
Role of Health Systems in Responding to Sexual Assault 

1. What is the role of Health Professionals in responding to survivors of sexual assault?
Health professionals have a dual role to play in responding to survivors of sexual assault. On the one hand, 
they are required to provide medical treatment and psychological care to survivors as sexual assault has 
short and long-term physical and psychological effects. On the other, they are required to conduct a 
thorough examination and gather crucial forensic evidence for the legal case that the survivor may want to 
pursue.

2. What is a comprehensive health care response to sexual assault? 

A comprehensive health care response to sexual assault must consist of the following:
1. Obtaining informed consent for examination, evidence collection and informing the police
2. Detailed documentation of history of assault, examination findings and collection of good quality 

forensic evidence collection. The Sexual Assault Forensic Evidence Kit (SAFE kit) can aid in 
conducting the same. The kit consist of 
o all the necessary equipment required to conduct an examination, 
o a detailed proforma for recording consent, history, general examination, history of assault, the 

nature of injuries, prompts for all evidence that must be collected, age estimation and treatment of 
the patient. 

o a manual that provides details of how consent must be taken, how an examination must be carried 
out, in what conditions, provision of treatment  and other information relevant to medical 
practitioners vis-à-vis rape law.

3. Providing appropriate medical support
4. Providing first contact psychological support and validation after the traumatic experience
5. Maintaining a clear and fool-proof chain of custody
6. Referral to appropriate agencies for further help like legal support services, shelter services etc.

3. Why is crisis intervention an important component of treatment while dealing with sexual   assault 
survivors? 
Sexual assault results in to certain psychological health consequences; these could be short term or long 
term. . The Rape Trauma Syndrome was a term coined to understand the psychological impact of such an 
assault. The first phase of the Rape Trauma Syndrome is that of disorganization where the survivor feels 
shock and disbelief ,this is followed by a second phase of reorganization. Several patients reporting to the 
health facility may come during the first phase and it is the responsibility of the health care provider to 
provide support. If this is not done, psychological consequences could surface at a later time. Reaching a 
hospital for an examination or treatment should be understood as an act of courage. This is because 
reporting sexual assault is not easy due to the shame and stigma associated with it. Therefore it is imperative
that Health Professionals communicate in a sensitive manner and explain the process of medico legal 
examination to the survivor in a language easily understood by her. Besides this, HP should also engage 
with the survivor and encourage her to voice out her feelings of anger, disgust, guilt and shame. Such 
feelings should be dealt with by removing the onus of sexual assault from her and placing the blame on the 
accused.
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