ENGAGING WITH VICTIMS & SURVIVORS
& TALKING ABOUT CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE

Guidance for academic research and creative arts projects

Child sexual abuse is widely recognised as a sensitive topic that can be challenging
to talk about openly and safely. This has meant that child sexual abuse has been a
taboo in many social spaces, leaving victims and survivors feeling silenced and
institutions unable to develop effective policies to protect children and take care of
people who have been impacted.

It is important to engage with the topic of child sexual abuse and find ways of
making it easier to discuss because:
e sexual abuse could happen to a child close to any of us
e jtis more common than many people think
child sexual abuse does enormous harm
everyone is responsible for keeping children safe
e prevention is possible

Finding ways to engage the public in conversations and share information about
child sexual abuse can enhance child safety and help victims and survivors feel
seen and heard. The participation of people with lived experience of child sexual
abuse is key to increasing public awareness, as their stories are an effective way of
engaging the public. Victims and survivors need to be supported and treated with
dignity in sharing their experiences.

This document outlines key principles to assist with the development of ethical,
sensitive and trauma informed approaches to working with victims and survivors on
academic research and creative arts projects.

It also offers principles to guide the creation of compelling stories that honour the
experiences of victims and survivors and ensure safe audience engagement.



1. Principles for ethical collaboration and co-
production with victims and survivors

ITIS NOT ‘TOO DIFFICULT’

Some professionals worry about
‘opening a can of worms’ when talking
about child sexual abuse and so avoid
the topic out of concern. While care
and sensitivity are vital, victims and
survivors do not need to be
overprotected when talking about
child sexual abuse. In many ways, their
experiences make them uniquely
skilled to do so.

TRAUMA INFORMED
ENGAGEMENT

Being trauma informed is an approach
to engaging with people that
recognises that traumatic injury can
have ongoing impacts. Atrauma
informed approach aims to create a
safe environment and establish trust,
while offering choice and respecting
diversity. What this means in practice
depends on the context.

For academic research and creative
arts projects, trauma informed
engagement includes offering victims
and survivors choice and control over
their involvement wherever possible,
and being clear about when they may
not have choice or control. All people
interacting with victims and survivors
should do so through a trauma
informed lens. This includes support
staff and contractors, even if their
engagement may be brief or indirect.

Trauma informed engagement
includes project teams being
transparent with collaborators and
participants. It includes offering
people opportunities to contribute in
ways that work best for them, taking
into account physical, emotional and
relational safety. It also includes
making clear to victims and survivors
how they can withdraw their
participation from a project should
they wish to do so, and any limits there
may be on withdrawing.

Things that may seem small or trivial
can matter greatly. Caring for victims
and survivors means ensuring they are
physically comfortable (e.g. suitable
seats during interviews or when
filming) and feel psychologically safe
(e.g. by cultivating a relationship in
which they feel safe and empowered to
say they do not wish to answer a
question or talk about something
specific). Other seemingly small things
like providing food and refreshments
and supporting travel arrangements
are also important.

For some victims and survivors,
establishing trust may be difficult and
even elusive. For most victims, it was a
“trusted” person who abused them.
Researchers and creatives should not
be despondent about this. Continue to
deliver on the promise of trust by giving
victims and survivors reasons to feel
confident in the work being undertaken
together.



Remember to also care for yourself.
This work can be impactful, and
academics and creatives need to be
mindful of their own trauma and
vulnerabilities, and have strategies in
place to mitigate negative impacts.

CLEARLY DEFINED AND
AUTHENTIC PARTICIPATION

Co-production and co-design have
become buzzwords in public
engagement. They are underpinned by
an ethos of civic participation linked to
social justice outcomes for
marginalised groups. It is important to
clarify early the type of participation
being offered to victims and survivors.
This should be clearly negotiated at
the outset.

Be realistic about what type of
collaboration is possible. This work
takes considerable time to do well. Itis
better to promise less and over deliver
than to fall into a mutually created
fantasy of idealised co-production that
can erase previous harms. Itis
important to recognise that there are
risks of harms in having overly
ambitious plans.

If the victim/survivor participating in a
project is publicly identified, and if this
is new for them, the implications of
public disclosure should be discussed
at an early stage. It is important for
people to know what they share may
be seen by friends, family, colleagues,
and perpetrators.

People who have not previously shared
their story publicly should also
understand that once itis in the public
domain, it can be used in ways over
which they have no control (e.g. a
quote in the news or a social media

post). Recognise too, that for some
people, it is possible that public
disclosures may place them at risk, for
example, retaliation by offenders or
those supporting an offender.

RECOGNITION OF OTHER SKILLS
AND QUALITIES

While lived experience expertise may
be the core reason that people engage
with a project, it is vital not to view a
person only through the lens of their
lived experience of trauma. It is
important when engaging with victims
and survivors to find out about,
recognise and, if appropriate, utilise
their individual skills, knowledge and
qualities. This offers the potential to
enhance project outcomes, and it will
protect against victims and survivors
feeling like they are siloed in only one,
victim-based identity.

RECOGNISING THE GENEROSITY
OF VICTIMS AND SURVIVORS

A key reason victims and survivors
engage in creative and academic
research projects is to make a positive
difference to the world, and to have
their voices heard. The process of how
experiences are shared, gathered and,
critically, used in the project are
crucial for ethical engagement. For
substantial or ongoing input, payment
should be made/offered for lived
experience contributions. The civic
generosity of victims and survivors
sharing their painful and private
experiences to show solidarity with
others and to prevent future harm to
children, must be recognised,



remunerated, acknowledged and
celebrated.

CREATIVE APPROACHES

Victims and survivors often describe
trauma as a deadening experience that
stifles their capacity for joy. Creative
approaches to engaging with child
sexual abuse can be a vital antidote to
the darkness of this type of harm.
Creativity enables reverie and beauty
to emerge from the wake of the ugly
realities of child sexual abuse and so
can engage survivors and audiences
alike in new forms of expression
around this subject.

BEFORE RESEARCH AND
CREATIVE COLLABORATION

Prior to commencing work on a

project, it is important to engage with
people who may participate or
collaborate so that genuine
relationship building can begin.
Researchers and people in the creative
industries should be clear at the outset
about the parameters of the project,
and what is being asked and offered.

Projects should be designed with a
commitment to dialogue, exchange,
and mutual benefit to avoid extractive
approaches where victims and
survivors are ‘mined’ for their

trauma. Planning should include
attention to processes that retain
participants' sense of ownership and
authorship of their story and how they
choose to share their experiences.

A document should be developed that
contains a set of expectations for the
research or creative process and the
collaborators and participants. It

should clearly set out the project aims,
steps to achieving aims, specifics of
victim/survivor involvement, and their
rights from the project outset to its
final completion. The document
should also outline how the outcome
of the project will be used, including
potential future use.

Many people would like to see the final
piece prior to it being made public.
This should be discussed in advance
and an agreement or plan made. Also
be mindful that some victims and
survivors may not want to see the
project outcome.

DURING RESEARCH AND
CREATIVE COLLABORATION

Keep schedules flexible and build in
time for contingencies. Creating a
shared commitment to ethical
engagement is vital and having the
right people involved at all stages is
critical. Allteam members and
support staff or crew should be skilled,
calm, kind and empathetic. Where
possible, include people with lived
experience as collaborators. The
motto, ‘nothing about us without us’is
a useful guide when building teams.

Creating an environment in which
victims and survivors feel comfortable
requires a welcoming physical space,
regular breaks and opportunities for
people to assert their needs. Provide
victims and survivors with as much
choice and control over the
environment as possible.

Think about the spaces in which you
are working and where everyone is
positioned. Some people, for example,
may not feel comfortable when others
are too physically close, and/or they
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may want to see the exit from where
they sit.

Be mindful of the impact of lights,
audio recorders and cameras when
someone is sharing their
experiences. Never touch someone’s
body unexpectedly. If a lapel
microphone is required, always
explain the purpose first and ask for
consent before moving close to
someone and touching them.

Do not overly direct victims and
survivors in how to narrate their
experiences. Allow people to share on
their own terms. For creative projects,
only direct people to alter their
expression with their prior consent. If
people do need to be directed for
brevity or style, negotiate the best way
to do this in advance.

Create a safe space for emotion for
everyone involved. This does not
always mean stopping or pausing but
victims and survivors should be
offered a break. Cultivate an
environment where people feel
comfortable with expressing and
sitting with difficult emotions should
they arise. Thank people for their
contributions.

AFTER RESEARCH AND CREATIVE
COLLABORATION

Reiterate thanks and appreciation.
Check in on people after sharing their
experiences. Seek feedback from
victims and survivors on their
involvement and, where possible,
incorporate their insights into the

work. Without pressure or expectation,
offer people opportunities to be
involved in promoting project
outcomes.

If appropriate, invite collaborators to
reflect on the process, e.g. through
joint authorship of an article or
participating in a podcast. Such
invitations should only be made where
the offer is genuine, viable and may
benefit the victim/survivor. Keep
collaborators informed and updated
on project impact in the months and
years that follow.

REFLECTION AND LEARNING

Understand that you might not get it
right. Interviews and film shoots, for
example, can be stressful and
decisions are sometimes made in the
moment that in hindsight were not
ideal. Create spaces for reflection and
learning. Consult to ensure everyone
felt heard and safe. There is no perfect
formula. But researchers and creatives
should be self-aware and employ
strategies to address power
imbalances.

MAKING SUPPORT AVAILABLE

External sources of specialist support
should be available to victims and
survivors engaging in academic
research and creative arts projects,
but this needs to be complemented by
a culture of care within the project
itself.



2. Principles for safe audience engagement

DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS

Adults and young people consume
entertainment and news media that
relates to difficult social topics, such
as true crime podcasts, violent
videogames and graphic horror films.
Despite this, there is evidence that
many people turn away from child
sexual abuse because it is a difficult
topic.

Engaging people’s sense of justice,
their interest in the history of child
sexual abuse, connecting them with
individual survivor stories, and
conveying that child sexual abuse is a
common experience, are critical
ingredients in successful audience
engagement, and can help people feel
that they have a role to play in
improving child safety.

NARRATIVE APPROACHES

If survivors can be supported to
communicate a clear narrative about
their experiences and how to use this
to prevent future harm, it is more likely
to be digestible by the public and
empowering for everyone involved.

TRIGGER WARNINGS

While content notes or trigger
warnings can be helpful in some
circumstances in preparing audiences
for distressing content, they can also
increase anticipatory anxiety. One
helpful message is to make it clear
what specifically will be discussed,
shown or heard about. Stories of
survival, sharing of specific details,

and general discussion of child sexual
abuse are likely to have different
impacts. Providing some information
at the outset offers the audience
choice about whether they wish to
engage with the content at that time.

ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES

Public messaging around child sexual
abuse is more likely to be successful if
certain principles are followed. These
include focusing on the harm child
sexual abuse causes to a child victim,
emphasising itis a criminal act that is
everyone’s responsibility to prevent,
and that abuse can happen to any
child.

BREAKING SILENCES

In engaging any audience around child
sexual abuse there will be varying
responses. Some people will be
directly impacted by abuse
themselves, others indirectly impacted
through family members and loved
ones. There may also be people who
have offended, or are at risk of
offending, who are engaging with the
material.

Most people will find the topic difficult.
While it is useful to consider this in
relation to the project output, it is vital
to remember this is an important topic
and social taboos and silences need to
be carefully challenged. Talking about
child sexual abuse may involve difficult
conversations, but this is an important
element of destigmatising the
experiences of victims and survivors
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and improving child safety in the
future.

PROVIDE INFORMATION ABOUT
SUPPORT AND SERVICES

When audiences engage with content
related to child sexual abuse, it can
prompt a variety of responses,

including new perspectives and
understandings about their own
experiences or the experiences of
people close to them. It is important
that information be provided about
what they can do if they suspect a
child is in danger or where they can
seek support for themselves or others
if needed.
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