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BRIEF SUMMARY: Preventing sexual assault is an ongoing topic of discussion among military policy
makers and clinicians, yet little research has focused on these experiences specifically among active-duty
Service members. Using a sample of active-duty women (N = 1,230) who had experienced sexual assault in
the past 12 months, the study analyzed differences in sexual assault experiences (e.g., type of sexual assault,
location, support after reporting) based on the women’s relationship to the perpetrator (i.e., intimate
partner, friend/acquaintance, stranger, not specified). The results showed that most women were assaulted
by someone they knew. Further, women assaulted by an intimate partner were also more likely to report
sexual harassment before and after the assault and to struggle to garner support from military leadership
and victim advocates after reporting.
KEY FINDINGS

– 53% of women were assaulted by a friend/acquaintance, 12% by an intimate partner, and 11% by a
stranger. Importantly, 24% did not specify their relationship to the perpetrator.
– The majority of women assaulted by an intimate partner (62%) or friend/acquaintance (54%) were more
likely to have been assaulted in their own or someone else’s home.
– Active-duty women who were assaulted by intimate partners were more likely to report more than
one incident of sexual assault, penetrative sexual assault, a lifetime history of sexual assault, and
experiencing sexual harassment and stalking by their perpetrator.
– The majority of women in all categories of relationships indicated that their perpetrator was in the
military (67-95%); 73% of women who did not report their relationship with their perpetrator indicated
that their perpetrator was of a higher rank.
– Approximately one-third of women reported their assault to military leadership. Women who were
assaulted by an intimate partner reported significantly less satisfaction with military leadership’s
response and less support from military leadership and their victim advocate.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Identify resources for sexual assault and harassment on and off the military installation, such as the
National Sexual Assault Hotline, professional counseling, and victim advocates within one’s unit.
– Support those who have experienced assault through being a friend, encouraging the victim to report
the assault and get the needed help, and validating the victim’s humanity and value (e.g., help the victim
identify positive self-attributes).

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Assess for sexual assault when working with Service members and military couples.
– Seek education and training on how to treat victims of sexual assault.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Educate all military personnel on behaviors that constitute sexual harassment and assault.
– Revise advocacy programs to ensure services and professionals are supportive to victims.
– Offer rehabilitation services for Service members who are sexually harassing or assaulting others.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

N = 1,230 active-duty women who had experienced sexual assault in the past 12 months.
91% of participants were Enlisted, and 80% had not deployed in the past year.
Approximately 35% were in the Army, 31% in the Navy, 21% in the Air Force, and 12% in the Marine Corps.
The majority of women were White (52%).

METHODOLOGY

– Data were from the 2016 Workplace and Gender Relations Survey of Active Duty Members (WGRA),
a survey that assesses the prevalence of experiencing sexual assault and harassment in active-duty
Service members.
– The WGRA uses behaviorally based questions that include descriptors of sexual assault and harassment
based on definitions from the Uniform Code of Military Justice.
– Information assessed included: sexual assault victim and perpetrator demographic characteristics,
relationship between victim and perpetrator, when and where sexual assaults occurred, the involvement
of alcohol, incidents of sexual harassment, incidents of stalking, and prior sexual assault history.
– Independent sample t-tests were used to compare differences in sexual assault experiences across
groups based on relationship to the perpetrator (intimate partner, friend/acquaintance, stranger, or
relationship not specified).

STRENGTHS

– This article provides nuanced and descriptive information on an under researched topic, specifically,
sexual assault victimization amongst active-duty women.
– The authors highlight important areas of improvement for military leadership’s response to sexual
assault and harassment reports.

LIMITATIONS

– Results are based on independent samples t-tests. More advanced analyses are needed to understand
the potential mechanisms or explanations underlying these results.
– Due to the low number of men who reported experiencing sexual assault, this study did not examine
the prevalence of sexual assault for active-duty men Service members. Future research could examine
similar associations for male victims.
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DIMENSIONS OF ASSESSMENT

A D E Q UAT E

— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
— CONTRIBUTORY: Research that is original, applicable, and has
the potential to enhance the well-being of military families. This
dimension examines the impact of the study.
— COMMUNICATIVE: Research that is coherent, understandable,
and readable. This dimension assesses how effectively the
authors convey the content of the study.
* These dimensions are adapted from the work of Mårtensson
et al. (2016). For more information on the REACH evaluation
framework and rubric visit: MilitaryREACH.org
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Underlined terms in red font are linked to the definition in the
Military REACH Dictionary. To explore more terms visit: https://
militaryreach.auburn.edu//DictionaryResult. Terms in blue font
are linked to additional resources.
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