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Moving from Victim to Survivor Takes
Time and Commitment—Part II Print

By Michael J. Bland, Psy.D., D. Min., L.C.P.C.

(Featured October 16, 2006)

Hear my words, O Lord;
listen to my sighing. Hear
my cry for help, my king, my
God! To you I pray, O Lord;
at dawn you will hear my
cry; at dawn I will plead
before you and wait. You are
not a god who delights in
evil; no wicked person finds
refuge with you; the arrogant
cannot stand before you.
You hate all who do evil; you
destroy all who speak
falsely. (Psalm 5: 2-6)

In part one of this three part
series I discussed the
importance of seeing healing
as a process not an event.
And that healing is not a
simple check list of things
that are needed to be accomplished and at the end of which one can
say, “I am finished.” Rather, healing, of any kind, is a process that
takes time, and in some cases, a life time. 

In the first part of this series, I wrote about Elizabeth Kübler-Ross’ five
discrete stages of death and dying (denial, anger, bargaining,
depression, and acceptance) and how these stages are well suited for
various forms of grief work.

Grief is a common experience or response to a change or loss. Simply
put:

Change = Loss = Grief. This means that: A change of circumstance of
any kind produces a loss of some kind (the stage changed from) which
will produce a grief reaction. Grief counselors often use a common
acronym TEAR:

T = To accept the reality of the loss
E = Experience the reality of the loss
A = Adjust to the new environment without the lost
object/person

Author:

Michael J. Bland, Psy.D., D.

Min., L.C.P.C.

 - View  Personal Bio

Other articles by this

author:

Child Abuse Aw areness Month

Expressing Your Concern

Monitoring Computer Usage

What Do I Say If  an Adult Tells

Me They Were Abused Years

Ago?

Early Identif ication Is Crucial

https://www.virtusonline.org/mypage/EditMyInformation.cfm
https://www.virtusonline.org/logout.cfm
https://www.virtusonline.org/mypage/index.cfm?tab=1
https://www.virtusonline.org/mytraining/index.cfm?tab=2
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/index.cfm?tab=3
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/index.cfm?forum_type_id=4
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/articles.cfm
https://www.virtusonline.org/side_templates/mtb_quicksearch_v2.cfm
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/index.cfm?forum_type_id=1
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/index.cfm?forum_type_id=2
https://www.virtusonline.org/links/links.cfm?liblinks=1&LinkCategoryTypeID=2
https://www.virtusonline.org/side_templates/mylibrary_quicksearch.cfm
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/show_article.cfm?article_id=1208&theme=pf
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/show_expert_bio.cfm?expert_id=159
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/show_expert_bio.cfm?expert_id=159
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/show_article.cfm?article_id=1461
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/show_article.cfm?article_id=1321
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/show_article.cfm?article_id=1311
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/show_article.cfm?article_id=1303
https://www.virtusonline.org/my_library/show_article.cfm?article_id=1299


R = Reinvest in the new reality

Any grief or healing process can hold barriers or impediments to
individual’s healing. Some of these obstructions to healing may include
additional grief, trauma, unpredictable flare-ups (conflicts), obsessive
thoughts about the past, or circular thinking which is often based on
impressions—impressions that are not always factual. 

Breaking the silence and secrecy of the abuse often enables the victim
to begin to accept the reality of what they experienced or what was
done to them and to adjust to the reality that it was not their fault. This
often provides an opportunity for them to choose to redirect their
energy into life-giving pursuits as opposed to using their energy to hold
onto the secret and shame. 

Abuse during childhood or adulthood can have a significant impact on
one’s life including, but not limited to, one’s view of self, the world, and
the future. The very nature of sexual abuse results in a sense of
secrecy, thus often leaving the victim feeling stigmatized and different
from others. As victims hold the secret of abuse and often blame
themselves for abuse, they carry a negative or “bad” or view of
themselves. Breaking the secrecy can often lead to dispelling the self-
blame and shame and start a healing process where victims become
survivors and learn to think about themselves as deserving and worthy
human beings. 

This past summer for the 12th consecutive year I coordinated the
Annual Victim Coordinator Conference which drew nearly 120 Victim
Coordinators from across the country. This conference is for individuals
who work the “front line” full-time or part-time for a diocese/eparchy in
the Victim Coordinator’s role as defined or used in the Charter for the
Protection of Children and Young People. These responsibilities or
“Charter Ministries” include: Victim Outreach Programs (for those
abused); Safe Environment Programs (for education and prevention);
taking/investigating an allegation and local review boards; and last, but
not least, outreach and care for all priests.  While this conference does
not address priest issues, they are addressed during a separate
conference for the Vicars for Clergy.

At the Victim Coordinator Conference this past summer one of the
speakers was Bro. James Zullo, Ph.D., a Christian Brother and a
clinical psychologist. Brother Zullo discussed the healing phases of
victims, survivors, and “thrivers” —thriving survivors. This model was
initially developed by Melissa Bradley who is a nationally recognized
educator and speaker. 

In this time-honored model of healing a distinction is made between
victims and survivors, and how they relate to the trauma of being
sexually abused.

VICTIMS relate primarily in the present tense with the trauma they
experienced. Their primary identity and level of functioning is defined
by the trauma.

SURVIVORS relate more in the past tense with the trauma they
experienced. Their identity and level of functioning is much greater than
the victims’, however, a flashback can send the survivor temporarily
back to the victim mode.

 

Victims and Survivors have different healing barriers which are
important to address in order for the individual to have the power to
move on in their healing process.



During the victim stage the individual may:

Have issues of safety—feeling unsafe, or threatened;
Self sooth through self-medicating practices;
Reenact the feelings associated with the traumatization;
Seek unhealthy care-taking by others or have poor boundaries;
Experience triggers or strong emotions that are not being
addressed.

During the victim stage the needed support is often physical,
emotional, and sexual safety.  While there is no true time frame or
time limit on any stage this is often the time when an individual is first
talking about their abuse and finding their own inner voice and
strength.  Such empowerment is often found through inner resources
such as journaling, reading, and writing; and through outer resources
such as talking with family and friends, individual therapy, family
counseling, and/or therapeutic support groups.

During the survivor stage the individual may:

Not have all their needed support people or systems in place;
Lose or lack of commitment or energy to the work of healing;
Be overwhelmed as the pace is too quick and intense;
Revert back to self-medicating tendencies;
Encounter revictimization or traumatic events or experiences.

During the survivor stage it is important for the individual to be patient
with themselves and others and realize healing is a process that takes
time. During this time, it is hoped that the individual can develop an
awareness of their emotional, spiritual, and physical triggers and
implement healthy coping strategies. Healthy supportive relationships
often emerge as one’s identity becomes more positive and they
experience a less intense response from the abuse and trauma they
have experienced. While this is often marked by a deep level of
integration it is important to be aware that a flashback or a trigger can
send the survivor temporarily back to the victim mode, but they slowly
are able to recognize these triggers and choose a healthier response.
Such empowerment and support often continues to be found through
inner resources and awareness.

This movement toward healing takes a tremendous personal
commitment of honesty and self reflection. The movement takes
personal awareness and acknowledgement of one’s own feelings and
behaviors. This honest self reflection can be a painful process because
sometimes one recognizes that they are not the ideal person that they
thought there were or tried to be, and a developing need to change is
felt. Therefore, healing is an emotional, spiritual, and physical process
that takes a lot of time, energy, and commitment, but it can be
achieved. 

In the third and final part of this serious I will write about some of the
dimensions of healing and thrivers or thriving survivors. It is important to
remember that healing, much like grief is a process, and it takes time
and commitment. It is a lot of emotional, spiritual, and physical work.
Then again, so to is unhealthy living and avoiding our true inner
concerns and conflicts. Hope and healing are possible, but both take
commitment and courage.
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