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ACTIVITY

8
Response Skills for Faith Leaders: 

Initial Response to Disclosure

GOALS:
1. To strengthen the immediate response to a disclosure.

OBJECTIVES:
At the end of this activity, participants should be able to:

1. Focus attention on the importance of the immediate response to disclosure. 

2. Understand concrete ways to improve responses. 

ACTIVITY:

BACKGROUND:

Learning to respond appropriately in the first moment  
of disclosure. 

Recent research on a college campus showed that it is 
possible for “first responders” or “bystanders” to respond to 
victims more effectively if they have read, even for 15 minutes, 
a sheet of suggestions that was compiled from suggestions  
of actual victims.  

ESTIMATED TIME:

MATERIALS:

15 minutes

Flip chart and markers

Handout (see below)

Flip chart page with the following questions written on it:

 ✜ What surprised you most about this list?

 ✜ What were you surprised NOT to find on the list?

 ✜ What item on this list do you think would be most 
difficult for you personally to do or not do?

 ✜ In what setting do you think this conversation could 
best take place?



Facilitator Talking Points
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 ✜ Sexual and domestic violence can be difficult to talk about, especially in a  
religious setting. 

 ✜ Research shows that victims will heal more quickly and experience fewer long-term 
affects if they can talk about domestic and sexual violence and receive support, 
affirmation, and referrals from you, their faith leader. 

 ✜ Victims repeatedly say that the violence affects them spiritually as well as physically and 
emotionally. They want to turn to their faith communities for justice, hope, and healing. 

 ✜ Almost everyone struggles with what to say if a victim does speak up. Knowing that the 
initial, in-the-moment response to a victim is critically important makes it even harder.

 ✜ To bridge this gap, and because recent research shows that we can all learn to respond 
more effectively, we have a handout that, based on research with actual victims, can 
help you help congregants feel more comfortable if they choose to talk to you about 
sexual and/or domestic violence. 

◊ Distribute handout and give participants a few minutes to read through 
this handout. Then, ask them to turn to someone next to them to discuss 
the questions you have written on the flip chart. Give them five minutes for 
this discussion. Announce when two minutes have passed and when four 
minutes have passed.

◊ Bring the group back together. Ask the participants to state briefly any major 
learnings. Write these learnings on the flip chart and post after the exercise 
(approximately five minutes).
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First, use attentive body language.

1. DO sit upright or lean forward and use gestures like nodding to show you are engaged.

2. DO maintain consistent, not constant or darting, eye contact. (Example: look at the 
person for brief periods of 3 – 6 seconds, then look away briefly before reconnecting.) 

3. DO NOT make inappropriate facial expressions. (Examples: looking shocked,  
offended, smiling at something sad, rolling eyes, raising eyebrows when hearing  
how someone coped.)

4. DO NOT move your body too much. (Examples: excessive fidgeting, playing  
with cell phone.)

Second, use verbal skills that encourage the speaker to continue. 

1. DO allow silence and convey that you are listening by using encouraging words like 
“hmmm” and “uh-huh” periodically. 

2. Do state/name/reflect back the emotion being described. It might also help you 
to imagine yourself in the speaker’s place and look at the situation from his/her 
perspective. (Examples: “Wow – sounds like it was scary for you.” “It seems like you feel 
really sad about that.” “I feel like that must’ve made you angry.”)

3. DO ask questions if you are confused, and try to ask questions that require more than 
one word answers. (Instead of “Was that scary?” or “Do you mean it wasn’t that bad?” ask 
questions like “Could you tell me a little bit more about that?” or “What was that like for 
you?” or “What do you mean when you say ______?”)

4. DO NOT change the topic or ask off topic questions. This may seem like a way to 
decrease your anxiety or make the other person more comfortable, but it often has  
the opposite effect.
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Third, use words to convey support.

1. DO validate the person’s emotions in a genuine tone. (Examples: “If that happened to 
me, I can imagine I’d feel overwhelmed too.” “Given that experience, it makes sense you’d 
feel/say/do ____.” “I think many people with that experience would have felt similarly.”)

2. DO point out the person’s strengths. (Examples: “I’m amazed at how much courage that 
took.”  “You’ve done a great job at keeping everything in perspective.”  “I really admire 
your strength.” “I’m impressed with how you’ve dealt with this.”)

3. DO focus on their experience rather than your own and only give advice when 
it is requested.

4. DO NOT reassure the person in a way that might minimize their experience. (Examples: 
“That happened so long ago, maybe it would help to move on.” “It’s not worth the 
energy to keep thinking about it.” “Don’t be scared.” “Don’t cry.”)

5. DO NOT make judgments or evaluations about their responses or decisions. (Examples: 
“Couldn’t you do/say ____ instead?” “I don’t think you should worry about it any more.” “I 
think it’d be better for you to ____.”  “Why don’t you ____?”)

Melissa Ming Foynes and Jennifer J. Freyd, “Skills Training Materials for Experimental 
Condition” (2010), adapted with permission by Safe Havens Interfaith Partnership Against 

Domestic Violence (www.interfaithpartners.org, 617-951-3980, info@interfaithpartners.org). 
See Melissa M. Foynes and Jennifer J. Freyd, The Impact of Skills Training on Responses to the 

Disclosure of Mistreatment, Psychology of Violence, 2011, Vol. 1, No. 1, 66-77.
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