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1. The Scope of the Problem (References 1 – 9)
A quarter century of research has documented, incontrovertibly, that
sexual violence is an enormous problem in the United States, and equally so
throughout the world. That research has also documented that women between
the ages of 18 and 24 are at heightened risk of sexual violence. This means that
institutions and communities that congregate young people primarily in that age
group – for example, universities and the U.S. Military – will most likely
experience acute problems of sexual violence. This is borne out by 25 years of
research.
While the focus of this investigation is sexual assault in the U.S. Military, it
is critical to understand that the problems that have been so glaringly exposed in
the Military’s response to sexual violence – high rates of assault; often poor
response to victims; lack of offender accountability – are not restricted to our
armed services. These problems are equally glaring in our universities and in
our civilian populations, where mistreatment of victims, distrust of the judicial or
criminal justice system, and lack of offender accountability are commonplace.
It is entirely appropriate to scrutinize the Military’s sexual assault policies,
and its effectiveness in dealing with sexual violence. It is necessary to sustain
that scrutiny to ensure that the Military constantly works to improve its
effectiveness. However, it is misleading to single out the Military as uniquely
deficient in its response to sexual violence when most universities and district
attorney’s offices are doing no better, and in fact endure far less scrutiny.
We need to maintain the bright light shining on our Military, but we also
need to spread its beam to the institutions that are responsible for protecting the
tens of millions of individuals who live and work outside the services.

2. The Offenders (References 10 – 24)
I have been studying sex offenders – primarily men who commit nonstranger sexual assaults – for 25 years. I have interviewed hundreds of these
men. So I will begin with them.
There is still a great deal of misunderstanding and misinformation about
the men who are responsible for the sexual violence that afflicts our society. For
many people, the first image that comes to mind when they hear the word “rapist”
is that of a man in a ski mask, lurking in the dark, wielding a knife, waiting to
ambush an unsuspecting victim. It is a terrifying image, but it is a scenario that
fits only about 15% of rapes. The rest – about 85% – are perpetrated by men
who “know” their victims; that is, they meet them in a bar or at a party, they
manipulate their victims into a false sense of trust, and then they pounce. Knives
and guns are an extreme rarity in sexual assaults.
Who are these men, these non-stranger rapists? They are often referred
to as “date rapists,” a grossly misleading term that hides the predatory and
premeditated behavior that characterizes these assailants. Like most sex
offenders, non-stranger rapists are adept at identifying the most vulnerable
individuals in any setting, and they are practiced at increasing the vulnerability of
those individuals and manipulating circumstances to provide the opportunity to
commit an assault. Many of these men openly refer to their victims as “targets.”
Like any other criminal, they de-humanize and objectify their victims as part of
the rationalization process that permits them to commit these acts.
There are personality characteristics that are found more commonly
among non-stranger rapists than among other men. They tend to be angrier; in
particular, they harbor more anger against women. They have a greater need to
feel dominant over and in control of women. They harbor more calloused views
about sexuality. They are more narcissistic, and they have more antisocial traits.
While these differences have been documented repeatedly in social science
research, they are not strong enough to reliably distinguish individual rapists from
within a population sample. Therefore, it is impossible to use these
characteristics to construct an algorithm that would permit us to screen out likely
rapists, and prevent them from joining the Military.
One of the most important characteristics of non-stranger rapists, one that
has enormous implications for sexual assault prevention and response, is that a
majority of them are serial offenders. My own research, and very similar research
conducted on U.S. Navy recruits, documents that about two-thirds of rapists are
serial offenders, and that despite their relatively young age (early 20’s), on
average they have committed about six rapes each. These studies also
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document that the vast majority of rapes – more than 90% – are being
perpetrated by these serial offenders.
These studies powerfully underscore the need to aggressively investigate
all reported cases of sexual assault. In every reported case, there is a substantial
likelihood that the perpetrator is a serial offender who has committed prior rapes
and who will rape again in the future. Since most victims of rape do not report
their assaults, each report that is made is a precious opportunity to investigate a
possible serial offender.
3. The Climate in which Offenders Operate (References 25 – 26)
Even though the vast majority of rapes are perpetrated by serial offenders,
it is crucial to address the climate in which these offenders operate. The climate
can either help to curtail a rapist’s behavior, or it can facilitate and camouflage his
behavior. Clearly, we want the climate of the U.S. Military to curtail and not
facilitate the behavior of sex offenders.
Research has shown that a climate in which sexual harassment is
perceived to be permissible conduct is one in which sexual harassment is more
likely to occur. Further, when sexual harassment is more common, sexual assault
is more common. One study that gathered data on more than 22,000 women in
the U.S. Military documented that of the women who had been sexually
assaulted, 99.7% had also been sexually harassed.25
Climate issues can also undermine the Military’s ability to respond
effectively to sexual assaults. Biases, stereotypes and misinformation about
sexual assault are common, and they can affect the conduct of investigators,
prosecutors, judges and commanders. For example, one common and
unfounded myth about rape is that a significant proportion of women who report it
are fabricating. Some professionals in the criminal justice system – both inside
and outside the Military – openly profess beliefs that 50% to 90% of rapes are
actually false reports. These beliefs are held despite a large body of research
that clearly documents that the rate of false reporting in sexual assault cases
hovers around 2% to 8%. My own research showed a rate of 5.9%.19
4. Accountability and Prevention (References 27 – 30)
Outright prevention of sexual assaults is the ultimate goal of all
communities and institutions. Fortunately, innovative prevention programs are
being created and evaluated across the U.S. This means that institutions that
have the will to initiate and sustain comprehensive rape prevention programs can
choose from a range of options. One of the most promising prevention models
that is receiving widespread attention is the bystander education, or bystander
engagement model. The goal of bystander programs is to educate large swaths
of the community about the reality of sexual violence, to identify the times and
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places where sexual assaults are occurring in the community, and to equip
members of the community with the skills they need to intervene in situations
where there is a high risk of sexual assault. The bystander model has the
potential to actually prevent sexual assaults, while simultaneously raising the
overall awareness of a community.
Bystander education programs have been partially implemented in many
universities, but nowhere with the commitment of the U.S. Air Force. Virtually
every member of the Air Force is or will be trained in bystander intervention.
Sexual assault prevention is a complex endeavor, and it is intimately tied
to the issue of offender accountability. When rape reports are aggressively
investigated, and when cases that warrant prosecution are aggressively
prosecuted, a powerful prevention message is created, one that enhances all
other prevention efforts. The opposite is also true. When offenders are not held
accountable, prevention efforts are undermined, and prevention messages
appear hollow.
In the 2010 Gallup study of sexual assault in the U.S. Air Force, the
18,834 respondents were asked for their recommendations for improvements in
the Air Force’s response to sexual assault. The most frequently endorsed
recommendation, by a very large margin, was “more consequences for
offenders.”
All four services have been making efforts to improve their capacity to
properly investigate and prosecute sexual assault cases. However, progress has
been uneven, and these efforts will have to be sustained over many years to
effect the changes and improvements that are needed. Non-stranger sexual
assault cases are complex, and almost always involve difficult issues and
circumstances that require specialized training on the part of both investigators
and prosecutors. Critical areas that require specialized training include:
•

Interviewing skills that increase trust and disclosure in victims and that do
not intimidate and shut down victims;

•

Interviewing skills that incorporate neuroscience research on the impact of
trauma on memory formation and retrieval;

•

Recognition of the unique evidence needed to effectively prosecute sexual
assault cases in which the issue of consent will be central;

•

The critical importance of thoroughly investigating the alleged offender to
determine whether there are prior offenses and victims that can be
uncovered;
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•

In depth training on so-called paradoxical behaviors of non-stranger rape
victims, and how these behaviors can be explained to court martial panel
members;

•

In depth training on victim privacy issues, and ways to safeguard victims
from undue trampling of their privacy rights.
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