
 

Key Lessons from the Sexual Assault Demonstration Initiative - Organizational Changes for 
Meaningful Sexual Assault Services 

1.  Strong programs are built on an anti-racism & anti-oppression framework. 
Sexual violence is a form of oppression and has been used as a tool to promote racism 
throughout the history of our country. Truly effective and accessible sexual assault 
services cannot happen if the program does not have an understanding of and direct 
response to racism and other forms of oppression. 

2. Strong programs have a clear organizational identity. 
Strong programs have a clear organizational identity as a sexual assault service 
organization.  Often dual/multi-service programs see themselves (and the community 
sees them) as DV programs who also address SV. To be truly effective, programs must 
shift from this diffuse organizational identity that vaguely included sexual assault 
services to a clear organizational identity as a sexual assault service provider. A diffusion 
of organizational identity creates a barrier to organizational change because it makes it 
difficult for the organization/program to identify what direction to move in, what to 
prioritize, and which strategies to implement.  

3. Strong programs are supported by good policies and procedures. Sustainable 
organizational change also requires explicit and agency-wide support for sexual assault 
services. Policies and procedures (such as job descriptions) make sexual assault services 
more integral to an organization’s work, ensures that all staff has clearly defined roles 
and responsibilities for the sexual assault program, and supports trauma-informed work. 

4. Strong programs have stable and empowering leadership.  
Stable and empowering leadership is fundamental to organizational change. Across the 
diverse sites, a common dynamic was that the organizations who accomplished the 
most comprehensive changes were led by people who demonstrated trust in and 
empowerment of their staff. Moreover, the extent to which the organization was open 
to learning reflected the openness of the executive leader.  

5. Strong programs support and care for their staff.  
Programs must attend to the well-being of their staff and the organization as a whole. 
Trauma work is rewarding and fulfilling while at the same time demanding and draining. 
Staff are doing difficult jobs, usually without full compensation or social rewards. It is 
the responsibility of leaders to create structures and an environment that supports their 
staff. The extent to which programs support their own staff was seen as directly 
influencing the quality of services that could be provided to survivors. 

6. Strong programs prioritize sexual violence specific training.  
There was a pervasive lack of both fundamental and advanced understanding and skills 
about sexual violence.  This was striking in light of the fact that some of the programs 



had operated as dual agencies for decades. If even these programs recognized the need 
for fundamental training, the training needs of dual/multi-service programs in general 
are likely high. Some of the key ways to address this training deficit include: 

a. Start with pro-active sexual assault specific foundational learning 
b. Prioritize advocacy skills based on active listening, empathy, building rapport, 

empowerment, and collaboration 
c. Train on trauma-informed service and anti-oppression frameworks 
d. Require vigorous foundational and on-going sexual assault-specific training for all 

staff and volunteers 
7. Strong programs have services that meet the needs of sexual violence survivors.  

When programs lack a foundational understanding of sexual assault trauma and 
advocacy - as well as policies in place to support sexual assault services - they tend to 
gear their services to the tangible services most frequently used by survivors of 
domestic violence and not to providing the ongoing emotional support that most serve 
sexual assault survivors. Dual/multi-service agencies have historically centered efforts 
around crisis response, often addressing the immediate physical needs of the survivors 
they serve. Beyond these crisis-focused needs exist a range of needs that are 
demonstrative of the diverse and wide-ranging experiences of sexual assault survivors. 
In order to provide comprehensive services to survivors, programs must address the 
entire scope of survivors’ experiences and the range of needs that exist beyond 
immediate crisis response. Comprehensive services address the physical, social, 
emotional, and spiritual needs of sexual assault survivors, their families, and allies. 
These services support holistic healing, empowerment and integration.  

8. Strong programs bravely embrace change and growth.  
Enhancing sexual assault services in dual/multi-service programs requires that programs 
acknowledge that sexual assault survivors are not getting what they deserve. It is not 
merely a matter of wanting to serve more survivors or survivors from more groups 
within the community. It requires openness to radical change rather than minor tweaks 
to existing programs. When sexual assault services are approached from a problem-
solving, tangible needs framework, survivors of sexual violence will be poorly served. 
Programs must bravely engage in an honest and critical self-assessment that includes 
reflection on whether, as an organization, they are ready to say, “We don’t know what 
we don’t know” and to accept feedback in all areas, including those where they thought 
they were doing well.  
 
Sexual assault service programs have the unique ability to support survivors at all stages 
of the healing journey through providing wide-ranging services and by enacting the 
foundational values of advocacy that aspire to validate, believe, and empower survivors. 
When programs listen to survivors’ voices, support their strengths, and provide hope for 
healing, they can provide services that are responsive to the range of needs that 
survivors have and serve as an invaluable resource along the healing journey. 


