
 

 



Developing coping skills and building resilience 

Introduction 

The very fact you are reading this is evidence that you already are resilient and that you have resources which help 
you to cope. That’s how you are still here, reading this, in spite of everything you have gone through. But as a 
survivor of sexual abuse, you have also had to cope with significant trauma and adversity. One of the definitions of 
trauma (see separate support sheet ‘What is trauma?’) is an adverse event or set of events which exceeds our ability 
to cope. So, as a survivor, building your resilience and honing your coping strategies is particularly important. 

Resilience 

Resilience is our ability to cope in the face of adversity, our ability to bounce back when things get tough. Resilience 
isn’t something we have or don’t have, it’s something we can grow and develop. Below is a list, by no means 
exhaustive, of things we can think about in relation to our resilience. You may want to make your own list. 

 How can I build my connections with others? 
 What’s my approach to life’s challenges? 
 What’s my relationship to change? 
 Do I set myself realistic goals? 
 How can I take action to improve my life? 
 How can I learn and grow? 
 What helps me to keep a sense of perspective when something difficult happens? What protects me from 

feeling overwhelmed? 
 What helps me to hold on to a sense of hope? 

Coping with life’s adversity is not easy whatever our history but when you have experienced sexual trauma, 
maintaining and building a sense of resilience can be a particular challenge. Remember to be kind to yourself. 

Coping 

Sometimes it can be helpful to think quite practically about what’s going to help you to get through a difficult time. 
Below we look at some of the things which can be helpful in terms of coping.  

Coping strategies are like having a tool kit. When we are children, we have quite a basic toolkit to cope with 
childhood challenges and as we learn and grow we develop a more sophisticated toolkit to cope with the more 
complex challenges of adulthood. However, if we experience trauma, especially in childhood, we use survival tools 
and our tool kit can get stuck. Our toolkit can be divided into different compartments, like the different types of 
tools – we can think of them in relation to thinking, feeling and doing. 

‘Thinking’ coping strategies 

Our thoughts are just that, our thoughts. They are not reality. Here are some ideas of ways to ground yourself if you 
are struggling 

 The worst is over – It happened in the past but it’s not happening now 
 Tell yourself, that was then and this is now. However terrible you feel, you survived then which means you 

can survive now 
 If you are struggling at night, open your eyes and put a light on. Tell yourself that you’re safe (see separate 

support sheet on sleep) 
 Look around the room, notice the colours, shapes, people. Make it real and present. 
 Listen and really notice the sounds around you 
 Notice your body – the boundary of your skin, the way your clothes feel, movement as you turn your head, 

really feel the chair or floor supporting you, how that feels 
 Stand up and put your feet firmly on the ground. Tell yourself, I am here and I am OK 
 Move about – stretch, stamp your feet, jump up and down, dance, run on the spot, rub your arms and legs, 

clap your hands, remind yourself where you are right now 



 Notice what is right now and notice how it is different from the distressing memory 
 Use 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 – Think about 5 things you can see, 4 things you can hear, 3 things you can touch (and touch 

them), 2 things you can smell or like the smell of and then take one slow, deep breath, then repeat 
 Ask yourself questions in order to bring yourself back into the present – such as, where am I right now? what 

year is it? What day is it? How old am I? Where do I live? 
 Use positive coping statements – write your own. It might be something like, I am here, I am safe, I am OK, I 

am loved, I can do this 
 Try to think about different things, like playing mental games. For example, count back in 7s from 100, think 

of 10 different animals, 10 blue things, one animal or country for each letter of the alphabet, say the 
alphabet backwards etc.  

 Create a constructive dialogue in your head – when there are negative, anxious or self-critical thoughts, 
create other thoughts which are positive, affirming and soothing 

 Ask yourself what would my best friend / a kind person / my best ally say to me right now? 
 Ask yourself, what would be the most compassionate thing I could say to myself right now? 

‘Feeling’ coping strategies 

 Mindful breathing 

The only aspect of the fight, fight, freeze, friend response over which we have conscious control (see also the 
support sheet ‘what is trauma’? ) over which we have conscious control is our breath, and managing our breath 
can calm down our whole mind-body system when we are feeling overwhelmed. Here is a simple breathing 
exercise: 

Breathe deeply down into your belly, put your hand just above your navel so that your hand gets pushed up and 
down with your breath. Imagine you have a balloon in your stomach inflating it as you breathe in and deflating it 
as you breathe out.  

 Other mindfulness exercises 

When your feelings seem overwhelming, you may find it helpful to focus on a candle flame or a picture, a flower 
or other object. Or you may use a word as your focus. Bring your attention to the object or word as you slow and 
deepen your breathing. You may find it easier to walk, slowing your breath and concentrating on the action of 
your body as you move. Whether or not you adhere to a particular faith, you may find that a spiritual practice 
helps steady your feelings and bring a sense of spaciousness 

‘Doing’ coping strategies 

 Sleep  
Sleep is essential for wellbeing but it is often the first thing to go when we are struggling. If you are 
struggling with sleep (too much, too little, fragmented sleep or nightmares) have a look at our separate 
support sheet on sleep 

 Eating 
Again, we know that good nutrition is essential for wellbeing but when we are stressed, most of us either eat 
too little or eat too much of the wrong sort of food. Whilst it can feel really difficult when times are hard to 
focus on eating regularly and healthily, it can make a big difference to how we cope physically, mentally and 
emotionally 

 Contact with others and solitude 
All of us need both positive contact with others and time alone. The optimum balance of these depends on 
us as individuals and will be different at different times in our lives. As with other aspects of self-care, when 
life is difficult it’s not always easy to get this balance right. We might find ourselves either desperately 
seeking the wrong sort of company or isolating ourselves. You know what the right balance is for you and, 
even though it can be tough, gently challenge yourself to make self-caring choices 

 Activity which is meaningful balanced with play and rest 
Whether it is paid employment, looking after children, volunteering, helping a friend; whatever it is, we all 
benefit from engaging with something which gives us a sense of meaning and fulfilment. Again, what that is 



will depend on us as individuals but we all need to feel our lives have value, purpose and meaning. And we 
also need to play and rest. Again, what that involves will be a unique choice for you but we all need that 
opportunity in our lives 

 Getting the jobs done 
When life is hard it can be easy to let the day to day jobs slide, but a messy home with washing up piled high 
and unpaid bills will contribute to your sense of being overwhelmed. Make a list of tasks and do them at a 
manageable pace. Give yourself credit for each task completed.  

 Getting support 
Asking for help is a sign of strength and resilience. None of us can go it alone. Whether it is a friend or a 
professional, a helpline or other form of help, reach out to another person.  

 Self-care first aid 
When things are overwhelming it can be difficult to think at all, let alone think of what might be helpful. It 
can be useful, when you are not overwhelmed, to make a list of things to do and when things are tough, to 
work your way down the list 
 

If you know have been sexually abused and are struggling to cope, please do get in touch. You can chat 

in confidence to one of our helpliners on our webchat or textchat  via our website 

www.survivorsuk.org  

 

 


