The following is the executive summary of research conducted by The Miles Foundation concerning sexual assault in the US Armed Forces.  The study outlines the physical, psychological and quality of life challenges faced by victims of military sexual trauma associated with recent deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan.  The Executive Summary was released to members and staff of Congress in October 2007 to foster legislative initiatives to ensure timely and appropriate services for active duty, veterans, guard and reservists.
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COLLATERAL DAMAGE:  PHYSICAL INJURY, MENTAL HEALTH AND LIFETIME CONSEQUENCES OF SEXUAL ASSAULT ASSOCIATED WITH THE US ARMED FORCES
 

Executive Summary
 

The study examines physical, psychiatric and quality of life functioning in a sample of female veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan.  Participants were interviewed regarding civilian and military sexual assault histories and combat exposure.  Data concerning health outcomes and quality of life were obtained through structured interviews, questionnaires and a focus group.  Women with civilian sexual assault and/or military sexual trauma reported significantly poor physical, psychiatric and quality of life functioning.  The women with military sexual trauma reported additional negative consequences beyond prior victimization, combat stress and other family issues.

 

The participants represented clients of a private, nonprofit organization providing services to victims and survivors of sexual harassment, sexual assault, domestic violence, child maltreatment and human trafficking associated with armed forces.  The participants were recently deployed outside the continental United States into CENTCOM AOR.  The Miles Foundation has furnished services to 976 survivors of sexual assault associated with CENTCOM AOR.  

 

The 405 study participants reported a positive history for one of three types of sexual assault including military sexual trauma, civilian sexual assault and/or childhood sexual assault.  The numbers exceed the sample due to the endorsement of multiple types of sexual assault by many of the participants.  The study participants reported assaults by multiple assailants (43) and assailants with multiple victims (37).  The study also identified an increasing number of cases of drug facilitated assaults in which the presence of alcohol contributed to an assault (57%).  

 

Study participants also acknowledged intimate partner violence within the last year following deployment (21%).  Intimate partner violence encompassed a wide range of experiences including emotional abuse, financial insecurity, isolation, threats and physical violence.

 

The study examined individual components to determine differences in the overall patterns of symptoms with respect to self-reported physical health symptoms, psychiatric symptoms and quality of life.  The findings of the study suggest that participants with military sexual trauma have poorer physical and psychiatric health and quality of life outcomes.  

 

Physical health symptoms included data collection relative to sexually transmitted infections (STIs), such as chlamydia, gonorrhea, human papillomavirus infection (HPV), genital herpes, pelvic inflammatory disease (PID), syphillis, and HIV/AIDS.  A significant number of participants reported contracting an STI associated with the assault (38%).  Study participants also shared information as to the progression of the STI to additional health issues including cervical cancer and infertility.

 

The screening prevalence for symptoms of current depression and alcohol abuse were high for women reporting military sexual trauma (64.8% and 19%, respectively).  The study participants reported depression, irritability, anxiety, sleeplessness, nightmares, social withdrawal, lack of concentration and distraction.  A number of participants reported attempted or completed suicide (2.3%). 

 

Women with military sexual trauma reported significantly poorer quality of life regarding family relations, daily activities, and satisfaction with health.  Study participants shared details of intimate partner violence and concerns relative to the health and safety of children following deployments.

 

The study acknowledges the difficulty in examining the differences among multiple types of trauma, combat stress, post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and military sexual trauma (MST), when conducting a statistical analysis to partial out the effects.

 

The study had several limitations including, but not limited to, a single-site, initial study of a convenient sample of women using self reported data.  The possibility of selective bias exists for those seeking treatment from The Miles Foundation.  Additional variables such as the time since the traumatic event and/or premorbid psychiatric history may be evident.  The study participants were not exclusive, thus it is possible that some participants may have a history of more than one sexual assault or significant frontline history, with the additive effects of traumas potentially increasing the distress level.  

 

The focus groups also dictated numerous policy recommendations for consideration by Congress, the Department of Defense and the services to enhance the response of the armed forces to sexual and domestic violence.

 

Research examining the effects on the physical and psychiatric health and quality of life of veterans returning from Iraq and Afghanistan is still in its infancy.  The present study revealed that women with military sexual assault while deployed into the combat theater experience negative outcomes beyond the effects of the sexual trauma.  Future research should focus on identifying factors that may help explain the differential impact of types of trauma on symptomology.  A more thorough understanding of these factors will assist in better designed prevention and intervention programs for military sexual trauma. 

 

For additional information, please contact The Miles Foundation at 203-270-7861 or Milesfdn@aol.com (general office email address) or Anita Sanchez, Director of Communications, at Milesascd@aol.com (private office email address). 
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The Miles Foundation is a private, nonprofit organization dedicated to:-
-providing comprehensive services to victims and survivors of interpersonal violence associated with armed forces;
-furnishing assistance, support, advocacy and networking to criminal justice professionals and human service providers;
-facilitating professional education and training to military personnel and civilian community-based professionals and service providers;
-conducting research and analysis;
-serving as a resource center for policymakers, advocates, journalists, students, researchers and scholars;
-supporting community education campaigns; and 
-serving to ensure that public policy is well-informed and constructive.

To sin by silence when they should protest makes cowards of men.-Abraham Lincoln
