Measuring Sexual Violence: Methods,
Misconceptions, and a New (Revised)
Measure

by Kiniberly A. Lonsway, with contributions from
joanne Archambault, Mary Koss, Joan Zorza, and
Rebeeea Camphell

“How often does rape happen?” This question is frequently asked
yet deceptively complicated to answer In other words: How many peo-
pie are sexually assaulted? How many people perpetrate at least one
sexuai assault? These are among my favorite questions, because they
piovide the opportunity to explain row common sexual violence is
and to begin a dialogue about the larger cultural factors that play a
role in perpetuating male violence against women

These questions are also valuable because they allow us to address
some of the other “big” questions in our field, such as “What is rape?”
By describing the types of incidents included in a research study, we
can explore common misconceptions about what sexal assault actu-
ally looks like in the real world For example, we have the opportu-
nity to explain that sexual assaults include acts that are commitied
with force, threat, or fear— as well as those committed against some-
one who is unable to consent (e g , because he or she is unconscious.
incapacitated, or severely disabled)

For many professionals, however, answering this type of question
can be tricky Because the answer requires discussing findings from
social science research, it's easy to gel tripped up if one isn’t famil-
iar with the methodology that was used Our credibility is then seri-
ously undermined when we try to present statistics without under-
standing where they came from 1f we can’t answer a (uestion or
challenge, it’s all too easy for others to dismiss boih the messenger
{us) and the message (that sexual assault is a very common event)

We also frequently find ourselves challenged with the criticism that
social science data are meaningless because researchess “can make
statistics say anything they want ” The answer to this chalienge is
both a “yes™ and “no ™ On the one hand, it is possible to design a
research study 1o skew the results one way or the other Yeta critical
analysis of the study will reveal this type of bias. Therefore, by under-
standing the methodology that was used to produce any social scien-
tific data we can place the findings in context and undersiand what fac-
tors might have influenced the results In other words, this particular
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challenge may be a fair one, but it is not a reason to throw up our
hands and conclude that statistics are meaningless. Rather, this chal-
lenge can be seen as a call to make swre we understand any statistics
that we use

This article is designed to provide readers with the information need-
ed to present statistics on sexual assault prevalence with competence,
and the confidence that inevitably results It begins by desceibing the
three main sources of data on sexual assaull prevalence and exploring
the strengths and limitations of each It then concludes by reviewing
a new (actually revised) measure that represents the “gold standard”
in this fietd In 2007, a team of nine prominent researchers published
a revised version of the Sexual Experiences Survey that can be used
by anyone seeking to measure sexual assault perpetration or victim-
ization. This article concludes with an appeal for researchers and prac-
titioners to use this measure more widely, to standardize this type of
measurement, and to incorporate this teol into our evaluation work

{niform Crime Reporis (UCR)

The Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) program is often cited as a
source of information for how often sexuai assaull happens, but it
really only provides an estimate for how many are reported to police
As background, the UCR program was originally conceived in 1929
by the International Association of Chiefs of Police as a way lo meet
the need for reliable, uniform crime statistics Then in 1930, the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigations {FBI) took over coltecting, publishing,
and archiving those statistics

Today, over 17,000 city, county, and state law enforcement agen-
cies participate in the UCR program by voluntarily reporting data on
crimes that are reported to them Information is also provided regard-
ing how the cases were cleared For UCR purposes, cases can be
cleared in one of three ways: (1) “clearance by arrest,” (2) “excep-
tional clearance,” ard {3) “unfounding ™ A detailed explanation of
these clearance categories is beyond the scope of this article How-
ever, for present purposes it is sufficient to note that cases can be
cleared by an arrest if at least one suspect is arrested and charged and
the case is referred for prosecution. A case can be exceptionally cleared
when some element beyond law enforcement control prectudes issu-
ing formal charges against the offender For example, the suspect
may either be dead or arrested and prosecuted in another jurisdiction
A case can also be clemred by exception if the suspect has been iden-
tified but the victim is unable to actively participate in the investiga-
tion Finally, a case can be unfeunded when the report is determined
10 be false or baseless
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Unfortunately, there is a great deal of misunderstanding surround-
ing ail of these terms, and the criteria for ciearing a case using each
of the three UCR categories are especially confusing To make mat-
lers worse, many supervisors do not carefully review the reports that
are submitted, thus providing poor quality control and alfowing for inac-
curacies and inconsistencies in the clearance of sexual assault cases
and the resulting UCR data (For more information on the UCR defl-
initions and exiteria for clearing sexual assault cases, a training mod-
ufe is available in the On-Line Training Institute hosted by EVAW
International at wsw evenvind! org)

Agencies participating in the UCR submit data to the FBI, which
compiles the information and publishes reports through the Bureau of
Justice Statistics. These repouts are available both from the FBI
(wvswfbi gov/orimestars htnr) and the National Criminal Justice Ref-
erence Service (winy ngirs org) In fact, several annual statistical pub-
lications are produced on the basis of UCR data, and they are wide-
Iy disseminated and cited for information about crime in the United
States More information on the UCR program is available at
wunifbi govicr/ucr fum

Strengths of the UCR, The primary strength of the UCR as a sta-
tistical measure is that the FBI is viewed by many people as a credi-
ble source for information on cases reported 1o local law enlbree-
ment Therefore, as long as one understands what is included and
excluded with the definition for each type of crime, these statistics
can be used to provide a reasonable estimate of how many cases arc
reported to law enforcement each year and how they are cleared

Limitations of the UCR. The primary limitation of the UCR is
the narrow and confusing definition that is used for sexual assaukt
For UCR purposes, data are only collected for the ciime of “forcible
rape,” which is defined as “carnal knowledge of a female, forcibly
and against her wiil >’ Both compieted and attemnpted acts of “forcible
rape” are included in UCR dita. However, it is clear from this defi-
nition that UCR data on “lorcible rape” do not include any of the fol-
lowing sexual assault crimes:

» Sexual assaults facilitated with drugs and/or alcohet,
» Sexual assaults of unconscious vietims;
* Sexual assaults involving male victims:

» Sexual assaults involving victims with severe disabilities {when
the disability preciudes the individual from legally being able
to pive consent),

* Sexuat assaults of childien under the age of 12 (crimes that are
generally reported by law enforcement to the UCR program
as child sexual abuse); and

» All other forms of sexual assault such as anal penetzation, oral
copulation, penetration with a finger or foreign object, and sex-
ual battery.

Because of these many exclusions, crimes meeting the definition
of “forcibie rape™ actualiy represent only a minority of the sexual
assault reports that law enforcement agencies typicaliy receive. This
is obviously a very serjous limitation of UCR data To illustrate,
Joanne Archambault was Sergeant in the Sex Crimes Unit of the San
Diego Police Department for many years, and she stated that only
about 35-40% of their felony sexual assault cases met the FBI's nar-
row definition of “forcible rape” and were reported to the UCR pio-
gram each year {Archambault, 2008, personal communication). The
remaining 60-63% of all crimes reported to the Sex Crimes Unit
would not appear in UCR data
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In other words, most of the sexual assault cases that are reported to
law enforcement are not actually included in UCR data This might
be fine if everyone understood that UCR data only include such a
smali subsample of the sex crimes thal are perpetzated in our com-
munities However, this is not typicaily understood, so UCR data are
routinely cited as an estimate of the actual number of reported rapes
This problem is then exacerbated by the fhct that the types of sexual
assaulis that are excluded from the UCR definition are the same ones
that are particularty likely to be undeireported. Research clearly sug-
gests that the “classic” rapes that are included in UCR data (i e,
forcible penile-vaginal penetration) are more likely than other types
of sexual assaults to be reported to police (for a review, see Ménard,
2003). Other types of sexual assault thus remain invisible in official
statistics, both because they are typically unreported but also because
they are excluded from the definition of forcible rape used for the
UCR program.

There are also 2 number of organizational factors that limit the qual-
ity of information captured in UCR statistics For example, many law
enforcement agencies do not separate the various types of sexual
assaults (e g, penile~vaginal penetration vs other types of penetra-
tion} This further complicates data collection and analysis. In addi-
tion, UCR participation is voluntary for law enforcement agencies, so
miany simply fail to submit any data This is often due Lo political fac-
tors and/or Himited resources, particulasly in smali or rusal law enforce-
ment agencies

An additional problem is that law enforcement officers and inves-
tigators typically receive no training at all in the proper use of UCR
data definitions and methodologies As a result, two delectives sit-
ting at desks directly next t¢ each other may be foliowing different cri-
teria for clearing their cases and recording UCR data

The Alternative: NIBRS

Because of these problems with the UCR definition of “forcible
rape,” many have called for changes to expand and improve it Yel
the FBI has already created an aiternative data collection effort that
was designed to replace the UCR progzam. The FBI implemented
the National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) in 1989
NIBRS was designed to collect data on reported crimes within 22
specific categories One of these categortes is “Sex Offenses, Forcible—
Forcible Rape, Forcible Sodomy, Sexual Assaull With An Object,
Forcible Fondling * Another is *Sex Offenses, Nonforcible--Incest,
Statutory Rape ” Obviousty, NIBRS uses a much broader definition
of sexual assault than the UCR does 1 is therefore likely to capture
more comprehensive data on the range of sexual assault crimes that
are actually reported to law enforcement each year

For NIBRS purposes, information is collected for each offense,
inctuding characteristics of the incident, victim(s), property, suspect(s).
and arrestee(s). The Bureau of Justice Statistics then publishes anal-
yses of this data, such as the 2000 report writien by Dr Howard Sny-
der entitled “Sexual Assault of Young Children as Reported to Law
Enforcement: Victim, Incident, and Offender Characteristics™ (NCJ
No 182990, available at wiww aigjrs gov) Unfortunately, few articles
have been published so far based on an analysis of NIBRS data on sex-
ual assault. Therefore, we have not yel benefited significantly fiom
the knowledge that could potentially be gained through NIBRS

There is also a concem that most law enforcement agencies do not
paticipate in NIBRS . Because of the level of detail required for
NIBRS reporting, it is frankly difficult for many law enforcement
agencies to participate. In addition, agencies bave to be certified to par-

See MEASURING SEXUAL VIOLENCE, next puge

November/December 2008 Criminal Justice Research Review  Page 23



MEASURING SEXUAL VIOLENCE, from page 25

National Institute of Justice). As previously noted, some people argue
that the information is old (because the data were collected in
1995-1996) and that there were additional methodological improve-
ments that could have been made These criticisms are fair Howev-
er, conducting a study of that size is extremely expensive, and [ do not
anticipate that another one wilt be done in the near future Therefore,
 recommend becoming familiar with the methadology of the NVAWS
1o explain the findings in context

Revised Sexoal Experiences Survey

Before concluding this discussion, I want to highlight a relatively
new instrument that cans be used to measure sexual assault perpetia-
tion and victimization In 2007, a team of nine prominent researchers
in the field published the revised Sexual Experiences Survey ( SES)
Led by Dr Mary Koss, this team (referred to as the SES Collabora-
tion) sought 1o update the SES that was originaily publistied in 1985
and is now the most widely used tool for this purpose In fact, the
NVAWS described a moment ago used a methodology that was based
on the SES

As described by the SES Collaboration awthors, the original SES
has a number of features that now represent accepted standards These
include (1) avoiding the use of the term “rape” or “sexual assault”
and 2} asking about specific behaviors that a person might have expe-
rienced (Koss et al , 2007) Yet over time a number of limitations of
the SES have been identified, and researchers and practitioners have
often responded by adapting it for their own use and purposes In the

2007 version of the SES, revisions were made 1o address many of

these Hmitations

As a result of these efforts, the group produced four revised versions
of the SES: (1) the SES Long Form for assessing perpetzation {SES-
LFP); (2) the SES Long Form Victimization (SES-LFV), (3) SES
Short Form Perpetration (SES-SFP), and; (4) SES Short Form Vic-
timization (SES-8FV) All four versions aie available, along with
scoring instructions, from Dr. Mary Koss at the University of Ari-
zona {Contact information is provided in the firal section of the arti-
cle entitled: “For More Information )

These measures were designed to build on the strengths of the SES,
but also to claify and update its wording For example, the phrase
“sexual intercourse” was dropped from the recent revision and replaced
with language that more specifically describes the behaviors that are
involved. Language was also revised so that it is now gender neutrak;
the prior SES only asked women about sexual acts that were com-
mitted by a man and only asked men about sexual acts that were com-
mitted against a woman. Particular care was taken lo separate out
behaviors that meet standard legal definitions of sexual assault from
those that do not constitute criminal offenses but are nonetheless coer-
cive and experienced as distressing Other revisions in the format and
wording of the SES are discussed in the article by the SES Collabo-
ration (Koss et al, 2007)

One of the moss significant revisions, however, deals with sexual
assault that is committed against a victim who is unable to consent
pecause of alcohol or drug use In the prior version of the SES, this
type of sexual assault was measwed with the following guestion:
“Have you had sexual intercourse with a man when you didn’t want
o because a man gave you alcohol or drugs?” On the new Long Form,
there are 10 items designed to assess various circumstances involv-
ing drug and alcohol use However, on the Short Form, only one gues-
tion asks about: “iaking advantage of me when I was 100 drunk or
out of it to stop what was happening” (Koss et al , 2007). The authors
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note that future work will be needed to evaluate whether or not this
single item will adequately capuure this type of sexual assault vie-
timization or perpetration

Sample Wording to Assess Victimization. To provide a sense of
what the revised SES instruments look like, the short version of the
viclimization form lists four specific behaviars and asks respondents
how many times they have experienced each “in the past 12 months™
as well as “since age 147 These behaviors aie:

« Someone {ondled, kissed, or rubbed up against the private areas
of my body (lips, breast/chest, crotch, or butt) or removed some
of my clothes without my consent (but did not attempt sexual
penetration)

« Someone had oral sex with me or made me have oral sex with
them without my consent.

« (For women) A man put his penis into my vagina, or someone
inserted fingers or objects without my consent

« A man put his penis into my butt, or someone inserted fingers
or objects without my congent

The first behavior constitules sexual contact, and the remaining
items assess acis of sexual penciration Separate questions then ask
about attempls Lo commit each of these acts.

Following each of the bekaviors (and attempls), the respondent is
then asked to indicate how many times he or she was committed using
five specific tactics. These tactics are:

» Telling lies, threatening to end the relationship, threatening to
spread rumors about me, making promises [ knew were untrue,
or continuaily verbally pressuring me after I said 1 didn’t want
Hal

« Showing displeasure, criticizing my sexuality or atractiveness,
and getting angry but not using physical force, after I said |
didn’t want to

« Taking advantage of me when 1 was too drunk or out of it to
stop what was happening

« Threatening to physicaliy harm me or someaone close to ne

« Using force, for example, holding me down with his body
weiglt, pinning my anms, or having a weapon
The first two tactics constitile noncriminal sexval coercion 1fa
respondent has experienced any act of sexual penetration committed
by someone using the last three tactics, however, he or she would be
characterized as a victim of sexual assault using the SES
Recomniendations for Future Use. The primary puipose for the
SES is to screen for experiences of perpetration or victimization. This
type of screening is needed for any study focusing on the prevalence,
characteristics, or impact of sexual assaull victimization 01 perpetra-
tion An example is the NVAWS, discussed at length in this article,
which used a methodology based on the SES formiat
The SES can also be used in research like that conducted by Dr.
David Lisak and his colleagues, identifying men who have commit-
ted acts of sexual assault and then following up with interviews so
{hese men can provide detaited narrative accounts of their motiva-
tions, tactics, and interpretations of the experience {e g, Lisak &
Miller, 2002) The revised SES can also be used as an evaluation tool
for rape prevention programs, 1o determine whether the intervention
has the desired effect of reducing sexual assault victimization or per-
petration For example, Dr. Chris Gidyez and her colieagues have
often used versions of the SES to measuze sexual assault victimiza-
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tion both before and afer women participate in a risk reduction pro-
gram (e g., Orchowsld, Gidycz, & Raffle, 2008)

When using the SES for research purposes, however, it is impor-
tant to address serious issues regarding ethics, safety, and the psy-
chological well-being of participants (Koss, 2008, personal comnu-
nication). For example, administiation of the SES must be i a private
setting; if it is administered in a group format, care must be taken io
prevent people from seeing each other’s responses  Responses to the
SES should ideally be anonymous, but at a minimum they must rermain
confidential Because research is now conmonly conducted over the
Internet, this raises a new set of privacy and safety concerns that are
beyond the scope of this article

To make sure these issues are addressed appropriately, anyone seek-
ing to administer the SES should first consult with an Institwlional
Review Board (IRB) to obtain clearance to conduct the research This
will likely require collabotation with a social science researcher,
because most institutions of higher education have an IRB. {There
are also private IRBs, but they obviously charge money to review a
proposal ) A researcher can help to address these ethical and safety
issues, as well as navigating the [RB procedures Even students using
the SES for a class project should check with an IRB first, even il it
is simply a telephone consultation Because the SES asks about per-
sonat experiences with sexual victimizatton and perpetration, an [RB
review is critically important to ensure compliance with regulations
governing human research (Koss, 2008, personal communication)

Yet another purpose of reviewing the SES in this asticle is o cla-
ity what behaviors meet the definition of sexual assauit and other
forms of noncriminal sexual coercion. For example, respondents are
identified as sexual assault victims if they have experienced an act of
sexual penetration using physical force or threats, or when they were
“too drunk or out of it to stop what was appening ™ On the other
hand, the same behavior would constitute noncriminal sexual coer-
cion if it was commitied by “telling lies, threatening to end the rela-
tionship, threatening to spread rumors about me. making promises |
knew were untrue, or continually verbally pressuring me afier 1 said
I didn’t want to ™

Recommendations

Alltoo often, ! see professionals in the {ield presenting staiistics or
providing a “fact sheet” on sexual assault that includes numerous cita-
tions to research studies without any other explanation Unfortunate-
ly, this strategy is likely to backfire if the person presenting the statis-
tics is unable to explain the methodology that was used to collect the
data. A more effective strategy may be {o use statistics sparingly, only
presenting findings from a small number of studies and being famil-
{ar enough with their methodologies 1o be able o explain where the
numbers came ffom

In fact, it is unfortunate that so many professionals do not do this.
because they are daunted by the prospect of reviewing original research
The task need not be daunting; in fact, common sense is ofien the only
tool needed to criticaily evaluate the methedology of a sacial scientific
study By finding out who was contacted to participate in a survey,
what they were asked, and how their responses were scored, most pro-
fessionals can reach thels own conclusions regarding whether or not
the methods appear lo be reasonabie and the conclusions defensible

Alternatively, there are many situations in which we can simply
avoid statistics altogether and make claims that we know are well
supported both by research and from our own professional experi-
ence Forexample, we can often be quite effective in our presenta-
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tions by simply making statements such as: “Many more women
are sexually assaulted than we would like to believe,” or “Most sex-
ual assauits are committed by someone who is known to the vic-
tim " By not presenting any statistics, we may be able to avoid derail-
ing our discussion to research methodology and remaining focused
on the points we are trying to make All too often these chalienges
to the statistics are actually chailenges (o the facts and the reality of
sexua| assault

Finally, I would encourage professionals to at least briefly review
the revised version of the SES, because it encourages us to think care-
fully about the actual behaviors that constitute a sexual assault and
other forms of sexual coercion that can be upsetting but are not crim-
inal acts. As previously mentioned, the instrument can also be used
whenever we wanl to screen individuals {or sexual assault perpetra-
tion and victimization experiences While we might think of this type
of screening as a difficult task requiring social scientific expertise, o
review of the revised SES will it is hoped demonstrate that it is rela-
tively easy to use, with clear instructions for administration, scoring,
and interpretation Of course, any research or evaluation study should
be conducted in consultation with a social sclence expert. However,
by providing the actual text of some SES items | hope to demystily
the instrument and demonstrate that it is a practical ool that can be
used for many purposes by practitioners. 1 would therefore like to
conciude by thanking the SES Collaboration for their important work
in advancing the field of sexual violence research: Mary P. Koss,
Antonia Abbey, Rebecca Campbell, Sarah Coolk, Teanette Norris,
Maria Testa, Sarah Ullman, Carolyn West, and Jacquelyn White

For more information For a more dewiled discussion of the issies
involved i a critical analvsis of the UCR, NCVS. and NVAWS, an arti-
cle by Dean Kilpan ick (2004} entitled “Muaking sense of rape in Amer-
fca Where do the manbers conie fiom and what do they mean? " is
available fram VA Wner at hitp://www vawnet oig/Sexual
Violence/PublicPolicy/MakingSenseofRape pdf

The article presenting the revised Sexual Experiences Swvey was
published in 2007 in Psychology of Women Quarterly, Volume 31,
pp 337-370 More information on the jowrnal is available at
www blackwellpublishing com/journal aspTref=0361-6843&site=1

Copies of the four recently revised versions of the SES are avail-
able from Mary P Koss, Ph D . Regents ™ Professor. Public Health,
University of 4rizone mplki@iemail arizona edu
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Female Violent Offending

Violence by Teenage Girls: Trends and
Context

Margaret A. Zahn, ¢t al.

Published by Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinguency
Prevention, US Department of Justice, Washington, D C
{May 2008)

Reviewed by Robert E. Shepherd, Jr, Contributing Editor,
Jivenile Justice Update

Official crime data based on police arrest reporls show that girls’
involvement in delinquency increased more (or decreased less) com-
pared to boys during the 1990s. However, some ciiminologists ques-
tion whether these data indicate an increased propensity for female
ctime or changes in our society’s responses 1o certain behaviors, such
as family disputes This report from the Gitls Study Group analyzes
wrend data from a range of sources to better understand recent trends
in male and female offending The primary research question is: “Do
the increases in arrests indicate real changes in girls’ behaviors, o
are the increases & product of recent changes in public sentiment and
enforcement policies that have elevated the visibility and reporting
of girls’ delinquency and violence?”

The Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) system compiles data on
ctimes reported to police and persons arrested by potice across mul-
tiple categories of ciime In 2003, girls accounted for 29% of all
juvenile anrests, including 34% of arrests for property index ciimes
and 18% of arrests for violent index crimes Girls accounted for 33%
of arrests for the non-index offense of simple assault, which is the
most common offense for which juveniies were arrested Over the
period from 1996 to 2003, juvenile arrests declined twice as much
among boys {down 29%4) than among girls (down 14%). Consider-
ing only offenses for violent index crimes, arrest rates fetl by 29%
among boys compared to a 10% decline among girls For simple
assault, arrests of boys declined by 4% while arrests of girls actual-
ly increased by 24%
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Domestic Violence Arrest Policies May Explaio Increase in
Female Arresls

An analysis of UCR arrest rates from 1980 10 2003 indicates that
the female arrest rate for aggravated assault aimost doubled over the
period (from 45 to §8 girls per 160,000), while male arrest rates
increased by onty 12 5% The female arrest rate for simple assauit
also increased much more dramatically than the male arrest rate Look-
ing at arests for violent index crimes, the male arrest rate was fower
in 2003 than in 1980, while the female arrest rate was 46% higher in
2003 compared to 1980. So while males anest rates declined sharply
during the latter half of the 1990s, femaie arvest rates declined less or
actually increased for some crimes such as simple assauli

One hypothesis to explain the increase in female arrests for sim-
nle assault is the widespread use of mandatory arrest policies in
domestic violence incidents Incidents involving girls and their par-
ents which forme:ly wete treated as ungovernable behavior may
now be classified as domeslic violence, requiring an arrest when-
ever probable cause exists. I contrast to boys, girls are much more
likely to fight with Tamily members than with strangers Another
itheory is that school zero-tolerance policies may lead to official
police reporis of incidents that were {ormerty handled by in-school
sanctions

Self-Report Data Show No Narrowing of Gender Gap in Viotenl
Offending

To provide a different view of female offending, researchers have
analyzed seil~report data from the Monitoring the Future Study. One
stucly based on the period from 1980 to 2003 found similaz trends
armong boys and girls over time in terms of their involvement in
assault. Another study using seif-report data from the National Crime
Victimization Survey also found litile change in the ratio of {female
to male violent offending and assaultive behavior in particular over
the same period So, contrary 10 the trends in official wrest data, stud-
ies based on seif-report data show no narrowing of the gendes gap in
violent offending. According to the Gils Study Group report; “This
telling difference between the fwo data sources supports the conclu-
sian that policy shifls and changes in enforcement may have had a

See VIOLENCE BY TEENAGE GIRLS, next page
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