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Chapter One: Introduction 

 
 Being sexually assaulted and the process of recovering from it are intensely 

personal experiences.  Many factors can influence a survivor’s recovery: his/her initial 

contact with law enforcement; the type of response from family and friends; and the 

outcome of the criminal justice process.  Survivors often struggle with feelings of guilt 

over the assault and confusion about what to do next.  Not all survivors are able to find 

adequate support for their recovery in conventional methods, such as from their family or 

therapists.  If a survivor does have a supportive family, the family may not know the 

correct ways to provide that support. For some survivors the Internet is a supplemental 

form of support.  A survivor may find that the Internet is an environment that provides 

support and resources, as well as a place to work through residual issues.  

The Internet allows for individuals in need of care, support, or direction to find 

appropriate communities online. Digital access can facilitate information and resources to 

address many needs and interests.  Furthermore, it can provide anonymity, which allows 

people to search for and respond to their interests in confidence, safety and privacy. 

These people may be in varying locations and from diverse backgrounds, but still meet 

up virtually and anonymously. Conversations within these groups can and do occur 

without their members being in close proximity to each other or even knowing the 

location of their interlocutors.  Individuals can use chat rooms and message boards to 

start or respond to a discussion about topics of interest or concern in order to swap ideas 

or compare stories.   

This grounded research study examines online communities as resources for 

victims of sexual assault and rape.  This study will evaluate the reasons why a survivor 
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would make use of an online community in the recovery process.  The guiding question 

of this study is: How do sexual assault survivors use online message boards in their 

recovery? Additional sub-questions include: (1) Why are survivors turning to online, 

virtual communities as a resource for help? (2) How do users see online communities as a 

way to process events?  It is the contention of this study that the online message board, 

here on the Pandys.org website, geared specifically to sexual assault survivors can 

provide support, information, and a sense of community.   

The use of the Internet to create a self-help community is not unique to sexual 

assault survivors. This grounded, qualitative study referenced literatures that examined 

two other self-help communities, as well as considering aspects of sociological theories 

of community, identity, and rationalization of abuse.  There is, however, relatively little 

research about or theoretical analysis of online support communities, and no research 

examining and how sexual assault survivors use these communities. This study seeks to 

begin to address that gap. 

 
Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 
Sexual Assault and Support Systems 
 

One of the first and most important steps in a survivor’s recovery in their initial 

disclosure or sharing of the fact of their victimization.  In a study of adult survivors, 26% 

reported that they received negative or unhelpful feedback when disclosing to one or 

more support providers.  Additionally, in a separate study, approximately 25% of 

adolescents reported negative social reactions (such as victim blaming) when they 

disclosed to confidants or romantic partners (Ullman, 1996, 555).  In a study done by 

Ullman, the author found that women disclosed their assault to friends or relatives about 
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91% of the time and to mental health professionals about 60% of the time.  Disclosure to 

a more formal support system, such as physicians, clergy or the police, occurred only 

about 20% of the time (Ullman, 1996, 562).  Regarding the response the survivors 

received, they report that more than 80% of the time the reaction was one of support and 

belief of the survivor’s story.  Despite this fairly high percentage of support, survivors 

also reported that approximately 70% of the time the reaction was one of victim blaming.  

Disclosure to friends and family appears to be more beneficial to survivors than to 

more formal support systems.  Research done in the United States suggests that women 

found sharing the fact of their assaults with friends and family more helpful than 

disclosing the information to formal support systems, such as the police or physicians.  

The same study also found that these formal support systems tended to be the least 

helpful when looking for resources to provide support (Ullman, 1996, 555).  The problem 

of formal support systems being unhelpful does not seem to be a domestic one.  Sarkar 

and Sarkar found that in India women who sought support from formal settings were 

more likely to receive negative reactions whereas support from family and friends was 

more positive (Sarkar and Sarkar, 2005, 417).  The authors found that women who 

received positive reactions from friends found them to be the most helpful form of 

support.   

Another factor in disclosing was the type of assault and whether or not the 

survivor feels as though it was believable.  Survivors who experienced acquaintance rape 

are less likely to seek help, possibly due to a fear of how their friends or family will react.  

One of the most commonly cited reasons for survivors not to seek help is that they want 

to forget about the assault (Ullman and Brecklin, 2002, 261).   This may be due to the 
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fact that many survivors, especially women, face social stigma and myths when they 

allege having been sexually assaulted (Ullman, 1996, 555).  Additionally, if women were 

engaged in alcohol use prior to the assault, they felt as though they were less likely to be 

believed (Ullman, 1996, 566).  

One of the ways in which a support network may help survivors is by helping 

them to enact positive life changes, as well as to help them maintain these changes for the 

long term.  In a study by Frazier et al., it was found that survivors who report having a 

helpful support network from the beginning show more initial positive life changes 

(Frazier et al. 2004, 27).  Besides showing a strong correlation between support systems 

and positive life changes for survivors, the study also showed that survivors who felt they 

had more control over their recovery, those who used cognitive restructuring methods 

and expressed their emotions, also reported more positive life changes (Frazier et al. 

2004, 27).  Negative life changes and negative social reactions may become a vicious 

cycle for the survivor.  Negative social reactions may lead the survivor to rely on harmful 

coping strategies, such as avoiding dealing with the trauma or substance use.  Survivors 

who use harmful coping strategies may illicit more negative reactions from their social 

network (Ullman, 1996, 567).  

Possibly the most important factor in a survivor’s recovery is the response that he 

or she receives when they tell their story.  Depending on this, the outcome of a survivor’s 

recovery can be drastically different.  As studies have shown, positive support, especially 

from close family and friends, is very beneficial to survivors in creating positive life 

changes and maintaining care following their assault. An online community may be 

supplement current support or provide where support is lacking.   
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Online Communities 
 

With the surge in social media outlets and a generation of people who began using 

technology at an early age, it is likely that a victim could find a support system just as 

easily on the Internet as they could in person.  While no other studies examining online 

communities for sexual assault survivors were identified, there is a small but growing 

body of research examining online self-help communities. The two existing research 

literatures discussed here are for cancer patients and pedophiles.  In this regard, the 

relevance of the research is not in the reasons (cancer, pedophilia) support is being sought 

but rather the means and method wherein people are seeking support. 

Cancer patients who use online support groups are one group that has been 

studied. There are some significant challenges for cancer patients seeking to become part 

of an in-person support group.  The challenges can be the cost, time and lack of mobility, 

which all depends greatly on the severity and progression of their disease.  Online 

support groups can help to provide an alternative that is low in cost and accessible at all 

times (Lepore et al., 2011, 2). Studies have shown that overall support groups can lead to 

less stress, improved coping behaviors, and can foster hope (Van Uden-Kraan, 2011, 3).   

In one qualitative study of online support groups for cancer patients, four major 

themes emerged in the patients’ attitudes regarding participating in an online cancer 

support group.  Patients felt as though discussing their illness in that type of forum 

universalized the disease.  Patients felt that because cancer is a universal disease, that it 

has no boundaries concerning race or geographical location, online support groups 

allowed all types of people to discuss what they were going through.  Secondly, 

participants used the online support groups for emotional support, to share information, 
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and to have interactions with people who could understand what they were going 

through.  Thirdly, it helped patients to reach each other patients with the disease without 

having to travel great distances or interrupt their busy schedules.  Additionally, the 

authors found patients with a more rare type of cancer were more likely to use online 

support groups because it is more difficult to find others with similar conditions (Van 

Uden-Kraan et al., 2011, 10).  

While the overall benefits of online support groups seem to be in line with those 

of in-person support groups, the number of and types of participants differ slightly.  One 

study found that only about 6% of their sample of cancer patients had ever used an online 

support group (Van Uden-Kraan, 2011, 3).  A survey of the participants in the online 

support groups found that the users were more likely to have poorer health and have 

lower incomes.  Whether or not the participants had a strong social support system in 

their social environment is unclear, as some studies have shown that Internet users have 

less social support and some studies have shown no differences (Van Uden Kraan, 2011, 

3).   

Online communities can be used to help people with an array of mental, physical 

or behavioral problems and may provide a significant benefit to populations that would 

not be able to exist in face-to-face support groups due to social stigma or even illegality.  

An example of a community that would have a difficult time existing outside of the 

Internet is one for pedophiles.  In a study by Holt, Blevins and Burket, titled 

“Considering the Pedophile Subculture Online”, the authors look at the development of 

an online community in which adults who want sexual contact with a child can turn to 

share stories, experiences and advice.  The pedophiles studied in the Holt, Blevins and 
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Burket article are very different than the cancer patients discussed in this study, but they 

do share a commonality in that they are a group of people who can be stigmatized and 

may find it difficult to share their thoughts and experiences with those around them.  

The authors found that there were four main reasons that pedophiles would seek 

out online communities: marginalization, sexuality, law and security.  Pedophilia is not a 

legal or generally legitimate sexual preference; therefore, pedophiles do not feel 

comfortable sharing their desires with their friends and family and instead seek out online 

communities in order to share what they are feeling. Members are able to make typically 

socially unacceptable comments regarding how loving a child is a natural feeling and not 

wrong. One person wrote online, for example, that “BoyLove is a natural thing, like 

being born gay or even straight.  It’s something you can’t control or choose.  Only thing 

you can control is your actions” (Holt et al, 2010, 10).   Additionally, these pedophiles 

are able to use the online community to discuss preferences for places they like to view 

children, physical appearances of these children, and at what age they prefer to have a 

relationship with them.  A post by Steamy states that “My [age of attraction] can be wide, 

but it does start with boys about age 1 and a half.  After that it really doesn’t stop because 

I like men as well as boys, but my prime ages are probably 2-12” (Cited by Holt et al, 

2010, 11). 

Many users described the site as a place where they are accepted and able to share 

thoughts that they were never able to share before; an online conversation among three 

users illustrates this well:  

Grimley: I am sooo glad I came across this board.  I want to talk about so many 
things with others like me, but I have never known anyone else like me as far as I 
know.  Even if you think someone is a BL [boy lover], you don’t want to say 
anything in case he isn’t.  I have felt so alone until now.  
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Smiles: I know what you mean.  I never imagined we would have a place where 
we could come together like this.  I love it.  We just need to raise the funds to 
keep it going! 
 
Boyfan: Remember to tell everyone to donate to the cause! I don’t know what I 
will do if this site goes down! I love being able to talk about this here because I 
can’t do it anywhere else (Holt et al, 2010, 10).  
 

This conversation, especially Boyfan’s acknowledgement that the site provides him an 

outlet to discuss things that he knows he may not openly address, shows a benefit of 

online communities.  This population would have a difficult time being able to build such 

a community without the help of the Internet.  A similar feeling of a safe community for 

self-expression can be found for sexual assault survivors at Pandys.org and is discussed 

further in this study.  

  
Chapter Three: Theory 

 
Although social learning theories are most often associated with explaining crime 

and deviance, the core insight that people learn from community and society is also 

relevant to online learning and communities.  In Edwin Sutherland’s development of 

differential association theory, criminal behavior is learned through interaction and 

communication within intimate personal groups (Sutherland, 1947, 6-7).  Sutherland 

argues that a person becomes a criminal because he or she has been exposed to seeing 

crime as acceptable more frequently than seeing it as unacceptable.  These exposures 

create definitions that vary over four dimensions: frequency, duration, priority, and 

intensity.  Those definitions that are created early in life are often stronger than those that 

happen later, those that come from people that we have a strong emotional attachment to 

(intensity) are more likely to affect an individual’s definitions of what is acceptable 



9 

behavior as well as their subsequent behavior.  Sutherland claims that the strongest effect 

on a person and how they perceive something happens when they are exposed frequently, 

for long periods of time, starting at an early age, and by an influential person in his or her 

life (Sutherland, 1947, 6-7).   

The connection between online communities and differential association theory 

can be easily made because the influence of an online community can be just as great as 

an in-person community. With online communities there is support of differential 

reinforcement theory or the idea that reinforcement of behavior and ideas by others will 

cause a person to internalize these behavior and at accordingly (Glaser, 1960, 6-14).  As 

well as support of differential identification theory, which is the idea that does not require 

direct association with others create influence but that indirect association can have the 

same affect (Akers, 1998). This can be seen using Holt, Blevins, and Burket’s study of 

pedophiles as a guide, an online community could provide all four of the dimensions that 

Sutherland asserts are necessary for the creation of the learned criminal behavior.  Users 

of online communities, whether they are normatively sympathetic (cancer and sexual 

assault survivors) or normatively reprehensible (pedophiles), apparently benefit from the 

online construction of community by a strong bond based on their shared situation, 

especially given its marginal and ambiguous status in mainstream conversations, or 

outright illegality in the case of pedophiles.  Depending on how soon a person has access 

to technology, they can easily start to explore communities that pique their interest as 

early as elementary school and begin to develop definitions regarding their interests.  

Additionally, accessing online communities can be as frequent and for as long as period 



10 

as the user would like it to be.  This can create an intense bond with other users, as well 

as a strong association to the definitions and types of ideas shared throughout the site.  

An online community can have an influence over a person that can be as strong, 

or possibly stronger, than with those they with face-to-face contact.  Sexual assault 

survivors must also learn behaviors and definitions that will help them with their 

recovery.  If a survivor is constantly exposed to negative opinions about their assault, 

such as a discussion that they may have provoked it or shame if the perpetrator was a 

close family member, that could prevent recovery and/or cause a myriad of negative 

psychological responses.  Being exposed to negative reactions from family and friends 

about their assault, may cause them to believe that the assault was their fault, it was not a 

big deal, or reinforce negative reactions such as alcohol or drug abuse.   

In their study of domestic violence victims, Ferraro and Johnson found that 

domestic violence victims would rationalize their abuse due in part to a lack of 

institutional, legal or cultural support for women who wanted to leave a violent marriage 

(Ferraro and Johsnon, 1983, 328).  Similar to sexual assault victims, domestic violence 

victims often find ways to rationalize their abuse due to the opinions of those around 

them.  For example, for women in marriages there are typically stereotypes or social 

expectations of how a wife is supposed to act within that marriage.  A victim may 

rationalize their abuse based on these expectations and choose to deny their injuries or 

that a loved one has abused them (Ferraro and Johnson, 1983, 329).   

Victims of domestic violence can, however, redefine their abuse and their identity 

as a victim.  Ferraro and Johnson identified six catalysts for this change: (1) a change in 

the level of violence; (2) a change in resources; (3) a change in the relationship; (4) 
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despair; (5) a change in the visibility of violence; and (6) external definitions of the 

relationship (Ferraro and Johnson, 1983, 331).  All six catalysts could be applied to 

sexual assault victims, especially for those abused by a family member, and the 

redefinition of their experience.   

Overall the authors found that one of the most important aspects in a victim 

changing their definition of their abuse was the response from others.  The closer a 

relationship a victim has with another person, the more significant their perception of the 

situation may be (Ferraro and Johnson, 1983, 333).  In this context, becoming a part of an 

online community can help to redefine the way a victim views their assault and what 

steps to take they need to take to respond to it.  During their online discussions, they are 

able to share feelings that they may be unable to share in person and are given feedback 

that is positive and supportive.  Additionally, they are able to access the community for 

as long and as often as they want.  This type of saturation may help to offset the negative 

responses they may have received.   

There are many benefits to online communities, not just for cancer patients, 

sexual assault victims, or pedophiles.  Many people can benefit from online communities 

for many reasons.  Despite the positive benefits, there is still debate regarding online 

versus in-person communities.  Putnam makes the argument that in today’s society there 

is a loss of community and weakening of face-to-face relationships, that online 

communities may exacerbate this and play a role in the deterioration of in-person 

interaction (Norris, 2004, 31).  Putnam sees social networks in two ways, either they are 

able to bridge or bond social capital.  He states:  

Bridging social capital refers to social networks that bring people of different 
sorts, and bonding social capital brings together people of similar sorts.  This is an 
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important distinction because externalities of groups that are bridging are likely to 
be positive, while networks that are bonding (limited within particular social 
niches) are at greater risk of producing externalities that are negative. (Putnam, 
2002) 

Pippa Norris raises this question in her article, “The Bridging and Bonding Role of 

Online Communities” of whether online communities are bridging or bonding 

communities.  Norris concedes that a negative aspect of online communities is the ease 

with which you can enter and exit them.  The ability to enter and exit as one wants makes 

online communities transient and does not require people to work out problems as they 

might have to if they were part of an in-person group (Norris, 2004, 33).    Additionally, 

Morris believes that it is too early to tell what real effect online communities will have on 

social interactions, but that the Internet can widen a persons experience of community 

and deepen a person’s experience by allowing them to connect with people they might 

not be able to meet in person (Norris, 2004, 40).  

Perpetrators and victims seem to be as opposite as possible when looking at 

crime, but how a perpetrator learns to rationalize committing a crime and how a victim 

learns to deal with their assault are not.  Learning a behavior comes from exposure that is 

frequent and long in duration and by someone that is close to the person.  With online 

communities, people are able to build relationships, become exposed, change their point 

of view and learn behaviors because they are choosing to involve themselves in this 

community.    
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Chapter Four: Data and Methods 

Choosing a Website 

In order to look at how sexual assault survivors use message boards in their 

recovery, a website, Pandys.org, with a sexual assault recovery website, as its primary 

mission was chosen. The mission statement of Pandys.org reads: 

Pandora’s Project’s mission is to provide information, facilitate peer support and 
offer assistance to male and female survivors of sexual violence and their friends 
and family.  It is estimated that at least 1 in 6 individuals will experience rape or 
sexual abuse in their lifetime. For many, the aftermath of sexual violence is 
isolating and devastating.  
Hippocrates said “Healing is a matter of time, but it is sometimes also a matter of 
opportunity.”  Some men and women who have been the victim of rape or sexual 
abuse do not have resources available to them. Pandora’s Project believes that 
healing is possible, and that every survivor has the right to quality resources. 
Through our programs, many in an online format, we hope to help end that 
inequality; we do not believe healing tools should only be available to the 
fortunate few. (Introduction and Mission, 2011) 

The mission statement of Pandys.org is consistent with the goal of this study.  

Pandys.org focuses specifically on sexual assault survivors and their needs by providing 

an online community for those who have had sexual assault affect their lives to discuss 

their experiences.  Pandys.org provides message boards, along with resources and contact 

information, for additional or alternative support.   

Pandys.org has public forums and does not require registration or a username in 

order to access the information or read the message boards.  Pandys.org has an extensive 

list of general guidelines, as well as rules on posting, in order to keep the message boards 

a positive and supportive place.  Participants are not allowed to write posts that contain 

discriminatory or inflammatory remarks or verbiage.  Posts are not allowed to attack 

people or the website itself.  If posts or participants violate the general guidelines or 

posting rules, posts can be removed from the thread or participants from being allowed to 
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contribute at all.  These rules and regulations are put into place in order to foster and 

maintain a positive and supportive environment for survivors.  Moderators monitor the 

conversations and posts to prevent negative content from being posted to the message 

boards and chat rooms.   

Choosing the Data Source  

The data for this study was collected between May 2011 and July 2011. 

Pandys.org had sixty-nine message boards that were available for the public to read or 

contribute to; of that sixty-nine, ten were identified as relevant to the study.  Each 

message board contained between 100 and 250 posts.  The posts that were chosen were 

deemed relevant based on the following criteria: they provide discussion on a topic that 

was new and had not been discussed in a previous post; the message board thread 

contained original thoughts or responses; and the thread was not a predesigned 

therapeutic writing exercise for the members to complete.  These criteria were developed 

to prevent duplication of information and in order to obtain postings that contained the 

most pertinent information available.  Additionally, no posts or responses to posts were 

made in relationship to this study.  Lastly, only the publicly visible username was used to 

identify participants and no identifying information was sought out or used in this study. 

 

Coding Data 

Message boards were read from the beginning of the thread, or oldest posting, to 

the end of the thread, or most recent post available.  Because threads contain new posts, 

as well as responses to previous posts, reading the threads from the beginning to the end 

allowed for a better understanding of how participants interacted with each other in that 
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type of forum.  Skipping sections, starting from a random point in the thread, or working 

from the most recent post to the oldest post could have caused misinterpretation of the 

messages or purpose of the thread.   

Code words were assigned based on the overall theme of the posting, and in some 

instances a post may have been given more than one code.  After reading through all of 

the posts, a list was made of the codes identified based on the reading and they were then 

divided into groups based on their similarity (see appendices).  This process was 

continued until three main themes emerged: sharing experiences, sense of community, 

and giving and receiving advice. 

 

Chapter Five: Data Analysis 

This study asks how survivors of sexual assault use the message boards provided 

by Pandys.org in their recovery process?  Three main reasons emerged as to why it is 

used: (1) as a place to share their experiences; (2) as a place to find a sense of 

community; and (3) as a place to give and receive advice for dealing with the aftermath 

of being assaulted.  In addition to the three main reasons as to why a survivor uses the 

Internet, there was the theme of anonymity.  Survivors may use message boards 

anonymously when the post, it also appears to be a contributing factor as to why a 

survivor uses it.  Why a survivor uses a message board in their recovery was not part of 

the initial questions but a theme that was evident through out the data. 
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Sharing the Experience 

In every message board a survivor posted a retelling of their experience having 

been raped or assaulted.  Some survivors used online sharing as a prelude to seeking 

more professional help, which may have been encourage by the online community’s 

urging, while others apparently believe this to be their only safe outlet.  Regardless of the 

manifestation of the story, most members shared that this was a cathartic experience for 

them because they finally shared it.   

In the beginning stages of sharing, a survivor may share only the basics in a few 

short lines: 

I deal with a lot of guilt because my grandfather who abused me still sees my 
cousins and I know he does it to them (emotionally) and I don’t know what to do. 
(Posted to: You didn’t report it. Are you responsible if he does it again? 26 June 
2003) 
 
My mother for not protecting me and allowing my father to do those awful things 
to me.  Actually she enabled the behavior.  Then she refused to believe me and 
instead chose him over me. (Posted to: 5 worst betrayals how did you work 
through them? 24 June 2011) 
 

Some posts may give brief descriptions of what happened, but discuss the continued 

effects of the sexual assault more in depth.  

Hi, I’m new here.  I’ve been through a lot of counseling, and am still working 
through a lot….When I was 5 or 6, I was repeatedly molested by my maternal 
grandfather.  My family moved away from him, and my parents told me my 
memories were bad nightmares and nothing else…When I was 21, a co-worker 
drugged me and attempted to rape me during a party (I don’t drink alcohol)…It’s 
been five years since then, and I’ve learned a lot about self-respect and have been 
talking to an incredible man for a while.  I told him this morning that I trust him 
and am attracted to him, but I’m a virgin and survivor of attempted rape and 
childhood sexual abuse.  Surely you can imagine how happy/relieved I felt when 
he thanked me for telling him about it.  I’m still nervous, though. (Posted to: 
Welcome new people. 20 June 2010). 
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Lastly, survivors may also choose to share the story of their sexual assault and its 

consequences in great detail, including responses from the people in their life and how 

they are dealing with the trauma currently: 

I’m also new to this forum and wanted the chance to properly introduce myself. 
I’m Dagney, I'm 21 years old. The reason I'm coming to this forum and reaching 
out is that I'm tired of feeling alone and confused by what happened to me. I do 
have a small but close group of friends, some of whom I’ve told my experiences 
of abuse with but very few of them who actually have the patience to put up with 
my depressive moods and anxiety. They don't understand why I’m like this and 
can’t comprehend how I can be so down and I think they believe I'm just using it 
to make excuses for my inability to cope with most regular aspects of life.  
 
When I was 7 years old, I was molested by my next door neighbour for almost a 
year. He was in his late teens and he made friend’s [sic] with me and my older 
brother. He would manipulate me and tell me what he was doing to me was 
normal for friends to do. One thing that always sticks in my head, is he tried to 
rape me right in front of my brother and my brother didn't understand fully what 
was happening so he did nothing. I’ve tried to bring it up with him but he says he 
doesn't remember which kills me. My next door neighbour then told his 
neighbour, a boy younger than him, that I enjoyed that stuff, so he would do the 
same stuff to me.  
 
We moved house and I never saw my neighbour again. I felt okay for a while. But 
as I grew older I always felt this impending dread and anxiety, like I was just 
beginning to realise just exactly what had happened to me. When I was fifteen, I 
was so badly depressed all I could do was lie in bed and stare at the wall, crying 
for no reason. I felt nothing and I could not drag myself out of bed. And even 
though I’ve always suffered from anxiety and depression, I have always been 
uncertain whether I was really "sexually abused" according to the text book 
definition. My neighbour was in his late teens so I felt like, he just didn't 
understand what he was doing and can't be blamed; it was my fault for allowing 
him to do it.  
 
Then, when I was sixteen, I was on a crowded bus ride and an older man put his 
hand between my legs and leered threateningly at me. I was so shocked, I didn't 
say anything and he left the bus. I don't know if anyone had seen him do it, but 
nobody spoke up or said a word to me while I stood there crying. It was horrible 
and it brought up everything that happened to me when I was 7.  
 
I hate what it’s done to my sexuality. I don't really enjoy sex that much and even 
with a boyfriend I love and trust, I still feel used and gross after sex. I’m 
constantly suspicious of sex and I find it hard to see it as romantic. It always just 
feels like I'm being used. Every time a guy wants to have sex with me, I make up 
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an excuse as to why I can’t do it but I feel so guilty that I just give him head 
instead. 
 
So this is my story and some of the big effects it has had on me. I really hope to 
become a part of this community; just reading all of your words and experiences 
and wisdom and healing makes me feel safe and less alone (Posted to: Welcome 
new people. 16 June 11). 

A survivor may have a specific reason they are choosing to share their story, despite the 

length or detail of it.  One of the reasons a survivor may share their story is that he/she is 

trying to come to terms with what happened to them. A question that was posted more 

than once on the message board was, am I a survivor?  

Last year, when I remembered what my older brother did, I was completely at a 
loss.  I didn’t know if what I was remembering qualified as abuse or if I was 
basically just a dirty whore.  And I didn’t have anyone that I care to ask.  So, I 
found a site that provided free counseling via email, wrote an extremely brief 
description of the abuse and asked if it was, indeed, abuse.  I’ll never forget the 
reply.  He said that it sounded like abuse, though part of it would depend on my 
age at the time, or something along those lines.  And then he said, “What really 
matters more is whether or not you feel it was abuse.” (Posted on: Sharing not 
comparing is what we are about. 3 January 03).  

Having the message boards as an outlet to share their story allows survivors a way to 

work through their feelings and to come to terms with what happened to them.  

Additionally, the message boards act as a place for survivors to practice telling their 

story, in some way, until they chose to vocalize it to someone.   

I can’t tell a person directly, about the details of my [being a victim of child 
sexual assault].  I can write about it here, but I can’t tell anyone, not even a 
counselor.  I can talk about most of it, but somethings I just can’t say out loud, I 
don’t know why but I can’t.  I kept my [child sexual assault] a secret for 15 years, 
and finaly after talking to loved ones, counselor, and all of you here, I feel a lot 
better.  Sometimes I have flashbacks while talking about it, but in the long run I 
feel better.  I don’t think secrets can be healing (Posted to: Telling your story vs. 
learning to cope. 14 August 2003).  

Further confirmation of the usefulness of these online communities is found here, in this 

survivor’s story:  
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I get to “test run” expressing thing in therapy, things I am scared or ashamed to 
say, I can post here first as an interim step…and learn that the world doesn’t end 
if I tell.  And there are people who understand, and people who have experienced 
the same or similar (Posted to: 5 worst betrayals. 22 April 2003). 
 

Or it may be the only place the survivor feels comfortable sharing their story at all.  

The worst betrayal…I did myself.  For 21 years I have been denying what had 
happened during six years of abuse (4 years of mental abuse, humiliation by class 
“mates”) 2 years of mental and physical abuse by bf’s and others…I denied it, 
went on with my life and never talked to anyone about it.  Now my husband has 
betrayed me even more…even though it was not his intention, what I believe after 
the way he acted last night by respecting my fear and coming home early and not 
drunk.  For me and himself (and I am to blame for not telling him, he had no idea 
I would feel raped!)…I am still here, don’t go to a [therapist] and just try to cope 
it in my own way…stupid I know…that is the worst betrayal!!! Betraying myself 
(Posted to: 5 worst betrayals. 22 April 2003).  
 

The act of telling the story, even just in print and not vocalized, is a first step in the 

healing process for most survivors.  Pandys.org gives survivors a place in which to share 

their story, however they choose.  Having this outlet for telling about his/her experience 

allows the survivor to work through their feelings and come to terms with their assault in 

their own way.   

 
Sense of Community  
 

Pandys.org provides survivors with a sense of community.  Survivors of sexual 

assault use the message boards and posts to create an online community that is centered 

on providing support for one another.  Many survivors expressed that they did not know 

where to go to express the emotions that they were feeling.  The message boards can help 

survivors feel as though there is place for them to go where they belong.  In addition to 

feeling as though there is a place for them to go, survivors may continue to open up to 

other survivors and explore their feelings more in depth through conversation-like posts. 
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I hope that I can someday accept that as fact.  I usually do believe for a little 
while.  A few minutes a day, maybe even a week.  But I always forget again.  I 
feel I don’t belong, so I stop coming.   
I wasn’t raped.  I’ll just say that, out loud.  I WAS NOT RAPED.  Maybe it was 
attempted rape, maybe.  I mean, he almost went through with it, but he stopped.  
Therefore, it was not rape. 
It was (nearly) 7 years ago.  7.  That’s a long time.  I should be over it, right? It 
wasn’t a big deal.  Nothing happened.  I don’t know.  I don’t think I belong here.  
I really don’t.  But I need somewhere, and I haven’t found anywhere else to turn.   
Thank you all for allowing me to be here, even if I don’t belong (Posted to: 
Sharing not comparing is what we are about. 15 November 2003). 

One way the sense of community is created is through responding to other survivor’s 

posts.  Survivors respond to each other in a conversational manner, expressing concern 

and offering support to each other.   

Blackbird2: …this is the reason, the ‘thing’ in my healing that I just can’t get 
over. I feel like it wasn’t even rape.  I wanted it. I am just as sick and evil as them.  
Just over that one thought I had in a continuous two hour ordeal.  BUT its such an 
important thought. I can’t believe I just typed this out.  I’m sorry, sometimes I feel 
like I don’t even belong here…I wasn’t even raped.  MY mind had that thought, 
not my body.  I didn’t get wet, I didn’t orgasm…I had a ‘thought.” 
 
711Liz: Blackbird2, Please be gentle with yourself and give yourself a break.  Our 
minds naturally work in the state of comparisons which is all that yours was 
doing.  Just because you had that thought does not mean that you wanted it or like 
it; it does not mean that you consented.  It does not mean that you are evil like 
them or that you were not raped. You unfortunately had two rapists and your 
mind simply was making a comparison that’s all, nothing more and nothing less.  
Apparently, by then, it was obvious that they were going to continue to rape you 
and your mind went to that comparison, that’s all, OK?  So, please realize you did 
not deserve this nor did you want it simply because your mind was working out a 
comparison.  Please take care of yourself; you are precious and deserve to be 
treated with love, dignity, and respect. Love, Liz. 
 
Blackbird2: Liz-thanks, I really needed to hear that.  I have pretty much thrown 
myself into hysterics now today.  So, pissed at myself.  Everyone feels like there 
body betrayed them, I feel like ‘I’ or maybe my ‘mind’ betrayed me. I already feel 
better that I have said this outloud though, well…atleast outloud to you guys :(. Its 
so hard, so so hard.   
 
JoviBlaze: When my next door neighbor raped me I didn’t feel anything at the 
time (I was 7) but then when I was about 10 I started getting aroused when I had 
flashbacks.  I was so disgusted with myself, I thought I was some kind of perv.  
Now when I think back I feel nothing but pain.  I still don’t know why for a 
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couple of years I got aroused when I thought about being raped.  It’s still a 
mystery to me??? 
 
Blackbird2: Liz and Lora- thank you for the comfort and reassurance.  Its such 
[sic] a battle. Joviblaze- I have read or heard that so many times.  When it was the 
only thing you experienced and all you ever knew…Don’t know much about the 
subject, but I bet if you posted, many wise brothers and sisters would have 
beautiful feedback for you.   
JoviBlaze: Thank you for posting about my message.  I was going to delete it this 
morning because I was really disgusted with myself for thinking about it and 
posting about it but your messages really really helped.  Thank you. ((more hugs)) 
I’m not longer surprised at both of your wisdom and beauty (Posted to: Sexual 
arousal during sexual assault.  26 November 2003).  
 

With these conversation-like posts, survivors are able to use the message boards both to 

create and participate in conversations that are non-judgmental and provide 

understanding.  

I was so afraid what people would think after reading my post, but nobody here 
has said anything mean…in fact, nobody’s even told me that it was my fault…that 
what I did was stupid or that I deserved it.   
I cry every time I come to this site because it amazes me that people can be so 
supportive and caring to those they don’t know…I mean, no one here really 
knows my whole story, but they still don’t yell at me for what happened…no one 
gets angry at me when I tell them how I really feel. 
It’s so scary and overwhelming right now…even after two months I am still 
ashamed. . .but I guess its people like you guys who make it hurt a little less to 
talk about it.   
I just wanted to say thank you so much from a scared 18 year old girl who feels a 
little bit of safety here when she thought that feeling was completely impossible 
to feel ever again (Posted to: Sexual arousal during sexual assault. 04 December 
2003).  
 
It’s just safe.  I never thought a site could feel just a safe as a physical place.  I 
have a few ‘safe’ places in my life, and Pandy’s is one of them.  I log on and I can 
exhale and know that this can be ok.  I can be ok (Posted on: What do you like 
about Pandy’s? 13 March 2008). 

Additionally, survivors use Pandys.org as a place to connect to others who are going 

through what they have gone through and can relate to what they are feeling. 
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I don’t feel like a freak for my thoughts and feelings and reactions.  I have learned 
that they are common in survivors and I’m not “crazy” for it (Posted to: What do 
you like about Pandys? 30 January 2008).  
 
I like having a space that is just for us.  I don’t have to worry about how someone 
will react.  I can just be myself.  I also like to see that other people have the same 
kinds of problems that I have (well, I don’t like that many people experience this) 
but I like that I’m not alone in my experiences.  I also like the kindness and 
support that I see here everyday (Posted on: What do you like about Pandys? 15 
February 2008).  
 
Hi, I’m new to the site, and I really appreciate the warm welcome.  My name is 
Naomi, and I turn seventeen in a little over a month.  I’m here because I was 
molested by my brother six times, and by my half brother twice.  Um I’d really 
appreciate someone to talk to, so feel free to [private message] me if you want, or 
even if you need to talk (Posted to: Welcome new people. 22 July 2010). 

Lastly, survivors use Pandys.org as a place to help others through the sharing of their 

stories and the creation of a supportive community for other sexual assault survivors.  

I don’t feel so alone in my struggles here.  I also like that for the days that I don’t 
feel like I can talk face-to-face or when that isn’t available, I can post here online, 
and get amazing support.  I feel empowered by coming here often.  I also feel like 
I’m able to give back the support I receive by supporting other members of 
Pandy’s during their tough times, and I love feeling like I have helped someone 
feel not so alone in their struggle (Posted on: Why do you like Pandy’s? 04 July 
2006). 

  
 A survivor’s initial reason for accessing an online community may be to share 

their story, but it can develop into more.  Through the conversation-like back and forth 

postings, a survivor’s initial post sharing their story can help them to find a community 

they feel they belong to.  The release of information can be relief enough, but finding a 

virtual friend(s) with whom to continue to share and explore the pain and feelings 

following an assault may have continued benefit.   

 
Advice and Information Sharing 
 

Lastly, survivors use Pandys.org as a place to share information, as well as to 

give and receive advice.  Survivors may share their experiences with therapists and law 
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enforcement, give advice on how to cope with family and friends, and share tips on how 

to deal with residual effects of the assault.  Survivors may use the message boards as a 

way to sift through the myriad of options available to them by discussing issues with 

those who have experienced them  

One of the first decisions a survivor must make is whether or not to report to law 

enforcement.  While some people have made that decision before coming to Pandys.org, 

others use the message boards to consider that option. Using the message boards as an 

outlet to share their concerns about the process and read others’ experiences can help 

survivors better grasp what decisions are right for them.  

I did report it to the police, but I don’t really remember anything much happening.  
I think now I’ve started to deal with this whole mess.  The more I remember, the 
more I think I’m not sure if reporting him is enough.  I know the chances are it 
won’t even get to court because he lives in another country (he was studying here 
for a year) (Posted on: You didn’t report it. 03 April 2003). 

Considering the weight of the decision to report to law enforcement, it was surprising that 

there were not more posts regarding why a survivor chose to report and their feelings 

regarding their choice.   

In addition to reporting to law enforcement, survivors also have to decide to seek 

medical attention.  Survivors share stories and tips for going to a doctor after being 

assaulted. Some of these tips may be practical, related to – as in the case of the following 

example – physicality. 

For those who, like me, find the whole speculum experience not just 
uncomfortable but downright painful - ask for a pediatric speculum. So long as 
they can see what they need to see and accomplish what they need to accomplish, 
there's no need to use an adult-sized version, and most gyns will be accomodating  
[sic] with this. The doctor I just saw actually took it upon herself to suggest and 
find one, after learning that I was a rape survivor.  
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Another suggestion, one that she actually made to me - have an initial visit to 
simply discuss any problems or concerns, to get to know the gyn/doctor, 
BEFORE the exam, then come back another day for the exam itself. It may help 
you become more comfortable with the doctor, if you're seeing someone new 
(Posted to: Some tips before you att your Gyno/Ob appt. 24 January 2003). 

 
Practical and emotional elements are not always easily divided. In the following post, a 

Pandys.org member suggests pragmatic strategies for overcoming psychological burdens 

in seeking professional help. 

I read a site once that suggested you write a letter/call your doctor before hand 
and explain the situation so there are no surprises.  I usually email people when i 
feel i will have trouble verbalizing something.  Also- making a plan to be with a 
good friend or do something nice afterwards helps ground you (Posted to: Some 
tips before you att your Gyno/Ob appt. (16 August 2003).  

Therapy would seem like an obvious place for a survivor to start, aid, or advance their 

recovery.  But not all survivors have had great experiences with one-on-one, or even 

group therapy sessions. Survivors use the message boards as a place to share their good 

and bad experiences with therapy.  

I think that there are some therapists who think that if the person has a strong 
cathartic experience it is a good thing, because the therapist has their ego tied into 
experiences of intensity.  My background is yoga and Chinese medicine and in 
oriental medicine 5 element theory…When you keep telling your story over and 
over again and get retraumatized because the therapist does not have the skills to 
help you access the other emotions, you are just stuck.  I cried and cried about 
everything and only felt depression and grief and compassion for my abuser, and 
the people helping me thought they were really doing a good job because of the 
intensity of my experience.  But I was a broken record.  
It was financially and emotionally draining and did not help me until I found a 
teacher who could help me work with other emotions, and who gave me some 
brain integration skills to synthesize the information in a different way.  I was so 
sick of paying people just to cry.  One person told me that I just had to cry until 
all the tears were shed, but it was wrong.  I have been told that what I am 
describing is flooding.  Probably though this is pretty individual.   I have to take 
really good care of myself whenever I disclose in any way (Posted on: Telling 
your story vs. learning to cope. 20 June 2002).  
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In order to deal with the plethora of side effects that a survivor might encounter, posts 

suggest a variety of coping methods.  Posters share what coping methods have worked 

and what have not been as helpful as suggestions to others for their recovery. 

I need to have something distracting going on (usually it’s the TV on very very 
low), because otherwise I get really intrusive thoughts and worries, and I’ve 
learned that if I let that go on too long, it can spiral into a problem with panic 
(Posted to: Pandy’s insomnia club. 15 November 2001).  
A long long active walk. The moving, the grounded-ness, and the physicality start 
often work their magic.  Tai Qi, but go through the forms at half the speed. If I 
really do this--smoothly, properly, slowly, gracefully-it will work. (But its sooo 
hard to begin.)  Play with dogs, or at least watch them play, or at the very very 
least, be around them (Posted to: Coping trics. 15 October 2001.) 

Survivors often seek support from Pandys.org when they are not receiving any or the 

right kind of support from those around them. When survivors receive more negative 

responses than positive response from family and friends, they use Pandys.org as a place 

to find advice on how to cope with this.  

Not sure where to post this, so my apologies if this is in the wrong spot.  I have 
been asked: Why didn’t you fight harder? By so many people.  At the time, I can 
never seem to come up with a reply.  I’m just wondering what others say and how 
they feel about that question.  I’m in the process of writing my grandma a letter 
regarding her response to me on certain issues including the rape.  She is the one 
who crams that question in my face every time I speak to her.   
I never imagined this many replies, thank you for all your support and advise.  I 
haven’t decided yet if I will still contact my grandmother…but if I and before I do 
I will think about all that you all said (Posted to: When asked why you didn’t fight 
harder what do you say? 10 June 2002). 

Since these message boards are open to the public, it is not always survivors who go to 

them seeking advice.  While not seen as frequently as a post from a survivor, a post from 

a friend, family member or a significant other was shown; they were seeking advice on 

how to best provide support to someone they knew who was a survivor.   

This is where my [girlfriend] is.  Wondering.  In fact her therapist (a cognitive 
behavioral therapist) has asked her if at times she wishes she had never said 
anything.  She broke her silence almost a year ago.  I have experienced serious 
abuse of another kind, and talking has always helped me.  It’s given me a whole 
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new sense of calm and strength.  But that’s me.  Talking didn’t necessarily help 
my gf, especially in the months following her disclosure.  It shattered so many of 
the things she told herself for years just to keep going in her life.  Confronting the 
issues around other people’s cruelty has not been easy for her.  She’s gone 
through a long “quiet” phase, also brought on by some key people’s denial of her 
story.  Now she’s starting to read boards here, she’s posted twice and I’m putting 
my faith in her instincts and care of her therapist (Posted to: Telling your story vs. 
learning to cope.  24 March 2003).  
 
 

Anonymity 
 

There is one consistent dimension to survivors’ use of the message boards, which 

is the reality, and often protection of, anonymity. Survivors have the ability to choose 

usernames, or if that seems too revealing they can sign in with the generic name of 

“guest.”  While some survivors may sign their post with a first name, or cite another user 

in their response, these are first names only.  No identifying information is used in the 

public forum.   

I went into random chat rooms looking for people to talk with anonymously and 
then disappear again. But telling was freeing and empowering and helpful in the 
first place…I ended up finding someone online who was very understating and 
became my boyfriend, I found different survivor sites and after some months 
there I felt comfortable telling some people in real life (Posted on: Telling your 
story vs. learning to cope.  19 June 2002).  

The anonymity of the message board is one of the ways that Pandys.org stays true to their 

mission state of providing support to both men and women.   

What initially attracted me to Pandy’s was that the moderators here don’t force 
people into identifying only as female or male when they sign up here, which is 
helpful to me, as many others, I’m sure (Posted on: What do you like about 
Pandy’s? 13 March 2008). 
 

The relative anonymity of the message boards allows survivors to share their stories with 

less hesitation.  Survivors are able to use the message boards for their intended purpose, 

as a place to recover, without the rejection they might find in face-to-face contact. 
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Chapter Six: Discussion 
 
 In this study, there were four main reasons that emerged as to why sexual assault 

survivors chose to use online message boards in their recovery.  The reasons were: (1) as 

a place to share their experiences; (2) as a place to find a sense of community; (3) as a 

place to give and receive advice for dealing with the aftermath of being assaulted; and (4) 

anonymity.   

 Sexual assault survivors express sharing their story as one of the most difficult 

aspects of recovery.  Online message boards like Pandys.org provide a place to share 

their story without fear of rejection or a negative response.  Using Holt, Blevins and 

Burket’s research on pedophiles as a comparison, this appears to be a theme that is 

consistent throughout online communities.  The authors found in their research that due 

to the illegality and social stigma of pedophilia as a sexual preference, the users of the 

chat room and messages boards felt that going online was a safer and a less negative 

place in which to share their feelings.  While sexual assault survivors are regarded very 

differently than pedophiles in society, they may carry with them a stigma of their own, 

especially if they are not believed or victims of acquaintance rape.  An online community 

allows users to share their experience without fear of retaliation or judgment. Finding a 

secure and positive place to share their experience was one of the hurdles identified in 

both the 1996 study by Ullman and the 2002 study conducted by Ullman and Brecklin.  

The studies showed that who a survivor shared their story with and the reaction the 

survivor received were two of the most significant factors in their recovery  

 Secondly, the study found that a reason for sexual assault survivors to use online 

communities was to find a community with users similar to themselves that is always 
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available.  This is supported by both the research on pedophiles and on cancer patients. 

For pedophiles, it is almost impossible to find an in-person support group that would 

allow them to participate and feel free of stigma or negative reaction, and with a lessor 

legal risk.  With online communities, they are able to express their desires to others who 

understand.  For cancer patients, especially those with a more rare form of cancer, online 

communities may be their only option due to mobility issues or where they live.  It 

provides access to other cancer patients with similar types of cancer or who are enduring 

the same type of treatments or symptoms they might have without having to leave their 

home or treatment center.  Online communities allow access almost continuously and 

conveniently, as users of Pandys.org expressed that it was always available to them.   

 Lastly, the ability to share tips and information regarding recovery was a reason 

survivors used Pandys.org.  This last reason supported by both the pedophilia and cancer 

patients.  Online communities provide a place to share information specifically 

concerning what does and does not work for a specific population.  With sexual assault 

survivors, it was both medical and psychological help.  Users would express what types 

of treatments they have been through and how it helped or did not help them.  This was 

similar to what was found with cancer survivors. Especially those with more rare forms 

of cancers who may be living in rural settings and not have access to the same treatments 

or in-person support groups that may be available in a more urban setting.  This was seen 

with pedophiles who were able to share and to get information on how to deal with the 

emotion and urges they knew to be considered wrong by law and social norms.  Online 

communities can provide a plethora of information sharing and be very helpful to those 

new to the community.  
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 Overall, one theme that was evident through the sexual assault study and the 

comparison studies of cancer patients and pedophiles was the benefit of online 

communities being anonymous.  Users frequently and repeatedly made reference to 

feeling empowered and confident when sharing anonymously.  These findings on the 

importance of anonymity are supported by the work of Morris, in that the Internet  

…strips away the standard visual and aural cues of social identity—including 
those of gender, race, age, and socioeconomic status –plausibly promoting 
heterogeneity, where ‘no one knows that you are a dog on the Internet.’ (Norris, 
2004, 32). 

This anonymity and lack of barriers provided by the Internet can allow for more diversity 

in groups and greater inclusiveness for marginalized groups (Norris, 2004, 32).   This 

theme may be evident in other studies of online communities and found in further 

research as one of the greatest benefits.  All three populations are very different and 

would have different reasons for joining an online community but many users seemed to 

choose it because they could share without anyone knowing who they are if they did not 

want them to. This would allow them to be more candid and expressive in what they 

shared and may have been a turning point in their recovery.   

 
Limitations and Further Research 
 

One limitation to this study was the inability to ask questions of the participants.  

Interviews with the participants would have allowed for questions regarding in-person 

methods of support and recovery and how the participant felt it compared to online 

recovery.  Eysenbach et al found in their research regarding health-related virtual 

communities that there is not enough research that compares and contrasts online and in-

person support groups (Eysenbach et al., 2004, 3).  The research that has been conducted 

investigating the benefits of online communities and mental health options was often 
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inconclusive due to a myriad of reasons, including: too few participants, before-and-after 

studies with no interim follow up; and exploratory studies with too few instruments 

(Eysenbach et al., 2004, 3).  A reason given for this lack of research is that it is hard to 

recreate pure and natural virtual communities and interactions.  

In order to use their website to conduct research about sexual assault and sexual 

assault survivors, researchers must provide the purpose of the study and a list of 

questions to be asked, as well as information on who is backing the research.  The 

regulations are in place for researchers and authors planning on registering with the 

website and asking questions of the participants.  Because the website restricts direct 

contact between researchers and participants, this study looked only at what was 

accessible without registering and made no contact with any participants.  Future research 

could benefit from gaining more access to the participants of Pandys.org.  This would 

allow for questions to probe more in-depth into the types of treatment participants have 

sought out, how they feel about what they have tried and what their overall experience 

has been regarding online communities.  This type of follow up would allow for a better 

contrast and insight into comparing online and in-person communities.   

 
Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

 
 Online communities can develop as outlets for any number of populations to 

express ideas, concerns, and information that are important to their reason for connecting.  

The populations that utilize message boards may be perceived positively or negatively by 

society but regardless find online communities as a safe place to connect and share.  With 

sexual assault survivors, online communities provide an anonymity that seems to be very 

important to them.  Just as important as anonymity is the supportive and positive nature 
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that Pandy’s.org specifically provided to sexual assault survivors.  Survivors repeatedly 

expressed anonymity and support as the both their reasons for being part of the online 

community and what they were lacking from face-to-face interactions.   

The support provided by online communities can help sexual assault survivors to 

redefine their definition of the abuse; instead of identifying as victim he/she will be able 

to redefine his or herself as a survivor.  Online communities provide survivors with at 

least two of the six catalysts for change as identified by Ferraro and Johnson by providing 

a change in resources and external definitions of the relationship to the abuse.  Online 

communities provide a change in resources and Ferraro and Johnson found that the mere 

existence of the safe house for domestic violence provides a visible display of support for 

victims and message that it should not be tolerated (Ferraro and Johnson, 1983, 331).  

With the emergence and growth of online message boards, sexual assault survivors can 

easily access a community that will provide support for their specific needs. Additionally, 

sexual assault survivors can read the stories of and interact with survivors who can help 

them to change perception of the abuse and to understand that what happened was not 

their fault. With more frequent, longer, and more intense visits to an online communities 

where the consistent message is one of the support and positivity will help someone who 

has been sexually assaulted to redefine his or her identity from a victim to a survivor 

because it exposes them to a different definition of the abuse.   

This study highlights points made by Morris, that there is not enough research 

regarding online communities to definitely say what the long term effects of online 

communities will have on in-person interact.  But the research seems to show that online 

communities, with respect to sexual assault survivors can be both bridging and bonding.  
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Putnam argues that bridging communities brings together a variety of people; placing on 

it a positive connotation, while bonding communities tend to bring together a specific 

niche this may have a more negative outcome.  Putnam would also argue that online 

communities would not have the same affect that in-person communities do.  Online 

communities seem to do both at the same time and have an overall positive effect and this 

is supported by the idea of differential reinforcement theory and differential identification 

theory.  They bring together a diverse population with the same problem or interest and 

provide an environment that can create intense bonds without being face-to-face.  With 

additional research into online communities and their benefits for recovery, it may be 

possible to enhance in-person support or create more treatment and recovery based online 

communities that are even more effective.  
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Appendix One: Common Terms 
 

• Personal stories 
• Law enforcement 

experiences  
• Past experiences 
• Coming to terms 
• Information 
• Working through it 
• Sharing trauma 
• Coming to terms 
• Respond 
• Support 
• Thanks 
• Information 
• Feeling of 

family/comm. 
• Support 
• Helps others 
• Solace 
• Supportive 

community  
• Help to heal 
• Friend others like 

them 
• Meet people 
• Support 
• Encouragement 
• People like you 
• Loneliness 
• Understanding 
• Empathy 
• Acceptance 
• Caring 
• Guidance 
• Meet people 
• Share story 
• Giving advice 
• Share story 
• Somebody to talk to  
• Feeling alone 
• Share story 
• Giving advice  
• Share story 

• Encouragement 
• Losing friends 
• Work through it 
• Side effects 
• Encouragement 
• Coming to terms 
• Dealing with 

feelings 
• Realization 
• What is rape 
• Confusion 
• Clarification 
• Confusion 
• Get answers 
• Discount 
• Clarification 
• Sharing good things 
• Understanding 
• Healing 
• Dealing with 

feelings 
• Support 
• Encouragement 
• Compassion 
• Minimization 
• Perspective 
• Validation 
• Coming to terms 
• Judgment 
• Expressing what 

happened 
• Findings someone 

who cares 
• Learning to love 

oneself 
• Social messages 
• Guilt 
• Place to heal 
• Tell story 
• Worth of feeling 
• Talking with police 

• Sharing story 
• Empowerment 
• Therapy 
• Dealing with 

feelings 
• Coping mechanisms 
• Identity effects 
• Talking when ready 
• Anonymous 
• Advice for someone 

else 
• Advice 
• Feel cared about 
• Issues with reporting 
• Comfort 
• Support 
• Healing 
• Respect 
• Ways to heal 
• Let guard down 
• Safe place 
• Friendship 
• No judgment 
• People who relate 
• Practice 
• Sense of community 
• Safe place 
• Help other people 
• Information 
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Appendix Two: Term Grouping 
 
Sharing The Experience 

• Personal Story 
o Coming to terms with it 
o Working through it 
o Sharing the trauma 
o Dealing with feelings 
o Confusion 
o What is rape?  

• Past Experiences 
 
Sense of Community 

• Support 
o Finding a place to heal 
o Encouragement 
o Understanding 
o Healing 
o Perspective 
o Non-judgmental 

• Respond to other’s posts 
o Loneliness 

• Help others 
o Acceptance 

• Meet other people like them 
o Building friendships 

• Somebody to talk to  
• Anonymity 

 
Advice and Information 

• Contact with Law Enforcement 
• Doctor Visits 
• Therapy Sessions 
• Guidance 
• Side effects 

o Insomnia 
o Coping mechanisms 
o Identity 

• Dealing with Society  
o Family 
o Therapy 
o Friends 

• Helping a survivor 
 
 


