The Americans with Disabilities Act defines a mental health
disability as “a mental impairment that substantially limits
one or more major life activities”, such as self-care, learning,
working, or performing manual tasks. The disability may

or may not be related to a person’s experience of sexual
violence.
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Truth: Advocacy
can be effective
whether or not
someone has a
mental health
disability.

Beliefs about mental health disabilities can make it more difficult for

sexual assault survivors with mental health disabilities to access and
receive appropriate services if they have experienced sexual violence.
They may fear being stereotyped based on these myths, or they may
have internalized the myths and believe these things are true themselves.
As advocates, it is important to understand when ableism prevents

us from providing appropriate services.

Belief: / am not/My program is not qualified to work with survivors
of sexual violence who have a mental health disability.

Truth: Advocacy can be effective whether or not someone
has a mental health disability. Your training and professional
experience have equipped you to address their experience
of sexual violence.

Belief: Advocates cannot address the sexual violence a person has
experienced until the person’s mental health disability is addressed.

Truth: As is the case with all survivors, it is important that those
with mental health disabilities decide when they are ready to
address their experience of sexual violence. The survivor knows
best when s/he is ready and how s/he wants to go about receiving
support.

Also, the mental health disability may be due to or aggravated by
an experience of sexual violence, so addressing the sexual violence
can be a critical component of treating the symptoms of a mental
health disability.

Belief: People with mental health disabilities are not capable of
participating in their own healing process.

Truth: People with mental health disabilities are capable of
engaging and participating in their own healing process.

This can be achieved most readily when the person is supported
and empowered by an advocate who is focusing on her or his
strengths and ability to heal rather than on her or his limitations.
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Lack of access to services

When a survivor
of sexual violence
Is viewed as
Stigma and prejudice not credible,
it reinforces
that person’s
sense of
isolation,
self-doubt,
and reluctance
o report or seek
help after an

Lack of awareness among responders
assault.

Limited resources to accommodate needs




What Crisis Centers Can Do to Make a Difference

Non-offending family support can be a very powerful way to encourage people with mental health disabilities.
Just knowing that they are cared for and have someone they can go to for support can make all the difference
to their over all well-being.

National Alliance for the Mentally I11 (NAMI) provides support, education, advocacy and research on mental
illness to mental health consumers, families, and friends of people with severe mental illnesses, such as
schizophrenia, major depression, bipolar disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and anxiety disorders.
www.nami.org

Community services boards may provide counseling and case management for people with mental health
disabilities. www.vacsb.org

Local consumer-managed mental health support groups provide peer support and often can encourage and
give moral support to one another in ways that people without a mental illness could not do.
www.vocalsupportcenter.org

National Mental Health Consumers Self-Help Clearinghouse connects individuals to self-help and advocacy
resources, and offers expertise to self-help groups and other peer-run services for mental health consumers.
www.mhselfhelp.org

Virginia Sexual and Domestic Violence Action Alliance (VSDVAA) provides training, technical assistance and
resources for advocates and allies on working with people with mental health disabilities. VSDVAA also
promotes and supports collaborations among the different service providers and responders who work with
people with mental health disabilities who are victims of sexual violence.

www.vsdvalliance.org
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