The Rape Prevalence Wars
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Rape has been recognized as a detestable crime that warranted severe punishment for thousands of years. Yet, rapes have been denied, minimized, excused, condoned, and silenced for at least as long as they have been recognized as a detestable crime. 

Most recently, Heather MacDonald, fellow at the Manhattan Institute, in an op ed piece in the Los Angeles Times and in an article in the City Journal claimed that promiscuity and hype have created a phony rape epidemic at colleges. Just what prompted MacDonald to weigh into a long-standing debate at this time is unknown. 
MacDonald, like so many other commentators, makes the centerpiece of her critique Mary Koss’s 1985 research study with college women. This study has been repeatedly dragged through the proverbial mud since the results were published. Considering this was the first study of its kind, it is not surprising that there were some aspects of the study to critique. That is how science progresses. However, two decades later acquaintance rape deniers continue to attack the Koss findings and they remain ignorant of, or continue to ignore the many recent national studies with college women that have produced more current estimates using very precise measures of sexual assault.

One reason estimates seem inflated is because different studies use different time periods to measure rates of rape. For example, it is important to remember that Koss’s 25% prevalence figure was the lifetime experience of college women since the age of 14, not for rapes experienced while at college. Many other studies also use lifetime rates, but some ask about rape experiences during the last 12 months, while others ask about rape experiences since the respondents began college. These different time references make comparisons among studies confusing and also make it easy to misstate their conclusions. 

Another reason estimates may seem inflated is due to the definition of rape used. It is important for researchers to inquire whether force or coercion was used, and whether penetration occurred; “unwanted sexual contact” is too ambiguous to count as “rape.” Researchers who use such a broad definition produce the large numbers that often get into the public domain. Of course, some researchers ask about both, producing several prevalence figures, which leads some advocates who do not understand research to choose the larger figure.

The good news is that since 2000 there have been four major research studies--all of them supported by the federal government--which have figured out how to ask the questions with a proper degree of specificity and uniformity. We now have important data about the prevalence of sexual assault on college campuses. And the rates are high enough to justify some degree of alarm. The rates reported below meet most legal definitions of rape.

· The Center for Disease Control’s National College health Risk Behavior Survey (1997) found that within their lifetime, 13% of students were forced to have sexual intercourse against their will.

· The Sexual Victimization of College Women Survey (2000 Fisher et. al.) surveyed 4,446 college women, estimating that over a one-year period while attending college, 5% were victims of unwanted completed or attempted forcible sexual penetration. This study also found that 10% of women reporting experiencing a completed rape before entering college. 

· The Campus Sexual Assault Study (2007 Krebs et. al.) undertook research with a sample of 5,446 college women in 2006, asking about forcible physical penetration as well as penetration that occurred when they were passed out, drunk, drugged, incapacitated, or asleep, regardless of whether substances were administered without their knowledge. Just over 11% reported experiencing forced penetration or physical penetration during incapacitation before entering college; while 3.5% of the sample experienced physically forced penetration, and 8.5% were physically penetrated during some kind of incapacitation since they began college. 

· Drug-facilitated, Incapacitated, and Forcible Rape: A National Study (2007 Kilpatrick et. al.) interviewed 2,000 college women in 2006. Researchers found lifetime rape rates of 11.5%, which included forcible sexual penetration as well as penetrations involving drugs, alcohol, or other incapacities. Just over 5% of these college women indicated they had experienced rape in the year prior to the survey.

These studies produce a range of annual prevalence rates between 3.5% and 8.5%, and lifetime rates between 10% and 13%. As one can see, the spread is narrow. Given the number of women attending college (about 9.5 million in 2004 as reported by the National Center for Education Statistics), and using the lower prevalence rate of 3.5% the number of women who experience rape is at least 330,000 during any given year while at college. 

Of course, rape while in college only tells part of the story. Overall population estimates of rape range between 11% and 16% of women experiencing forced or incapacitated penetration in their lifetime. Should we be concerned with rape that is affecting between 11% and 16% of women? Just for comparison purposes, the CDC released a report in 2006 with estimates of the female population of adults 18 years or older who were ever told by a health professional they had: heart disease (11%), asthma (13%), some form of cancer (9%), diabetes (7%), and ulcers (7%). These health conditions are considered alarming and are constantly on the public health agenda for both prevention and treatment. But rape continues to be denied.

Rape deniers also want to make much of the fact that the majority of these women and girls did not report the rape to authorities and that many, especially those raped during an incapacitation, did not label the occurrence “rape.” When the majority of rapes do not fit the depictions like that above, victims may be confused or hesitant to report their experiences in fear of being the target of extreme backlash like MacDonald doles out. In fact, several accounts of rape suggest victims raped by strangers consider themselves lucky to have been raped by a stranger so that they don’t have to deal with as much blame.

Due to the detail and specificity of their questions, researchers can show that the problem is not that rapes are not transpiring, but that women do not come forward for various reasons captured by the research, including shame and embarrassment, not wanting anyone (especially family members and friends) to know, concern about being blamed because of their own conduct, and fear of the perpetrator.

The estimates of rape are high. There is no need to exaggerate them. And importantly, there is no methodological or scientific reason to denigrate them. They are based on sound social science research methods. Continuing to attack a 20-year old study while ignoring more recent research signals much more than a retreat from reason; it represents a retreat from reality. If we continue to deny that a rape problem on college campuses exists, then there is no will to attempt to fix it. This means that victims will fall back upon blaming themselves and collectively we will not address a problem that desperately needs to be remedied. 
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