Reporting on sexual violence issues

A reliable media informs the public of news and current interests responsibly and accurately, with the understanding that news reports serve as the predominant public voice on any topic. With sexual violence, an issue that is often shrouded in silence, sensitive and accurate reporting can affect not only the victims of sexual violence and their families, but also the

public’s perceptions of sexual violence. Sexual violence is a crime of violence, power, and control, occurring when one person engages in sexual contact with another person without that person’s freely-given consent. Sexual violence can happen to anyone regardless of gender, age, race, religion, economic status, or social status. Sexual violence is a sensitive subject. Legal definitions may fail to convey the trauma of rape and other forms of sexual violence—sound reporting can inform communities about the realities of sexual violence. The information provided here can inform and complement the process. Below are basic guidelines for issue-sensitive reporting on sexual violence.

• Survivors’ Right to Privacy: Most newspapers laudably adhere to the voluntary policy of not naming victims of sexual violence. However, it does sometimes happen that other revealing details about victims are printed. Unless specific details are needed for the purpose of apprehending a perpetrator or alerting the community to danger, most identifying details about a sexual violence situation (such as listing the address or place of work of the victim) are invasive and irrelevant. When the assailant is a family member or neighbor, revealing the identity or address of the perpetrator also serves to identify the victim. Discretion should be used in deciding when information about the assault or the assailant really is relevant to the article, and when the imperative of preventing harm to the victim should override the public’s need to know.

• Victimization: Although “victim” is the default term to identify someone who has endured an act of sexual violence, many people who have been assaulted prefer the term “survivor”—meaning a person who has reclaimed his/her autonomy. Use of the term “survivor” can also help the community to understand that people do heal from sexual violence, and remove some of the stigma of victimization.

• Victim-Blaming: Sexual violence is one of the few crimes where society tends to focus on the faults of the victim rather than the perpetrator. News stories can avoid perpetuating this attitude by not focusing on details such as what kind of clothes the victim was wearing when assaulted, or what kind of activities s/he may have been engaged in prior to the assault. These details are generally not relevant to the reporting of the crime.

• Naming Sexual Violence: Terms to describe sexual violence include rape, violation, date rape, acquaintance rape, marital rape, statutory rape, gang rape, unwanted sexual touching, molestation, coerced sex, relationship violence, forcible sodomy, sexual abuse, incest, child sexual violence, and anything else that conveys non-mutual contact of a sexual nature. Occasionally, incidents of rape have been reported in the media using consensual terms, i.e. “(the perpetrator) had sex with (the victim).” In these cases, the language used was misinforming, for rape is not “having sex,” an activity requiring mutual consent.

• Confronting Myths About Stranger Assault: Assaults by strangers are most frequently reported in the news—because they seem more “newsworthy.” However, the perception that most assaults are committed by strangers leaves women vulnerable to the most common type of sexual violence—80% are committed by acquaintances.

• Impact of Reporting on Prosecutions: Because of the stigma surrounding sexual violence, fear of insensitive reporting may lead survivors of assault to experience harassment, to be frightened into silence, and/or to withdraw from prosecutions.

Because so few incidents of sexual violence are reported to law enforcement (as few as 16 percent1), it is especially important that survivors not be discouraged from seeking services or pursuing prosecutions.

• Racial Equality: Race-specific perpetrator identification promotes certain prejudiced, rape-supportive myths. Mentioning race exclusively when a perpetrator is not white unfairly stereotypes minority groups so that only people of color are portrayed as perpetrating sexual violence. Statistically, we know that sexual violence is a problem that affects all communities, regardless of race or ethnicity, and that perpetrators are most often the same race or ethnicity as their victims.

• Gender and Sexual violence: The overwhelming majority of convicted sex offenders are male2, and a majority of survivors are female. Generalizations of gender, however, are not always appropriate and may silence some survivors, particularly males.

• Same-Sex Assault: Because sexual violence is not about sexual desire, but desire for power and control, the perpetrator or victim of same-sex assault may be gay or straight. The sexual orientation of the victim is not relevant to media coverage of an assault. It is important to report on same-sex assault sensitively, as there is potential for “outing” a lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender survivor that could have serious emotional, financial (job-related), and familial repercussions.

• Statistics: The Virginia Sexual & Domestic Violence Action Alliance (VSDVAA) tracks sexual violence statistics in Virginia on an annual basis. VSDVAA also publishes a statistical fact sheet with relevant general and national statistics. For more information on sexual violence, contact your local sexual violence crisis center or VSDVAA.

1 Only 16% of rapes had ever been reported to the police. National Center for Victims of Crime, Rape in America: A Report to the Nation, 1992

2  99% of convicted sex offenders in Virginia are male. Convicted Sex Offenders, Justice Research in Virginia; Department of Criminal Justice Services Criminal Justice

Research Center, 1994.
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Suggested Topics for Media Coverage of Sexual Violence:

· General safety concerns within the local community, including sexual violence (of both the stranger and acquaintance varieties)

· The long-term impact of rape on couples (if survivor was assaulted by someone other than a partner)

· Why sexual violence is the most under-reported crime

· Costs and consequences of sexual violence to society

· Post-assault legal, medical, and counseling options

· The long-term medical consequences of sexual violence and child sexual violence

· The impact of sexual violence on families

· Cultural myths about sexual violence (addresses societal misconceptions about sexual violence, its frequency, and its survivors)

· Race and rape

· Gender stereotypes in the United States and how they serve to perpetuate a climate of sexual violence

· Sexual violence statistics, and their larger significance within American culture

· Teaching boys nonviolence and conflict resolution strategies in a violent world: who is doing it, and how is it taught?

· What sexual violence outreach and education programs exist in your community? Who is their target audience? How do educators measure their impact on intended audiences?

· Problems facing rural communities in accessing services

· Struggle to meet the needs of survivors through criminal justice system and how inadequate the system is in addressing acquaintance rape

· Popular media and the perpetuation of sexual violence

· Disability and sexual violence: where to go for help?

· Male participation in the struggle to end sexual violence

For more information about sexual violence, contact your local sexual violence crisis center. They can provide you with background statistics on sexual violence in general, and for your community in particular.

Remember that due to confidentiality issues, centers will not be able to discuss the particulars of individual sexual violence cases in your community. For information on contacting your local sexual violence crisis center, contact VSDVAA (804-377-0335), or go to our website at www.vsdvalliance.org.
Virginia Family Violence & Sexual Assault Hotline 1-800-838-8238 (v/tty)
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