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Abstract Military sexual assault is a pervasive problem
throughout the military services, despite numerous initiatives
to end it. No doubt the military’s lack of progress stems from
the complexity of sexual assaults, yet in order to develop
effective strategies and programs to end sexual assault, deep
understanding and appreciation of these complexities are
needed. In this paper, we describe the root causes and numer-
ous myths surrounding sexual assault, the military cultural
factors that may unintentionally contribute to sexual assault,
and the uncomfortable issues surrounding sexual assault that
are often ignored (such as the prevalence of male sexual as-
sault within the military). We conclude by offering a broad,
yet comprehensive set of recommendations that considers all
of these factors for developing effective strategies and pro-
grams for ending sexual assault within in the military.
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Introduction

Sexual assault remains a persistent problem in the military,
with an estimated 20,000 active duty service members
experiencing unwanted sexual contact in 2014 [1¢], and sexual
assaults even occurring in combat environments [2]. Estimates
of sexual assaults that occur during military service range
from 9.5 to 43 % among women and 1-12 % among men
[3]. In the most recent survey of sexual assault in the military,
4.9 % of active duty women and 1.0 % percent of active duty
men reported being sexually assaulted within the past year
[1]. For the US general population, the rates of sexual assault
have been estimated at 28-33 % of females and 12—18 % of
males [4]. For female undergraduates at a 4-year college or
university, the rates of sexual assault have been estimated at
nearly 16 % before entering college and 19 % after entering
college [5]. The rates of sexual assault prior to entering the
military have been reported as 30 % among women and 6 %
among men, although estimates among military samples can
range from 1549 to 1.5-22.5 %, respectively [3, 6]. Thus, the
problem of sexual assault in the military mirrors the problem
of sexual assault in the general US population and worldwide
[7, 8].

Sexual assault has been defined by the Department of De-
fense (DoD) as, “Intentional sexual contact characterized by
use of force, threats, intimidation, or abuse of authority or
when the victim does not or cannot consent. The term includes
a broad category of sexual offenses consisting of the following
specific Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) offenses:
rape, sexual assault, aggravated sexual contact, abusive sexual
contact, nonconsensual sodomy (forced oral or anal sex), or
attempts to commit these acts” [9]. Thus, acts of sexual assault
can range from unwanted sexual contact to rape. To obtain a
conviction for sexual assault, two things must be proven: the
behavior or action must be shown to have occurred and the

@ Springer



54 Page 2 of 13

Curr Psychiatry Rep (2015) 17:54

behavior must be shown to have occurred without consent.
Not surprisingly, it is this latter aspect of sexual assault that
has been shown to be difficult to prove in both military and
civilian courts [10], with conviction rates in the military of
10 % or less [11, 12¢].

The impact of sexual assaults on victims can be devastat-
ing, affecting their psychological and physical health, military
career, and success once leaving the military. Sexual assaults
are a major contributing cause to post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) in female service members and veterans [13, 14].
Depression, substance abuse, and eating disorders likewise
have been linked to sexual assault in military and civilian
populations [15-19]. A wide range of medically unexplained
physical symptoms have also been associated with sexual as-
sault [17, 19-21]. Sexual assaults are a major reason that some
female service members leave the military [22, 23]. As a result
of military-related sexual trauma, many female veterans strug-
gle transitioning back into civilian life, with some ending up
homeless [19, 22, 24].

Unlike the vast majority of militaries around the world, the
US military has become more transparent about the rates of
sexual assault among its service members and is working to-
wards identifying solutions to end sexual assaults within the
military. The US military’s focus on ending sexual assault is
important because it recognizes the need to protect the safety
and health of all of its service members, as well as the impact
that sexual assault has on the military readiness of the force.
Thus, ending sexual assault in the military is necessary to
safeguard human rights, address health care concerns, and
ensure military readiness.

To develop effective prevention and early interventions and
to increase the conviction rates of perpetrators of sexual as-
sault, discussions around this topic must address the complex-
ity of sexual assaults. The purpose of this article is to begin an
open dialogue around the societal, cultural, and military fac-
tors that must be acknowledged before effective strategies to
combat sexual assault can be implemented. First, a description
of the root causes and myths of sexual assault is presented.
Second, an exploration of the military cultural factors which
may contribute to a culture of sexual harassment and sexual
assault is described. Third, the authors present a candid dis-
cussion of the uncomfortable issues of sexual assault (such as
male victims of sexual assault, false reports, and many others)
that are often ignored in talking about sexual assault. Finally,
as it is only by considering all of these factors that effective
strategies will be developed to end sexual assaults, recommen-
dations for moving forward are provided.

Root Causes of Sexual Assault

Numerous theories and hypotheses about the causes of sexual
assault have been offered, many of which are not mutually
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exclusive. In this section, the most often discussed root causes
of sexual assault are discussed as they pertain to the military,
yet it must be emphasized that the causes of sexual assault
discussed here are not unique to the military and are applicable
to broader civilian communities as well.

Gender Stereotypes The military, like most large organiza-
tions around the world, is characterized by a patriarchal struc-
ture dominated by values such as formality, rank, leadership,
loyalty, camaraderie, and emotional control. Importance is
placed on masculine ideals, encouraging notions of domi-
nance, aggression, self-sufficiency, and risk-taking [25, 26].
The military’s history of male-only peer group bonding can
foster hyper-masculinity, which views masculine interactions
in terms of competition, dominance, and control [25]. The
power differential between men and women in the military,
due to its male-dominated leadership and structure, plays an
important role in sexual misconduct [3]. More traditional and
hyper-masculine beliefs and negative attitudes towards wom-
en have been linked with acceptance and perpetration of sex-
ual harassment and assault [3, 25, 27-29]. In addition, the
culture of homophobia in the military enhances the risk of
sexual violence. Fear and stigma attached to being labeled or
identified as homosexual are used as power and control tactics
and often prevent victims of assault, particularly male victims,
from reporting [25].

Hyper-masculine men may feel threatened by competent
women, as well as threatened by men considered weak or
effeminate, and thus feel the need to constantly prove their
masculinity through the use of sexual language and behavior.
Women in the military have reported feeling scrutinized and
watched by men, judged as less competent, and subjected to
jealousy and anger [30¢]. The use of sexualized and gendered
language within the military—including calling recruits
“girls” or “faggots” as a form of motivation and various types
of military slang—contributes to further psychological dis-
tance and objectification [25].

Historical and Religious Influence Historically in warfare,
women have often been regarded as rewards for the winning
side or a method of maintaining morale—sexual resources to
which men are entitled [25, 31, 32]. Some countries have
actively provided sex workers to US military personnel as a
token of friendship [25]. The ability to rape and kill has been
viewed as an indication of power, and the military’s traditional
acceptance of violence as a valid method of achieving goals
may create an environment conducive to perpetrating behav-
ior [25].

Past Personal Experience Past experiences of sexual trauma
have been related to sexual assault victimization. Rates of
childhood and adolescent sexual abuse among military service
members are often greater than among civilians, ranging from
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15 to 49 % of women and 1.5-22.5 % of men [3]. According
to the 2012 data from the DoD, 30 % of female and 6 % of
male service members reported pre-military sexual assault [6].
Research among military samples has indicated that women
with a history of pre-military sexual assault are 2—5 times
more likely to be re-victimized during military service [33,
34]. A common theme in theories of re-victimization is that
it is not the abuse itself that contributes to risk, but the emo-
tional and behavioral consequences of the initial abuse [35].
These may include feelings of self-blame, emotional dysreg-
ulation or numbing, and interpersonal difficulties [36-39].

Entitlement A hyper-masculine perspective may endorse
men’s feelings of entitlement to regular sex; this sense of en-
titlement has been described as the link between masculinity
and rape-related attitudes and behaviors [25, 40]. One sexual
harassment victim described feeling perceived by some men
as though participating in sexual activities was part of her
obligation as a woman in the army [41]. Among a sample of
male college students, endorsements of patriarchal entitlement
(e.g., “a woman should submit to her husband’s decision”) or
sexual entitlement (e.g., “I think people have the right to do
anything they please in sex”) were related to sex role
stereotyping, hostility towards women, and rape myth accep-
tance [42].

Compounding the sense of entitlement inherent in hyper-
and traditional views of masculinity is the military’s emphasis
on objectification. Male and female soldiers are taught to ob-
jectify other humans and limit their empathy in an effort to
make killing easier. However, when this objectification is ap-
plied to fellow service members, it may contribute to an en-
hanced sense of entitlement as well as psychological and so-
cial distancing which can make sexual assault easier to perpe-
trate and justify [25, 43].

Alcohol It is well known that the use of alcohol is perva-
sive in the military, as well as among many cultures.
Within both military and civilian contexts, alcohol use
has been linked to an increased risk of sexual violence.
Data from a 2005 DoD report indicated that alcohol was
involved in 58 % of sexual assault cases from the Military
Academy and 57 % of reported cases from the Naval
Academy [44]. In fiscal year 2013, approximately half
of all unrestricted reports of sexual assault made within
the army involved alcohol [11]. Among college samples,
approximately half of sexual assaults occur when the per-
petrator, the victim, or both have consumed alcohol, with
estimates ranging from 40 to 75 % [45¢]. Alcohol can lead
to increases in sexual desire, risk taking, and aggression,
as well as a misinterpretation of victim responses as an
invitation for sex. Various contextual and individual fac-
tors may further exacerbate the impact of alcohol, includ-
ing feelings of sexual dominance and hostility towards

women, misperceptions of victims’ sexual intentions,
and perceived peer approval for forced sex [45¢].

Cultural Acceptance Many victims, both military and civil-
ian, describe the response to and aftermath of sexual assault as
more painful than the assault itself [46, 47]. A rigid chain of
command and a perceived “code of silence” can create an
environment in which victims do not report or seek help be-
cause they believe nothing will be done or they fear retaliation
or negative repercussions [48]. According to the most recent
DoD data from fiscal year 2014, 62 % of women who reported
sexual assault experienced retaliation, a figure identical to that
from 2013. Specifically, 53 % of victims reported social retal-
iation, 32 % reported professional retaliation, 35 % reported
administrative/adverse action, and 11 % reported receiving a
punishment [12¢]. Of the more than 5900 reports of sexual
assault in the military in fiscal year 2014, less than one third
of'the perpetrators received any kind of legal or administrative
action for substantiated charges [12¢]. Rates of conviction
continue to be low—Iless than 10 % of reported assaults saw
a conviction in 2012-2014 [11, 12¢, 49]. Recent data from the
US Attorneys’ Office indicates that other major offenses—
including those related to drugs, organized crime, and white
collar crime—see conviction rates of over 90 % [50],
highlighting the inherent difficulty of obtaining convictions
for sexual assault.

Sexual assault victims in both military and civilian contexts
face blame, dismissal, invasions of privacy, and incredulous
questioning, even when it is clear that the assault occurred
[51-53]. A 2005 study indicated important differences in retal-
iatory behaviors within military and civilian environments [52].
Discouraging a victim from filing a legal report and refusing to
take a victim’s report were substantially more common in the
military, as was the presence of legal officials telling victims the
incident was not serious enough to warrant attention. There
have been reports over the years of the military utilizing per-
sonality and adjustment disorder diagnoses as a way of expe-
diting discharges of victims of sexual assault, particularly
among male victims of sexual assault [54—-57]. If substantiated,
these forms of secondary victimization may increase the risk of
PTSD symptomology among victims [52], as well as perpet-
uate a culture of victim-blaming and acceptance of sexual
discrimination and misconduct as the military norm.

Myths of Sexual Assault

Myths are beliefs people have that are not true. In the area of
sexual assault and harassment, there are literally hundreds of
myths (see Table 1 for some of the most common myths of
sexual assault/harassment). Most sexual assault/harassment
myths are completely false (Veil of Ignorance myths),
consisting of no facts whatsoever such as “only women can

@ Springer



54 Page 4 of 13

Curr Psychiatry Rep (2015) 17:54

Table1l Categories of sexual assault/rape and sexual harassment myths

Table 1 (continued)

Veil of ignorance:

Only women are assaulted, not men

If a man was sexually assaulted, then he is a homosexual

If a man was sexual assaulted, then he portrayed himself as gay

Real men cannot be sexually assaulted

People who commit sexual assaults are of certain races or backgrounds

People who offend are evidently evil or appear different than others

Only women are sexually harassed/assaulted in the military, not men

All perpetrators are male

Sexual harassment is less of a problem these days

Policies and legislation on sexual harassment make normal flirtation a
crime

It is only sexual harassment if it happens more than once

Most “harassment” is minor, harmless flirtation; harassment is over-
exaggerated

Sexual harassment is only present when someone has power over another
individual
Sexual harassment occurs between a man and a woman

Sexual harassment is only verbal

No evidence:

It must have been consensual since there are no bruises or other physical
evidence of assault

She would have resisted if she really didn’t want to have sex
Since she/he became aroused she/he must have wanted it

If she was really raped, she would have reported it immediately
She is too ugly/fat for someone to want to rape her

If she was raped why was she talking to him the next day?

She wasn’t raped, she is acting as if nothing happened, her distress is not
apparent

Revenge:

She is only saying that she was raped to get out of trouble for her poor
work performance

People often falsely accuse others of sexual assault

‘Women make up stories about sexual harassment/assault as a form of
revenge towards a supervisor/colleague

She is only saying she was raped to cover up her infidelity

She is only saying she was raped because she regrets having slept with
him

She is only saying she was raped so she can get reassigned to another
unit/installation

She is only saying she was sexually assaulted so she can get out of
deploying/go home early

Her fault:

She asked for it by dressing that way, flirting

She is new to the unit (Can we believe her? Can we trust her?)
She should have stayed with her friends

Her friends should have protected her

She shouldn’t have gone to that place

She shouldn’t have gone to his room or apartment alone

She had sex with him before
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She sleeps with everyone
She shouldn’t have been drinking
She is so attractive/sexy/young

Angel mirage:

He couldn’t have sexually assaulted her, he is one of my best troops/top
performer

Why would he sexually assault her? He is so good looking he can get
women without assaulting them

He couldn’t have sexually assaulted her/him, he has a family/significant
other

Why would he sexually assault anyone?, He is getting ready to be
promoted

He wouldn’t have sexually assaulted her because he is a Christian/
religious

S/he couldn’t have done anything wrong, s/he is so nice and likeable
S/he couldn’t have done anything wrong, s/he is a positive role model in
our community (e.g., coaches little league, volunteers, etc.)

He couldn’t help himself because of his sex drive (due to hormones)

be sexually assaulted, not men.” Many myths of sexual
assault/harassment often contain logical errors in thinking
(No Evidence myths), such as “if she was really raped then
she would have reported it.” Being raped and reporting the
rape are two independent events; one does not imply the ex-
istence or absence of the other. The most insidious myths,
however, contain some elements of facts (Revenge myths):
“people often falsely accuse others of sexual assault.” While
it is true that there are false accusations of sexual assault, in
nearly 90 % of the cases, the accusation is not false.

The most popular sexual assault/harassment myths involve
blaming the victim (Her Fault myths), which tend to consist of
errors in logical thinking, while comprising some element of fact;
for example, “she shouldn’t have been drinking.” While a victim
of sexual assault may have been drinking, how does drinking
entitle one to be sexually assaulted? Likewise, perpetrators of
sexual assault are often believed over the victim due to Angel
Mirage myths, which also consist of logical errors in thinking, as
well as some elements of facts, such as “he couldn’t have sexu-
ally assaulted her because he is one of my best performers.” It is
possible to be the best troop in the unit and be a sexual perpetra-
tor—the two facts are independent of each other.

The best approach to eradicating the myths of sexual harass-
ment and assault that are based on ignorance, half-truths, and
faulty thinking is through education and the improvement of
critical thinking skills. Such skills training and education
should be a central part of all sexual assault prevention training.

Military Culture Factors Related to Sexual Assault
and Harassment

There are many aspects of the military culture that can con-
tribute directly or indirectly to creating or sustaining a cultural
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environment where sexual assaults can occur and thrive.
While many of these cultural aspects are inherent in the mil-
itary, others are less so. Those aspects of the military culture
that can create an environment conducive to sexual harass-
ment and assault are important to understand if effective pre-
vention and early intervention initiatives are to be successful.
In this section, we identify some of the more salient features of
the military culture that should be especially noted for the
development of sexual assault prevention efforts.

Value on Performance Individual and team performance
is valued by the military because they lead to successful
mission accomplishment. Placing a premium value on
performance can easily result in leaders dismissing or
minimizing claims of sexual harassment or sexual assault
when the accused is a high performer or when the accuser
is a low performer. This is particularly troubling when a
perpetrator of sexual assault deliberately seeks out a fel-
low service member whom they know to be viewed as a
substandard performer by the unit leadership, which can
be compounded further if the perpetrator is a high
performing service member who is liked by the unit lead-
ership. Leaders are now in the difficult position of either
supporting one of their best performers or supporting one
of their poorer performers. Even if the leader tries to re-
main neutral, unintentional biases are likely to creep in.

Problem Resolution at the Lowest Level An important as-
pect of the military culture is to resolve personal conflicts
within the team at the lowest possible level. If a team member
does something or says something that you find offensive,
insulting, or unprofessional, you are expected to personally
confront the team member in question with your concerns.
In response, the team member is expected to correct his or
her behaviors. The military has historically frowned upon ser-
vice members going directly to their supervisor or higher-ups
in the military chain of command without first trying to re-
solve the issue themselves. This military approach to resolv-
ing personal conflicts at the lowest level is problematic for the
prevention of sexual assault or harassment for a number of
reasons. First, it allows for most instances of sexual harass-
ment and even “lower” forms of sexual assault, such as grop-
ing and cornering, to go unreported. Second, it allows for the
service member who engaged in the harassing behavior to
simply move on to another service member, without necessar-
ily ceasing the inappropriate behavior. Such “grooming” be-
havior is typical of perpetrators of sexual assault, as the per-
petrators will continue until they have identified someone who
does not speak up or resist. Third, it makes it difficult for
junior service members to speak up when the harasser is se-
nior in rank to them. Finally, and perhaps most insidiously, it
allows for the harassing behaviors to go unreported, thereby
missing an opportunity to document possible patterns of

inappropriate behaviors of service members, many of whom
may actually be perpetrators.

Movement of Military Personnel Inherent in the military
culture is the continuous movement of military personnel from
one duty station to another to allow for a wide diversity of job
experiences, which are essential for professional development
and thus military advancement. However, this appears to be
when service members are the most vulnerable to being sex-
ually assaulted. Perpetrators of sexual assault tend to be ex-
tremely opportunistic, so they are likely to sexually assault a
service member who is new to the unit or at a time when they
are getting ready to move to another duty station. Such a
situation makes it difficult for service members who have been
sexually assaulted to report the crime because they are new to
the unit, afraid they will not be believed, and highly unlikely
to have an established local support system. Additionally, con-
cerns regarding the transfer of an accused perpetrator have
been raised by service members who believe that doing so
may be perceived as simply moving the problem from one
command to another [58]. However, since most service mem-
bers who have been sexually assaulted simply want to dis-
tance themselves from the perpetrator, this will often happen
as either the service member who has been sexually assaulted
or the perpetrator will be moved.

Team Allegiance The team is very important in the military.
Nearly every task completed in the military is done by the
team. No service member wants to let the team down.
Reporting a fellow team member for harassment or even sex-
ual assault can be seen as a form of team betrayal. The victim
may not want to raise the issue because they do not want to be
perceived as being disloyal to the team. Similarly, other mem-
bers of the team may feel that by an official report being filed,
especially if it concerns sexual harassment, the victim is mak-
ing “a big deal” about something that they should just let go.
In either case, the effectiveness of the team will be impacted.
Paradoxically, perpetrators of sexual assault can easily take
advantage of the trust and allegiance of service members to
each other to avoid reports being made, although it is the
perpetrator who is the one who betrayed the team.

Leadership Responsibility The military holds leaders re-
sponsible for establishing an environment free of sexual ha-
rassment and where sexual misconduct of any type will not be
tolerated [12¢]. Thus, when initial reports of sexual harass-
ment or assault are made, leaders may feel that they are at
fault, or will be blamed, for allowing such an environment
to exist. If sexual harassment and sexual assaults occur be-
cause of the command climate, and the leader is responsible
for the climate, then is it not the leader to be blamed when
sexual harassment and assault occur in the unit? This could
result in many leaders not wanting to act on the “minor”
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incidents that they hear about, leading them to dismiss the
allegations as unfounded or convince the service member
who has been harassed or assaulted not to formally report
the incident.

Military Reporting System Reporting a sexual assault with-
in the military is a complicated process fraught with numerous
barriers and uncertainties. A service member who has been
sexually assaulted can either file a restricted report in which
the assault remains confidential, yet enables the service mem-
ber to receive medical care and other supportive services,
without involving the military chain of command or law en-
forcement or the service member can file an unrestricted re-
port in which the unit leadership and law enforcement are
notified of the sexual assault in sufficient detail to begin a
formal criminal investigation [9]. However, if the service
member tells another service member who then discusses
the assault with leadership or if the service member tells any
person in the chain of command about the event, then confi-
dentially is forfeited, and a formal investigation is initiated.
When a restricted report of sexual assault is filed with the
Sexual Assault Response Coordinator, it is possible that nu-
merous others will be informed, including medical personnel,
legal staff, and the chaplain. Further, even when a restricted
report is filed, the senior leadership of the service member’s
installation is notified about the event, with information that
would identify the service member being withheld. Concerns
about confidentiality may arise nonetheless; service members
have expressed that regardless of the type of report made,
others are likely to find out and confidentiality may be difficult
to maintain [58]. Thus, it is easy to see that service members
who have been sexually assaulted do not believe a restricted
report will remain confidential.

Military Resilience Building Programs All the military ser-
vices have implemented resilience building initiatives to train
service members how to react and cope in high demanding,
stressful situations so they can still perform their military mis-
sion. Paradoxically, the military’s emphasis on resilience as a
measure of personal strength can actually serve to stop mili-
tary personnel who have been sexually assaulted from
reporting the crime and/or from getting help; by asking for
help following a sexual assault, the service member by defi-
nition is admitting to being “weak” and unable to solve his or
her own problems. This possible unintended consequence of
resilience training is not often recognized by military leaders.

Female Restriction Job Assignments Many of the military
services still have restrictions on positions that female service
members may occupy. Typically, these gender restricted posi-
tions are the most desirable and conducive to advanced pro-
motion within the military. Restricting assignments to posi-
tions based on gender may send the message that female
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personnel are not as valued as male personnel and therefore
may be treated with disparagement. This situation can also
occur when occupations that are open to both genders are
nevertheless grossly underrepresented by females. Since the
military is approximately 80 % male, females will typically
always be underrepresented in most military occupations.
With the recent Department of Defense decision to eliminate
gender restrictions to all military occupations, it is expected
that there will be an increase in sexual harassment and assaults
similar to those seen with gender integration in other areas of
the military such as the military academy [59]. Gender inte-
gration may also pose an increased risk of sexual assault for
female service members should they become prisoners of war
(POWSs). Such an eventuality should be incorporated into
POW and sexual assault training. Although these concerns
represent an inherent characteristic of the military, if appropri-
ate specialty skills are verified, it should not hinder full gender
integration.

Emphasis on Training The military’s solution to every so-
cial problem is generally a new policy, followed by mandated
training, without really ever assessing the effectiveness of ei-
ther. In the case of sexual assault, the military’s response fol-
lows the same outline. With few exceptions, service members
receive the same sexual assault prevention training regardless
of age, gender, or position in the unit; it is a “one-size-fits-all”
approach. The sexual assault prevention training assumes that
everyone is at equal risk all the time. A health risk reduction
strategy towards preventing sexual assault is noticeably ab-
sent. Indeed, a crime reduction strategy is not employed either,
although over the past 10 years, the military’s sexual assault
prevention training has tended to focus on sexual assault as a
crime. Instead, the bulk of the current sexual assault preven-
tion training emphasizes the legal definition of sexual assault
and how to report it (i.e., knowing the difference between
restricted reporting and unrestricted reporting). Addressing
the root causes and military cultural aspects of sexual assault
are also noticeably absent. Accordingly, service members
have recently indicated that they are not learning any new
information in annual sexual assault trainings, and some have
indicated the potential for desensitization without utilizing a
variety of topics and training modalities [58]. In essence, sex-
ual assault prevention training has become a “check-the-box”
training exercise just so units can report to their higher head-
quarters that the task has been completed without really ever
attempting to achieve the goals of the sexual assault preven-
tion program.

Living Arrangements Co-ed dormitories and barracks are
high-risk areas for military sexual assaults despite security
measures including roommates, door locks, and ongoing
guards. The military moved away from separate gender dor-
mitories and barracks years ago to facilitate team building,
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cohesion and gender integration, and to eliminate housing
disparities. Rather than returning to separate gender facilities,
significant efforts should be undertaken to enhance the safety
of the occupants in military dormitories and barracks through
continuously monitored closed circuit video, for example.

Military Legal System Various laws and rules enhance the
difficulty of convictions. For example, assault victims cannot
sue the military, as Title VII of the Civil Rights Act [60] does
not apply to the armed forces. The military’s mandate of
relocating most service members every 2-3 years makes it
more difficult to identify perpetrators, especially those who
commit more than one offense. In the past, the “good soldier
defense” has been used as a method of exonerating perpetra-
tors based on their military performance and merit [61]. Con-
currently, victims of sexual assault have been subjected to
questioning and investigations into their lifestyle and behav-
iors prior to and during the assault, often believed by the
military justice system to be a valid form of evidence. While
the most recent National Defense Authorization Act
prohibited the use of the “good soldier defense” and
established additional support mechanisms for victims [62],
inconsistencies and ambiguities related to sexual assault in-
vestigations remain. For example, the Military Rules of Evi-
dence (MRE) 412, known as the “rape shield rule,” prohibits
the use of a victim’s prior sexual history or behavior as evi-
dence during a courts-marshal, unless ruled admissible by a
military judge [63]. Since 1993, this rule has also been applied
to pre-trial Article 32 hearings. However, gaps in policy relat-
ed to the procedural requirements for implementing this rule,
in addition to a lack of guidance for the investigating officer in
making decisions based on this rule, have led to inconsistent
interpretation [64¢]. Therefore, without clear language making
MRE 412 practically and procedurally applicable in Article 32
hearings, these gaps essentially allow the use of evidence re-
garding a victim’s prior sexual history during these hearings
[64+, 65]. Thus, it is clear that various organizational obstacles
can contribute to a general condoning of sexual misconduct
and further perpetuate its presence within the military.

Confronting the Unpleasant Aspects of the Sexual
Assault Problem in the Military: the Elephants
in the Room

Effective solutions to the prevention of sexual assault in the
military will require addressing critical issues that have here-
tofore been denied, avoided, or minimized.

Risk Prevention Suggesting steps women can take to protect
themselves against being sexually assaulted is often viewed as
“blaming the victim” [66, 67]. However, it must be remem-
bered that sexual assault is a crime, and an important aspect of

crime reduction is to focus on things potential victims can do
to avoid becoming a victim, similar to anti-terrorist training in
which service members are educated and trained how to avoid
being a target and what actions to take when terrorist acts
occur [68]. Sexual assault risk prevention training can be
one part of a multifaceted effort to curb sexual violence. This
does not mean women or men should be blamed if they are
sexually assaulted simply because they failed to follow all the
crime prevention measures. By equating sexual assault pre-
vention training as a form of blaming the victim, a powerful
prevention tool to counter sexual assault is not being used.

Male Sexual Assault The belief that sexual assault is a
“women’s issue” is still a very prevalent misconception. Al-
though women are more likely to be victims of military sexual
assault and harassment than male service members, the actual
number of male service members sexually assaulted is similar
to that of female service members due to the predominance of
males in the military [69e, 70]. Male service members face the
same challenges in reporting sexual assaults and in seeking
health care as do female service members and perhaps even
more so due to the stigmatizing nature of the act. Despite this,
military leaders, and society in general, continuously avoid
discussing male sexual assault, perhaps because the topic is
too unpleasant. The military’s sexual assault prevention train-
ing lacks sufficient information about male victims and the
distinct challenges they face which influence reporting [71].
Further, many of the sexual acts perpetrated on males appear
to be motivated by humiliation and/or some form of punish-
ment, verging on cruelty [57]. Efforts to prevent sexual assault
must include strategies that also address sexual assaults
among male service members. Military leaders must recog-
nize and speak openly regarding the prevalence of male sexual
assault.

Biases and Prejudices about Sexual Behavior Personal
views about sexual behavior feed into many of the myths of
sexual assault and harassment [72, 73]. Comments such as
“sex should wait until marriage” or the use of derogatory
terms such as “pick-up” or “hook-up” culture only serve to
create a culture of prejudging victims of sexual assault. They
contribute to a culture in which victims are less likely to report
sexual assaults or harassing behaviors and one in which po-
tential sexual perpetrators are allowed to exist, knowing that
their actions are less likely to be reported or believed. The
dangers of imposing personal or religious beliefs about sexual
behavior need to be clearly articulated in sexual assault pre-
vention training programs.

Viewing Sexual Assault as an Individual Crime While
nearly everyone is in agreement that sexual assault and harass-
ment are reflective of deeper cultural biases about gender and
what is considered appropriate sexual behavior, sexual assault
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is still most often treated as a crime of one person against
another. Thus, most solutions to prevent sexual assault focus
on detecting the perpetrator, intervening to stop the crime,
reporting the crime, or obtaining convictions for the crime,
as opposed to changing the culture around how women and
gender are viewed and treated. Solutions that address the neg-
ative cultural ideologies about gender and the trivializing and
normalizing of such thoughts and behaviors are lacking. Fur-
ther, when sexual assault is primarily viewed from the stand-
point of crime, care for the victims becomes secondary and the
focus on treatment is minimized, often leaving victims with
severe physical and psychological needs that go unmet. Sex-
ual assault is a crime, but it stems from a culture where respect
and dignity for other human beings is lacking. We must view
sexual assault beyond that of the individual crime.

Legal Drinking Age The age to legally buy and consume
alcohol was raised from 18 to 21 years in 1984 to address
the alarming number of alcohol-related automobile fatalities
involving 18-20-year olds [74, 75]. At the time, it was antic-
ipated that underage drinking was likely to increase among
this newly disenfranchised group, especially among high
school and college students. Because underage drinking typ-
ically occurs “behind closed doors,” it is often done in larger
volumes leading to heavy intoxication or blackouts, creating
vulnerability for sexual assault [76, 77]. In fact, alcohol has
been estimated to have contributed to over 97,000 cases a year
of sexual assault among college students and approximately
half of sexual assaults in the military [11, 44, 78]. Since un-
derage drinking is a crime, underage individuals who become
victims of sexual assault are much less likely to report sexual
assault due to the co-criminality aspects surrounding the as-
sault [79, 80]. Within the military, it is not uncommon for
commanders to immediately punish the victims of sexual as-
sault who have engaged in underage drinking, while the ac-
cused perpetrators await the outcome of the criminal investi-
gation, which usually results in acquittal or no action taken.
The issue has become so acute that the Air Force now typi-
cally suspends punishment for co-occurring crimes, such as
underage drinking, until the disposition of the sexual assault
accusation is determined.

Complex Military Reporting System The military system
for reporting sexual assaults is complex, with restricted and
unrestricted pathways, involving multiple people among nu-
merous military agencies (personnel, medical, legal, criminal
investigations, etc.), including the service members chain of
command [9]. Given the complexity and number of people
involved, it is not surprising that many service members do
not report sexual assaults [81, 82]. Many service members fear
that reporting a sexual assault will not remain confidential [81,
82]. Service members who report sexual assault generally re-
port that they were not believed and that they suffered from
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retaliation by other unit members [11, 12¢, 52]. Thus,
reporting a sexual assault within the military carries enormous
threats to one’s career.

Priority of Sexual Assault Prevention The military man-
dates that service members complete more training than
can possibly be accomplished. Indeed, the army would
need to add nearly 2 months to the calendar in order to
complete all required training [83]. This burden of train-
ing can result in much training either not being complet-
ed or not being completed to standards. Sexual assault
prevention training is supposed to be conducted in small,
interactive groups facilitated by a trained instructor, yet
in at least one instance, this requirement was met by
having soldiers stand around a radio and being told by
someone at a different location not to touch girls [83].
Thus, sexual assault prevention training, like many other
mandated military training, has become a “check-the-
box” training exercise just so units can report to their
higher headquarters that the task has been completed
without really ever attempting to achieve the goals of
the sexual assault prevention program. Until the military
takes sexual assault prevention training seriously by
assigning it a top priority, attempts to reduce sexual as-
sault within the military through skills training and edu-
cation will fail.

Legal System Favors the Perpetrator America’s legal sys-
tem is based on the essential, fundamental principle, “innocent
until proven guilty.” However, in cases of sexual assault, even
when there is evidence of the sexual act or behavior, it is
difficult to prove that consent was not given, enabling sexual
perpetrators to avoid punishment. It is relatively simple for the
accused to assert that there was consent and difficult for the
prosecution to refute. The low conviction rates of accused
sexual perpetrators [11, 12¢, 49] are prima fascia evidence of
the surrounding difficulties, proving lack of consent. All ef-
forts to increase the conviction rates of sexual assaults must
keep these basic facts in mind. It should be recognized that the
military has attempted to make the reporting of sexual assault
less psychologically demanding by eliminating the require-
ment for victims of sexual assault to testify during Article 32
investigations. Further, the investigating officer is now a
Judge Advocate General officer (i.e., a lawyer) to ensure that
all legal evidence obtained is of the highest quality and thus
would be admissible in court proceedings. Finally, the military
has established special prosecutors for sexual assault cases,
known as Special Victims’ Counsel, with the hope that by
using highly skilled lawyers in the prosecution of sexual as-
saults, the conviction rates will increase. Whether these
changes in the investigation, evidence collection and trial of
sexual assaults will increase the number of cases prosecuted
and convicted remains to be determined.
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False Accusations Narratives around sexual assault often in-
clude a “myth” around false accusations, indicating that un-
true allegations of sexual assault are rare. However, according
to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 8 % of sexual assaults
are false accusations [84]. This number includes cases consid-
ered to be judged “unfounded” or “baseless” [85]. The most
recent report from the DoD found that 9 % of all sexual assault
reports received in 2014 (or 17 % sexual assault cases with a
decision) were considered false or baseless [12¢]. Although
these percentages still represent a small minority, this data
demonstrates that untruthful reporting is not as rare as we
are often led to believe. The truth is that false accusations of
sexual assault do happen. Although this is an unpleasant sub-
ject and many will worry this acknowledgment could derail
the work being done to combat sexual assault, we must be
candid about true rates of false accusations or else risk credi-
bility with our toughest critics. Notwithstanding the harm
done to a falsely accused individual, dishonest reporting of
sexual assault does irreparable harm to prevention efforts.
False reports make us skeptical of sexual assault accusations,
resulting in less reporting, less convictions, more intolerance,
and animosity towards victims and less motivation in recog-
nizing the severity of the problem. Further, no efforts have
been made in preventing false accusations or disciplining
those who make false reports. These must be part of a holistic
strategy in addressing sexual assault.

Restoring Human Dignity and Respect

Fundamentally, acts of sexual assault and harassment repre-
sent a lack of respect and dignity towards others. Creating a
culture of dignity and respect and free of sexual assault and
harassment will require far more sweeping changes than the
military (or any organization for that matter) has attempted to
date. Drawing on the root causes and myths of sexual assault
and harassment, the unique military culture factors related to
sexual assault and harassment, as well as confronting the var-
ious unpleasant factors surrounding sexual assault all present-
ed above, the following broad set of recommendations are
offered.

First, sexual assault must be recognized as primarily a cul-
tural and leadership problem. The DoD acknowledges the
fundamental role of leaders in sexual assault prevention and
places them at the “center of gravity” in the prevention and
response efforts [12¢]. The DoD also recognizes that sexual
assault exists as part of a continuum of harm preceded by
sexually harassing and discriminatory language and behaviors
[12¢]. Leaders at all levels must be held personally account-
able for the unit climate and culture in which sexual harass-
ment and assaults are allowed to exist. Leaders’ responses to
reports of sexual harassment and assault should be closely
monitored by an independent, external military agency to

ensure that reports of sexual harassment and assault are not
ignored or minimized. Commanders who openly (or privately)
challenge a claim of sexual harassment or assault before an
independent investigation is completed should be removed
from their position of leadership. In addition, attention needs
to be paid to ensure that leaders do not explicitly or implicitly
allow retaliation against reporters of sexual harassment or as-
sault to occur in any form. Commanders or leaders who allow
such behaviors should also be removed. This being said,
leaders must be provided the necessary resources and support
needed to change the unit climate and culture around attitudes
and behaviors related to sexual harassment and assault. Thus,
senior leaders must be held equally accountable for not
supporting efforts in their subordinate units to change the cli-
mate and culture around sexual harassment and assault. In
particular, following 14 years of continuous war, renewed
training and education efforts must be directed to junior and
mid-level leaders who may lack the necessary skills to act
appropriately in the handling of sexual harassment and assault
accusations, as leading in garrison is very different than lead-
ing in combat, especially from an administrative perspective.

Second, sexual assault prevention skill training should be
developed that focuses on psycho-education and risk reduc-
tion skills and include a variety of training modalities. Train-
ing must occur early and throughout every service member’s
career. Prevention should be comprehensive in addressing the
root causes of sexual assault and the role of military culture
and confront those topics often difficult to discuss. Further, the
effectiveness of prevention efforts must be examined related
to their ability to actually reduce sexual assault and harass-
ment. Research should also explore the best methods for
implementing successful sexual assault prevention, including:
When should the training occur? What are the best methods
for avoiding training fatigue or desensitization? What skills
should be taught? How/when should follow-up occur? The
effectiveness and limitations of sexual assault prevention
trainings currently implemented within the military must be
closely examined. In particular, the bystander intervention ap-
proach so readily adopted by the military, which encourages
witnesses of sexual harassment and/or sexual assault to inter-
vene, needs to be re-examined with specific consideration
given to the unintended second and third order effects of
adopting this approach without a full understanding of the
possible harm that may result from the bystander intervention
(see Elk & Devereaux, 2014 [86]). Training interventions that
do not demonstrate effectiveness should be replaced with new
evidence-based approaches.

Third, the military reporting system and database of perpe-
trators of sexual assault and harassment must be restructured.
Begin by establishing a single agency to oversee all aspects of
sexual harassment and sexual assault responses, reporting, and
training. Given the prevalence of sexual harassment and
stalking behavior that precedes sexual assaults, attention
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should be given towards intervening against the perpetrator
when these behaviors occur as opposed to waiting for the
behavior to escalate to assault. A single database of all accu-
sations of these types of behaviors should be maintained and
actively monitored. Since October of 2013, the DoD has been
utilizing a Sexual Assault Incident Database for the collection
of information related to sexual assault reports and case man-
agement [12¢]. However, this database is specific to incidents
of sexual assault and should be expanded to include sexual
harassment and stalking. Such database should be utilized not
only to ensure that victims are receiving timely and adequate
support but also to detect serial perpetrator behaviors that fall
along the continuum of harm. In addition, the reporting sys-
tem for sexual harassment and assault should be simplified.
Policy should mandate the reporting of sexual harassment,
stalking, and/or sexual assault by any individual who wit-
nesses these behaviors. This policy would hold all individuals
accountable for reporting instances of inappropriate behaviors
while also creating advocates for victims without themselves
having to come forward. Lastly, we must provide victims the
power of decision-making throughout the investigative and
reporting process. Whether an individual reports witnessing
inappropriate behaviors or an individual comes forward dis-
closing being the victim of such acts, a victim of sexual ha-
rassment or assault should be the sole decider of whether to
file a formal report regarding the incident. At no point in the
process should a victim be discouraged from filing a report. At
no point should a victim be required to file a report of any type
in order to have the incident recorded in their records or to
receive care, and at no point in the process should a victim
forfeit their right to privacy based on who they may have
spoken to about an incident. Control at all times must lie with
the victim.

Fourth, modify existing military (and civilian) laws and
regulations aimed at preventing sexual assaults. For example,
the second order effects of underage drinking on sexual as-
sault reporting must be considered. Adapting the legal drink-
ing age in the military from 21 to 18 years of age or modifying
policies related to punishment for underage drinking in the
military could begin to address these effects. Such an action
would remove a significant barrier to the reporting of sexual
assaults, as well as remove one of the key retaliatory actions
taken by commanders against victims who report sexual as-
sault. The military should also allow for the emotional and
psychological harm resulting from sexual harassment and as-
sault to be allowed as prima fascia evidence that consent was
not given. Individuals who file false reports of sexual harass-
ment and assault should be punished to discourage future false
reporting.

Fifth, support for victims of sexual assault must be in-
creased. The standard 8—10-week medical treatment protocol
for victims of sexual assault is generally insufficient for full
recovery to occur [87]. Longer, more comprehensive care is
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typically needed, including long-term follow-up care. Victims
of sexual assault should receive additional support as they move
from one duty station to another. This support should address
ongoing psychological issues that may impact successful tran-
sition into the new environment as well as prevent
revictimization. Victims of sexual harassment and assault
should also receive additional transition support as they leave
the military since this proves to be an especially difficult time
for survivors of sexual assault. There have been numerous
claims by victims of sexual assault that they received a “sec-
ondary” diagnosis of a prior mental health disorder (e.g., per-
sonality or adjustment disorders) after they came forward with a
report of sexual assault. These claims deserve immediate inves-
tigation. If true, such a practice is the equivalent of the medical
community blaming the victim and sets the stage for the mili-
tary to deny longer term benefits and care to victims of sexual
harassment and assault that occurred during military service.

While other recommendations can most certainly be of-
fered to reduce or eliminate sexual harassment and assault in
the military, as well as ensure that victims of sexual assault
receive the necessary support to recover from such acts, it is
our hope that the recommendations outlined here can serve as
a new beginning for changing the military culture so that ev-
ery service member views one another with dignity and re-
spect. Those who serve deserve nothing less.

Conclusion

Sexual assaults within the military represent a significant
threat to military readiness, as sexual assaults inflict serious
health effects and performance degradation. Thus far, the
military’s attempts to end sexual assault appear sporadic and
half-hearted. What is desperately needed to end sexual assault
within the military is a comprehensive and sustained strategy
that considers the root causes and myths surrounding sexual
assault, the military cultural factors that may unintentionally
contribute to sexual assault, and the uncomfortable issues sur-
rounding sexual assault that are often ignored (such as the
prevalence of male sexual assault within the military). The
military’s strategy must be based on evidence-based ap-
proaches that (a) change the military culture and leadership
around how women are viewed and treated, (b) employ sexual
assault prevention psycho-education and skill training, (c)
make reporting incidences of sexual harassment and assault
a right of the victims to maintain total control throughout the
entire process including the prosecution phase, (d) seek to
modify laws and regulations to increase the likelihood of sex-
ual assaults being reported and decrease the likelihood of per-
petrators manipulating the law to obtain acquittals, and (e)
increase the support of survivors of sexual assault, including
support throughout the service members military career and
post-military life.
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