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Listening to stories 
of sexual trauma 

Empathy is what draws trauma-
based workers to their jobs and 
what makes them good at their 
jobs. But empathy fully felt with 
our bodies, hearts and minds 
has its risks.
Sexual violence is a form of 
complex trauma. People who 
have sexual trauma have stories 
that are hard to hear or 
know about. 
It’s important to monitor the 
impacts of stories that are hard 
to hear and look for signs of 
vicarious trauma.

Listening to stories of trauma that 
involve sexual, physical, mental, 
social and emotional trauma can 
be hard to hear.

• You may find some stories to be 
confronting and it can cause a trauma 
response reaction inside you. 

• A trauma response reaction comes from 
our nervous system. This can trigger 
your fight, flight or freeze response.

• You might start to visualise what 
you’ve heard and experience your body 
reacting. For example, your belly may 
start to feel no good, your shoulders may 
begin feeling tense and/or find you're 
no longer with the person because you 
become stuck visualising their story.



SARC, 13YARN, Wisdom and Police 

(WA Sex Assault Squad, Police Assistance and Reporting, and Emergency numbers)?

Sexual Assault Resource Centre (SARC)
Metropolitan area: A free 24-hr emergency service providing medical and counselling services for people who 
have experienced a recent (within 14 days) sexual assault, and counselling services for any form of unwanted 
sexual contact that has happened in the past for all genders ages 13 years and above. 

State-wide area: Advice and education and training can be provided to services across Western Australia.

Call SARC on (08) 6458 1828 or Freecall 1800 199 888. 
Email SARC Education and Training on SARCTraining@health.wa.gov.au 

13 Yarn
The fi rst national crisis support line for mob 
who are feeling overwhelmed or having 
diffi culty coping, 24hrs/7 days a week 

Call 139 276 (13YARN)

Yorgum Healing Services
Disability counselling, 
intensive family support and 
National Redress services

Call 1800 469 371

WA Police 
Sex Assault Squad
To report a sexual assault

Call (08) 9428 1600 
131 444 (after hours)

Reducing the impact of hearing 
stories of trauma

When with the person:
• When visualising their story happening to 

you, it can hold an emotional power over you. 
Reduce the impact by imagining the person 
going through the event instead.

• Imagine controlling your level of empathy with 
an imaginary dial to feel more or to feel less.

• Grounding techniques can help bring you out of 
visualising the client’s story and back into the 
present moment:
 » Slow and focussed breathing
 » Dig your heels into the floor or wiggle your toes
 » Noticing objects in the background
 » Touching the chair, you’re sitting on

After being with the person:
• Allow time to write client notes to help you feel 

the work you’ve done with your client on that 
day is closed off.

• Have mantras that remind you your client’s 
story is not your story and you’ve done all you 
can for them right now.

At the end of each day:
Use a symbolic gesture to tell yourself it’s time 
to switch off because you’re no longer at work. 
Gestures can include:

• Taking off your work badge when you leave 
your place of work

• Changing out of your work clothes when you 
get home

• Having a shower to wash the workday off 
when you get home

Knowing how to separate from the story, while with the person,  
after the person and at the end of each day, is important.

Ask yourself:

• What are the benefits of 
working with people who 
have experienced trauma? 

• Why do you choose to do 
the work you do? 

Always use debriefing, 
supervision and self-care.
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https://www.police.wa.gov.au/Your-Safety/Sexual-assault

