hours. 
-Clients may choose what services they wish to receive. 
 
Sexual and Reproductive Health Clinical Services - Family Planning 
Services 
Telephone: 403-228-7430 (Monday to Friday, 8 a.m. - 4:30 p.m.) 
-These confidential clinics offer STD testing, treatment, emergency contraception 
and support. 
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Calgary Sexual Health Centre 
Telephone: 403-283-5580 
Address: 304, 301 14 St. N.W. 
-Information, support and referrals by telephone to individuals who prefer to call or 
who are unable to access our services in person. Counselling and education services 
available 
 
Calgary Communities Against Sexual Abuse (CCASA) 
Telephone: 403-237-5888 or toll-free 1-877-237-5888 
-The Police and Court Education and Support (P.A.C.E.S.) Program provides 
specialized information, education, and court support. 

Family Violence Info Line 

Telephone: 310-1818  

-get help anonymously  

-multilingual services available (more than 170 languages available 

-available 24 hours 

-Indigenous services available 

AASAS (Alberta Sexual Assault Services) 

Telephone:  1-866-403-8000  

Email: through the AASAS website at aasas.ca. 

-talk/text line for survivors in remote rural areas of Alberta 
 


