
Handout 22: tips for communicating witH survivors – do’s and don’t’s 

Do’s Don’ts

 ○ Take the initiative to ask about violence – do not wait for the 
woman to bring it up. This shows that you take a professional 
responsibility for her situation, and it helps to build trust.

 ○ Explain that the information will remain confidential and 
inform her about any limitations to confidentiality. 

 ○ Use eye contact and focus all her attention on her. Avoid 
doing paper work at the same time.

 ○ Be aware of your body language. How you stand and hold 
your arms and head, the nature of your expression and tone of 
voice all convey a clear message to the woman about how you 
perceive the situation. 

 ○ Show a non-judgemental and supportive attitude and 
validate what she is saying.

 ○ Use a sympathetic voice to reassure the survivor. 
 ○ Carefully listen to her experience and assure her that her 

feelings are justified.
 ○ Show her that you believe her story.
 ○ Be patient with women and girls survivors of GBV, 

keeping in mind that they are in a state of crisis and may have 
contradictory feelings.

 ○ Emphasize that violence is not her fault and that the 
perpetrator is responsible for his behaviour.

 ○ Use supportive statements, such as “I am sorry that this 
happened to you” or You really have been through a lot,” which 
may encourage the woman to disclose more information.

 ○ Underline that there are options and resources available. 
Try to find adequate services together with her.Leave “the 
door” open for her to come back to you.

 ○ Don’t ask about violence in the presence of a partner, 
family member or friend. Remember that the patient’s safety 
is paramount.

 ○ Avoid passive listening and non-commenting. This may 
make her think that you do not believe her and that she is 
wrong, and the perpetrator is right.

 ○ Don’t blame the woman. Avoid questions such as “Why do 
you stay with him?”, “Did you have an argument before violence 
happened?”, “What were you doing out alone?”, “What were 
you wearing?” Instead, reinforce that GBV cannot be tolerated. 

 ○ Avoid body language conveying the message of irritation, 
disbelief, dislike or anger toward the survivor.

 ○ Do not judge a survivor’s behaviour based on culture or 
religion. 

 ○ Don’t pressure her to disclose. If she does not disclose, 
tell her what made you think about violence. Document your 
doubts and the evidence they are based on. Explain her that 
she can come back for further assistance. Bring up the issue at 
the next appointment.

Sources: Adapted from Perttu/Kaselitz et al 2006, Warshaw/Ganley 1996, WHO 2003, WHO 2013


