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Sexual Assault within Institutions 
While sexual assault occurring in institutions such as the military, jails, prisons, detention centers, 
and California’s Developmental Centers may seem very different, they all share some very 
common factors.  First, survivors in these institutions tend to be very high risk populations and 
extremely vulnerable to sexual assault.  Additionally, survivors typically find themselves 
maneuvering systems that tend to be “cut off” to the outside world and out of reach of many 
community support systems available to other survivors.  Finally, every institution has its own 
culture, values and rules that can contribute to the experience of isolation, shame and fear of 
disclosure for survivors, limiting their capacity to begin to heal from their assault. 

	  

	  

"When you have a veil of 
secrecy, you have the potential 
for abusive behavior whether 
it's in the Catholic Church, a 
school or whatever…,"  
 
NCAA President Mark Emmert   

	  
The Department of 
Defense estimates 
over 19,000 sexual 
assaults occurred in 
the military in 2010 
alone and according to 
the Service Women’s 
Action Network, in 
2010, 108,121 male 
and female veterans 
screened positive for 
military sexual trauma. 
While the military is 
taking steps to 
improve, survivors say 
that change comes 
slowly. 

	  
A 2004 report looking 
at sexual abuse within 
immigration detention, 
reported that 
Immigration officials 
have raped detainees 
and have coerced 
detainees into 
performing sexual acts 
through threats of 
violence and 
deportation. Detainees 
have also reported 
groping and other 
sexual abuse by staff 
during pat frisks and 
searches. 
 

	   	  
An investigative review by 
Disability Rights California 
reported 36 sexual assault 
cases on patients with 
developmental disabilities 
by staff in California’s five 
Developmental Centers 
during 2009 – 2012.  At 
the Sonoma Develop-
mental Center where they 
had over 1/3 of these 
cases, their Centers’ 
internal police failed to 
order a single forensic 
exam to assist in the 
investigation of these 
cases. 

A 2008-09 National 
Inmate survey by the 
Bureau of Justice 
Statistics (BJS), found 
that among all state 
and federal inmates, 
2.1% (or an estimated 
30,100 prisoners) 
reported an incident 
involving another 
inmate, and 2.8% 
(41,200) reported an 
incident involving 
facility staff, and about 
1.5% of jail inmates 
(11,600) reported an 
incident with staff. 
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Institutions and Advocates can 
work together to address and 
prevent sexual assault by: 
 
Institutionalizing Prevention Strategies: 
Survivors and Preventionists focus on 
the need for community norms related to 
violence to change in order for 
institutionalized change to occur.  
Working partnerships between these 
types of institutions and community 
partners are the most effective way to 
create this kind of change  
  
Increase the Climate of Confidence 
Survivors Associate with Reporting: 
Survivors address a need for resources 
outside of these institutions including 
investigation, prosecution and survivor 
services to ensure that their stories 
remain confidential and that they receive 
the support they need. 
 
Improve Sexual Assault Response: 
Ensuring an unbiased response is key to 
improved response.  Survivors who have 
experienced sexual assault within these 
types of institutions identify a need for 
“safe” persons whose jobs aren’t 
impacted by whether or not a report 
occurs.  This makes community based 
Rape Crisis Centers key partners for 
these institutions in their response to 
sexual assault. 
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Military Sexual Assault 
• Department of Defense Sexual Assault 

Prevention and Response Office 
www.sapr.mil 

• SWAN (Service Women’s Action Network) 
www.servicewomen.org  

• Office of Veteran’s Affairs Military Sexual 
Trauma 
www.mentalhealth.va.gov/msthome.asp 

• The Invisible War 
www.invisiblewarmovie.com 

Rape in Jail, Prisons and Detention Centers 
• Just Detention International www.justdetention.org 
• National PREA Resource Center 

www.prearesourcecenter.org  
• Bureau of Justice Statistics, 

http://bjs.ojp.usdoj.gov 
Rape in California’s Developmental Centers 

• California Watch’s Investigative Report on 
California’s Developmental Centers, 
http://californiawatch.org/broken-shield 

• Disability Rights California, 
http://www.disabilityrightsca.org 

• SafePlace, http://www.safeplace.org  
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