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The survivor-controlled approach in short
The ideas that led to the creation of the projects originate from the emancipative approaches of the social movements in the 1970s - 1980s, (especially the Women’s movement, the Lunatics Offensive, antipsychiatry.)
The aim was to fill the gaps in support structures which could only be noticed by the survivors (of sexual abuse or psychiatry) themselves. On these grounds, persons who had experienced the lack of support structures that met their needs developed projects based on the survivor-controlled approach. These projects define personal experience of sexual violence/psychiatry as a resource and professional qualification for working in the projects.
 
The close cooperation of the three projects relies on the interest to present the (partly) 20 years of practical experience of working based on the survivor-controlled approach so that the approach can be transferred to other projects and contexts for further use.
The approach originates from the work of and with victims of violence (victims of sexual violence in childhood and victims of psychiatric violence).
Violence is defined as an act based on power structures that reduce a person to an object. Thus, objectified this person experiences him/herself as completely incapable of acting and helpless.
This experience is the destructive core of violence which has to be acknowledged in each process of working through the experience.
This results in focussing on re-establishing the capacity to act and preventing new situations of helplessness.
To attain this goal, all offers have to be absolutely voluntary. Every user of the support structures decides him/herself about using them or not. Access to the support structures does not depend on diagnoses which lead to therapeutic or other given programmes the survivors have to follow. The users themselves define their individual needs of support. We see them as the experts for their own life situation. Crises are not the expression of an illness, but a normal part of our lives.  
Given this approach we consider the person we deal with as competent and fully capable to act, as a person who has a precise problem and thus is interested in our support structures.
This implies a specific concept of human beings. The staff are not generally and unchangeably the “professionals”, the helpers, but just in a situated context. Tomorrow the roles can be changed in a different situation. Thus, our structures are generally permeable. Users of the support structures have the opportunity to work in the project themselves, to switch roles and become staff members. Transparent hierarchies are necessary to think this. Evidently, hierarchies and power differences exist in the project, in the concrete counselling situation. Criticism of hierarchies does not mean absence of hierarchy. But these hierarchies have to be elucidated and thus changeable.
The self help approach is the goal and leading idea. Survivors speak out and for themselves, find their own definitions and expressions. Nobody talks about them.
Since we are not in a void but in a specific society with specific structures and power relations in which violence occurs it is important to reflect upon this context and to analyze its implications. In that sense we are partial and clearly taking a stand for the perspective of the victims of power relations taking society’s context into account.
The survivor-controlled approach implies the employment of survivors at all levels which is constitutionally defined in the statutes and policies of the organisations. The staff members in survivor-controlled projects have to balance the fundamental attitude of equality with the users, the feeling of belonging to the group of survivors and the role as professional helper which implies an unequal relationship.
Staff members are continually challenged in clarifying their own role, the position they take regarding their own survivor experience and the framework of the support structure and keeping these open. This implies reflecting one’s individual experiences and the way of dealing with them also in the professional context. The key issue is to value one’s own experiences as a resource and to make adequate use of them in the work and not to define them as a deficiency. It is vital for the practical work in this framework to be open for irritation, new definitions and evaluation and critical stands towards society. This implies to go into a process of analysing, questioning, re-orienting without leaving the role as professional helper. The ability to change roles and perspectives, to be aware of the changes and to be able to consciously direct these changes are necessary.
These abilities are not a reliable part of professional training, nor are they only achieved by experienced violence. They are the result of an individual analysis of the personal experiences and the reflection of the way society and the survivor him/herself deals with them. 
 

Key principles of the survivor-controlled approach in short:
        Principle of voluntariness

        No diagnosis as condition of access, but self-definition of the need for support
        Crises are a normal part of life
        The division of helpers and help-seeking persons is a situative one
        Structures are permeable
        Hierarchies are elucidated
        Self-help approach: Survivors speak for and about themselves
        Personal experience and the reflection of the topic is used as resource
        The employment of survivors is defined in the constitution and policies.
 

