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IOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

* CONTINUING COVERAGE IN THE TENNESSEAN

-V

NUMBER OF CREMINAL VICTIMIZATIONS

By Tony Gonzalez



deiem THTET T LU SThe National Crimé Victimization Survey-estimates rates

exual assault incidents are badly underreported of crime across the nation, and has found h_undreds of .
and poorly counted, according to an exhaustive thousands of rape and sexual assault cases in recent years.
national study published Tuesday, which found i-_{owever, a new report by the Naticnal Research Council
that law enforcement and support service agen-  finds sexual assaults are underreported. -
87 cies are often unable to give survivors the help : : : L '
* " The study by the National Research Council recom- .
" mends ways the U.S, Department of Justice’s Bureau of Jus- :

tice Statistics can-improve its surveying of sekual assault 200,000

cases, It also examines how a half-dozen other methods of ST

ine tennessea

‘counting sexual assaults compare. S -
-+ “The end result isthat they provide different estimatesof - - o
the extent of rape and sexual assault. This in turn creates 150,000
confusion for the public, for law enforcement, for policy- :
makers, for researchers and for victim advocacy groups,” -
researchers wrote in the 265-page report. e
_~ Theresearch council, noting that some 80 percent of sex- 100'000
‘ual assaults go unreported to law enforcement, recom- - '
. mends the National Crime Victimization Survey adopt new -
- approaches to interviews, including changing the wording . 50,000 -
of questions. LT Lo ' . :
.- The survey method, which includes interviews in house- :
holds, is cited as a major reason for pumbers that may be off. B
. Inpart, the council wants sexual assault described in health S | &
..~ terms, not just criminal terms, - " . . S ‘
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Study saYs ' sexual assaults greaﬂy underrep ortec

» ASSAULTS FROM 1B

'The report says that
while the survey is gener-
ally considered the best
source of information on
crime, it likely has under-
counted sexual assaults
foryears and falls short of
capturing statistics. that
can be compared from

_ year to year.

In the past two years,

some experts- have .seen -

anincreasein attenﬁon on
sexual assault, whichmay
affect the: number of mc1-
dents reported.

The Nashville- Sexual.
Assault Centér; for exam:.

ple, -reported an increase
in-the number of people
steppmg forward to Te-

-~

port sexual abuse, attrib-
utedinpartto intense cov-

erage of former Pennsyl-.
vamia State University .

football coach Jerry San-
dusky, convicted of 45
counts of child sex abuse
invelving 10 boys.

Misplaced blame
Amber Stevenson, clin-

ical supervisor and thera- -

pist at the sexial assault
center, .sald one reason
above others was respon-
sible for stoppmg victims
from coming forward.

- “As long as we as a
community continue: to
make . victim-blaming
statements such as, ‘She

put herself in. this s1tua-'

tion,” ... ‘She didn’t fight

" positive,”.

back she must have want—
ed it,” we will continue to
see rapes go unreported,”
Stevenson said. “We have
to stop blaming the vic-

tim. ‘The - conversation

needs to shift.to the per-

son who chose to rape.”
In counseling assault

survivors, ' Stevenson

meets some who -have
gone 1o police and others ‘

who haven't.
“In most. cases .there S
not physical evidence, so

the response from law en- .

forcement +may not .be
" she said.

“There’s a perception that
if in any way the victim
can be responsible for the
assault, there seems to be
a different response from

b

law enforcement.”
This summer, the rape

- of a student at Vanderbllt
University: ..and" :subse-

quent arrests of .former

football players 1gmted
-more local attention on

the. subject, including
questions about how uni-
versities respond to and

‘report assaults. A group’

of current and former
female  Vanderbilt ' stu-

.-dents filed a federal com-

plaint last week charging
mishandling of vic’cims
and reports. .

Stevenson said medla
attention tends to'encour-
age others to come for-
ward to begin a healing

process that can benefit -

some victims by talking

. about what happened.

She said the center’s
program of connecting
volunteers to accompany
victims to the hospital is
another method of in-
creasing reports.

“Our goal is not that
they report, but to em-
power them to whatever
choice is for them,” she
said.

States’ laws differ

- Researchers found
that states’ sex-crime

. laws vary in how they ad-

dress force and consent,
and that some don't ac-
count for incapacitated

vietimns who cannot con-

sent. Tennessee is among
states in which the mere

threat of force can elevate
anact 1o a sex crime.

Law  enforcement in
some states is geared to-
ward an outdated percep-
tion of -rape involving
strangers,” the report
found. That percepton
doesn’t reflect that most
sexual assaults take place
between people who know
each other, that most do
not involve physical force
or weapons, and that most
do not result in serious in-
Juries other than the rape
itself.

Reach Tony Gonzalez

at 615-259-8088 or tgonzalez@
tennessean.com. Ask him a
question on Twitter
@tgonzalez.




