
11. Responding to disclosures of violence

As you become more engaged with the White Ribbon 
Campaign, you may begin to discuss with others the 
issues the Campaign addresses. You may begin a 
discussion about ending violence against women in one-
on-one conversations with your friends or workmates, 
or may even give presentations to your school or local 
community to raise awareness about the White Ribbon 
Campaign.

In having these discussions, you may find that others 
disclose experiences of violence to you. This factsheet 
gives you some practical strategies to deal with these 
disclosures.

The information below was developed predominantly 
using facilitator notes from the CASA House Sexual 
Assault Prevention Program for Secondary Schools 
(SAPPSS) “Train the Trainer” materials, and is reproduced 
with their permission.

Definition of disclosure

Disclosure means telling another person about an 
incident or experience of violence. This may be a recent 
incident, or it may have occurred in the past, or be 
ongoing. Disclosure is about support-seeking and is 
difficult for people who have experienced violence to 
decide what to do.1

It’s important that disclosures are responded to in a 
supportive and appropriate way wherever possible.

Why should you be prepared for disclosures?

The issue of violence against women is one that affects 
many people in the community, and therefore it is more 
than likely that whenever you speak on the subject, your 
message will resonate with some of the people you talk 
to.

We believe that it is important that people are aware of 
what disclosure is, how to identify it and how to respond 
to it in an appropriate and effective manner for all 
involved.

Disclosure can occur in all different contexts – during a 
school presentation or speech at a community event. It 
can happen during one-on-one discussions or ‘out of the 
blue’ during a chance meeting. The most important thing 
to do is to know how to respond effectively and this fact 
sheet aims to provide you with both the understanding 
of disclosure and a basic framework to assist you in case 
you need to address this issue. 

Recognising disclosure

It is not always easy to identify disclosure when it 
happens. In fact, most people do not name their 
experiences as ‘violence’ at first and disclosures can 
occurs when and where you least expect them.

Therefore, it is important to keep an ‘open mind’ and 
learn a little about how disclosures can come up. They 
are not always expressed in ways you would expect:

“Young people themselves rarely use the terms 
‘violence’, ‘sexual assault’, ‘rape’ or ‘sexual abuse’ to 
describe unwanted sexual experiences and they can have 
difficulty naming an incident as sexual assault2,3. This is 
for two reasons. Firstly, a relationship that is presumed 
to be based on trust and care can leave victims/survivors 
and those around them unable to recognise sexual 
assault by those within it. Secondly, commonly held 
misconceptions about violence against women can make 
it difficult for victims/survivors to speak about their 
experience. These misconceptions include the beliefs 
that: perpetrators of sexual assault are always strangers; 
victims are partly to blame for the violence; that women 
and children lie about violence; sexual assault always 
involves the use of physical force or physical violence; a 
weapon would be involved; it occurs in dark, dangerous 
public places; or additional physical injuries are 
sustained.”4

It is also important to remember that knowing about 
disclosure is also about addressing the needs of your 
audience.  Disclosure should be approached as an 
opportunity to assist someone link up with appropriate 
help and support.

Showing you believe a victim/survivor is an important 
first step in supporting them.

Principles of effective support

We have included these guiding principles in this fact 
sheet in order to assist in informing your positive actions.

• Believe and validate the person’s experience

• Affirm that the victim/survivor is blameless

• Enable the victim/survivor to regain control

• Accept difference of opinion, be non-judgmental

• Be supportive, encouraging, open and honest
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• Give accurate information

Things to remember:

• If someone discloses violence to you, they are showing 
enormous trust and it is important to maintain this 
trust where possible.

• If you are concerned for someone’s current safety 
then it is important to consider helping them to act; 
however in some instances it may be enough to simply 
acknowledge that they have shared their experience 
with you.

 
• It is important that someone making a disclosure is 

not forced into acting. You can talk about their options 
but they must feel in control of the situation and what 
happens next.

 
• You are not expected to be a counsellor. The most 

important things you can do are: listen to the person, 
show you believe them and take the disclosure 
seriously. Make sure you care for yourself as well after 
hearing their story.

Potential issues

Disclosure not only affects those who have experienced 
violence but it can also affect those who are made aware 
of it. 

The responses outlined below are meant to alert you to 
the many ways that you, the person disclosing and others 
made aware of it, might respond to violence in the hope 
that in being aware of these you will be able to adapt 
your responses accordingly.

• Personal feelings – people might feel anger, fear, grief, 
a need for protection, concern, uncertainty.

• Past experience – remembering as a victim/survivor, 
witness, friend or family, professional.

• Doubts – about your skills, knowledge, that you might 
distress or not have appropriate responses.

• Fears – of making it worse, dealing with distress, 
getting it wrong, being unaware of cultural issues, 
making judgments, legal ramifications.

• Uncertainty – about appropriate procedure, systems 
responses, resources, referrals.

What to do?

The suggestions below are designed with school 
presentations and community speeches in mind. For one-
on-one or ‘chance’ disclosures we suggest you approach 
the situation based on the principles of effective 
supportoutlined above. Whenever possible refer people 
to appropriate support services.

Before a presentation

• Familiarise yourself with the principles of effective 
support.

• Discuss and plan appropriate responses to disclosure, 
based on host organisation’s policy and procedure.

• Always assume that you have an individual duty of
care wherever you are. However, it is important to
establish a clear understanding of responsibility with the
school/other venue hosts.

You are encouraged to undertake DV Alert training, 
conducted by Lifeline: www.dvalert.org.

For information on mandatory reporting of child abuse, 
please refer to www.aifs.gov.au/nch/pubs/sheets/rs3/
rs3.html

During a presentation

•  At the beginning of presentation:

� Acknowledge the reality of the issue and the 
fact that it could be affecting people in the audience 
directly

� Suggest to the audience that if they need to 
speak to someone about an issue concerning them 
(disclose) to do so at the end of the presentation 
when an appropriate person can provide complete 
and undivided attention to the person in need. (Avail 
yourself if confident and/or comfortable enough to 
do so)

� Mention that you have a list of support 
services relevant to the audience (local, specific to 
environment, hotlines etc) available to anyone who 
might need access to them

• While you are presenting, try to ‘read’ your audience’s 
response to the issue. Look out for any signs of 
distress or any other behaviour that may need 
addressing sensitively.

• If someone seems to be at the point of disclosing try 
to ‘interrupt protectively’ by suggesting that if there is 
something important (and personal) to discuss it’d be 
better done at the end of the presentation. Make sure 
you follow up on this offer of help.

• If someone does disclose during your presentation, 
please follow the steps outlined in the principles of 
effective support, suggest to the person disclosing that

 it would be more appropriate to speak about their
 concern at the end of the presentation when they
 can receive complete and undivided attention from
 appropriate support people, ask for support from your 

hosts, and finally refer them to relevant services.

After a presentation

• Be prepared to be approached: if you are comfortable 
and/or confident make sure you make yourself 
available. If you are not, try to stay in open, public 
spaces in the company of other people/hosts.

• Always have referral information at hand, ready to 
share with anyone seeking information.

• If you are feeling distressed after a disclosure, try to 
ensure you seek support for yourself.

For further information, please visit www.casahouse.com.au
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