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Learning from Women with Lived Experience
Sexual violence can be experienced at any age and stage of a woman’s life, from her youngest
to her oldest years. A common misconception about sexual assault is that the impact or trauma
is worse if the violation resulted in physical injury or involved forced intercourse (rape).
In fact, survivors of sexual violence share that many contexts – not just the physical details
of the violent act itself – shape the impacts of sexual violence, and a victim’s attempts to
reach support.
Contexts that challenge or exacerbate a survivor’s experiences can include:
 the relationship she had with the offender (for example, if he was a person she had an
ongoing, trusting relationship with);
 whether the sexual violation went on for a period of time (for example, as in many cases
of childhood sexual abuse or incest);
 if the offender implied that the victim was responsible for the assault (for example, by
saying she did something to compel him to assault her, or didn’t do enough to stop him);
 or if she was believed when she disclosed what happened to another person.
Other important contexts that impact a survivor’s experience of sexual violation include her
social location: for example, if she is a young woman (as opposed to an adult), she may
experience more complex barriers to confidentiality when she shares her story with others. If
she is an Aboriginal woman she may face or fear systemic biases that impact Aboriginal
women’s experiences with criminal justice systems, and in raising awareness about violence
against Aboriginal women as a serious problem in Canada. If she is a woman from a faithbased community, she may face particular stigma associated with faith or community
expectations of women and girls’ sexuality (which inevitably impact community understandings
of sexual violation). These are but a few examples.
Listening to women with lived experience is one way to learn about the ways women are
variably impacted by sexual violation. Listening to women with lived experience also helps us to
consider the ways that women cope with sexual violation —that is, what supports, activities or
comforts helped them to survive the most challenging parts of their experience. For these
reasons, The Learning Network worked in collaboration with Carol, Deborah, Janis, Megan and
Michelle, who shared their stories as survivors of sexual violence. Janis, Deborah, Michelle,
Carol and Megan’s stories illuminate how different women experience sexual violence differently
—and how their experiences with systems meant to support victims have differed as well.
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