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BRIEF SUMMARY: Military sexual trauma is any form of assault or harassment experienced during military
service. This study examined whether sexual assault (i.e., sexual contact through force or threat of force)
and/or sexual harassment (i.e., verbal pressure or pressure for sexual favors) during military service were
associated with sexual functioning (e.g., low sexual desire and arousal), sexual satisfaction, and relationship
satisfaction among female service members/veterans in romantic relationships. A cross-sectional study with
817 partnered service members/veterans was conducted using questionnaires to examine how military
sexual trauma (i.e., sexual assault and sexual harassment) impacts current couple relationships. Results
showed that past military sexual trauma, particularly sexual assault, was associated with current sexual
satisfaction, sexual functioning, and relationship satisfaction.
KEY FINDINGS

– Of the 817 female service members/veterans, 18.5% reported no experiences of military sexual trauma,
47.5% reported instances of sexual harassment only, and 34% reported instances of sexual assault.
– Compared to service members/veterans who did not report any military sexual trauma, service
members/veterans who reported sexual assault during military service also reported lower levels of
sexual satisfaction and sexual functioning. In turn, when reported, lower levels of sexual functioning and/
or sexual satisfaction were linked to poorer relationship satisfaction.
– Past sexual harassment during military service was not associated with current sexual functioning, sexual
satisfaction, or relationship satisfaction.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– The impact of military sexual assault goes beyond the survivor and can affect the relationship with one’s
romantic partner.
– Utilizing clinical services that can help survivors process their trauma and talk to their current partners
about their trauma may help mitigate poor outcomes, such as lower levels of sexual satisfaction, sexual
functioning, and relationship satisfaction.
– Explore resources for survivors of military sexual trauma, including those from Veterans Affairs, the Emory
Veterans Program, and the National Sexual Assault Hotline, among others.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Consider screening for history and severity of military sexual trauma at initial intake appointments for
individuals and couples seeking therapy.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Continue promoting a zero tolerance policy on military sexual trauma.
– Ensure easy access to reporting instances of military sexual trauma.
– Promote resources that provide support for survivors of military sexual trauma.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

817 female service members and veterans who were in romantic relationships
75.03% (n = 613) were married; 76.62% (n = 626) were White
54.71% (n = 447) reported serving in the Army; 74.66% (n = 610) were discharged from the military

METHODOLOGY

– Participants were recruited through Facebook or electronic listservs and completed questionnaires on
topics such as past military sexual trauma (i.e., sexual assault and sexual harassment) and current sexual
functioning, sexual satisfaction, and relationship satisfaction.
– Bivariate correlations were run to assess associations between relationship satisfaction, sexual functioning,
sexual satisfaction, sexual assault, sexual harassment, and covariates (i.e., relationship duration and age).
– Path analyses were used to examine associations between military sexual trauma type (i.e., assault,
harassment-only, or no military sexual trauma), sexual functioning, sexual satisfaction, and relationship
satisfaction after accounting for age and relationship duration.
– Sexual functioning and satisfaction were entered as mediator variable and relationship satisfaction was
entered as the dependent variable.

STRENGTHS

– This study provided valuable insight into a population (i.e., female service members/veterans) and a topic
(i.e., military sexual assault) that have been understudied.
– Findings draw attention to important intervention points for helping professionals.

LIMITATIONS

– Due to the cross-sectional nature of the study, it is not possible to fully determine whether levels of sexual
functioning and sexual satisfaction influenced relationship satisfaction or vice versa.
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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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