
Resilience, formerly Rape Victim Advocates 
(RVA), has been providing comprehensive 
crisis intervention programs for sexual 
assault survivors in Chicago since 1974.
 
Dr. Natalie A. Stephens, an OB/GYN at 
Northwestern Memorial Hospital, and 10 
medical and nursing students and other 
staff founded Resilience after witnessing 
survivors of sexual assault leaving hospitals 
in worse shape than when they arrived1. 
 
“The process really further traumatized 
the people,” Donna Jacobson, Executive 
Director of Resilience, said. “We were 
founded to help people through that 
process.” 

Resilience’s mission is to end rape culture 
and empower sexual assault survivors 
through advocacy, education, and training, 
and its vision is a world without sexual 
assault. Resilience’s programs and services 
include free trauma therapy and medical 
treatment, medical and legal advocacy, and 
education and training. 
  
Volunteer-run for its first 12 years, Resilience 
hired its first executive director in 1986—the 
same year the organization received its first 
grant from Chicago Foundation for Women.
  
“Being recognized and supported by CFW 
not long into our history as an organization 
was a very key moment,” Jacobson said, 
noting that the organization then was small, 

scrappy, and grassroots—qualities it still 
possesses today. 
   
While the organization had lots of interest 
and support in its early years, it did not have 
as much legitimacy or name recognition. 
  
“CFW not only provided us [with] financial 
support. In many ways, they helped 
establish us as an organization,” Jacobson 
added. “[CFW] has a bar that they set, and 
when they select a grantee, it shows that 
organization has reached or exceeded that 
bar. It’s very much a seal of approval.”  
 
Finding 
financial 
support 
for sexual 
assault crisis 
intervention 
and sexual 
violence 
prevention 
work has 
always been 
a challenge, 
particularly 
in accessing 
unrestricted funding and general operating 
support, which CFW provides to Resilience. 
 
“Rape crisis center work has been 
historically underfunded and 
underappreciated probably since the dawn 
of time,” Jacobson said.
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Jacobson, Resilience staff, and 
volunteers see first-hand how its  
services—particularly trauma 
therapy and legal support such as 
helping survivors receive orders of 
protection against the person who 
caused harm—make a significant 
impact on survivors’ quality of life. 
   
Given the high rates of suicidality 
for survivors of sexual assault 
(33 percent of women survivors 
contemplate death by suicide, and 
13 percent attempt death by suicide) 
and post-traumatic stress disorder, free-of-cost 
mental health services are a lifeline2. 

“Rape impacts people differently, and we know 
that there’s a stronger impact on people of 
color, people in the queer community, people 
with disabilities, and undocumented citizens,”  
Jacobson highlighted, noting that the current 
administration is increasingly targeting and 
ostracizing these groups.   

Sexual assault does not discriminate, but it does 
not have the same impact on all survivors; multiply 
marginalized communities face additional risks 
and barriers, which makes the accessible services 
Resilience provides regardless of one’s identity 
and circumstance critical.  
 
“We see healthcare benefits being cut and rape 
culture celebrated in our government [and] our 
culture,” Jacobson said. 

In 2024, Resilience celebrated its 50th 
anniversary, a significant milestone recognizing 
five decades of providing life-changing services 
to survivors of sexual assault and violence in 
Chicago. Like many other nonprofit organizations 
providing vital services that are being targeted, 
Resilience faces challenges that accompany this 
celebration. Jacobson likens the current situation 
to an unprecedented storm.  
 
Last year, 70 percent of Resilience’s funding 
came through public contracts, a dependence 
on government funding that Jacobson says the 
organization must diversify through growing 
private revenue and fee-for-service work and 
initiatives. This, Jacobson says, is necessary to 
create a safety net for Resilience’s core services 
to counteract widespread government funding 
cuts.

“There is no one coming to save us from a 
government perspective,” Jacobson noted. 
 
At a time when some organizations are turning 
their back on the communities they serve to 
attempt to save funding, Jacobson says Resilience 
remains emboldened and hyper-focused.  

“The need for our services is 
growing, but the funding is 
decreasing.”
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“We will weather the storm because there are 
good people out there that are sharing our 
outrage,” Jacobson said. “We need to stick with 
who we are and be unapologetic in who we 
support, how we do our work, and what we value.”  

Speaking to funders, partners, and allies on 
how to sustain long-term impact, Jacobson uses 
the words clarity and commitment to describe 
Resilience’s present approach to its work.   

“We need to exist for survivors, especially those 
communities that are under attack today, because 
there is nowhere else for them to turn,”  
Jacobson said.

“We’ve learned long ago—and it’s 
really quite simple—our services 
save lives. They just do.”
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