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           STIGMATIZATION OF SEXUAL ASSAULT VICTIMS 

Sexual assault refers to a variety of crimes that use sex as a weapon. Sexual assault could include rape, incest, child molestation, groping strangers on the street, and other illegal acts.
People who survive sexual assault can experience mental health difficulties that last for years. Stigma can compound the pain of sexual assault, as a fear of stigma may deter survivors from seeking help or reaching out to others. 

All forms of sexual assault are more prevalent among women, girls, and transgender or nonbinary people. But men and boys are frequently assaulted too. Sexual assault is a widespread problem.  

A 2014 study by Stop Street Harassment found 65% of women and 25% of men have experienced street harassment. Forty-one percent of women and 16% of men have experienced physically aggressive street harassment.

According to 2015 data from Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 1 in 3 women and 1 in 6 men experience some form of sexual violence during their lives.The CDC reported in 2015 that 23 million women and 1.7 million men have been raped.Incest is common but stigmatized. At least a third of child sexual abuse is committed by family members.According to data synthesized by the Rape, Assault, and Incest National Network (RAINN):321,500 Americans over the age of 12 are sexually assaulted each year.80,600 inmates are sexually assaulted each year.18,900 military members are sexually assaulted each year.60,000 children are victims of sexual abuse each year. 

Individuals who are victims of sexual assault may be faced with negative attitudes or beliefs from other people in their lives, including their family and friends. These negative beliefs about the person or unfair treatment because of their sexual assault experience represents social stigma (Deitz et. al., 2015). A social stigma is a societal devaluation because of discrediting attributes that results in labeling, stereotyping, and separation that may lead to judgement from others and loss of status.

In society, there are certain myths that are commonly believed that change the way people react to someone who has had an experience with sexual assault. Gender stereotypes, victim blaming, and anticipation of a stigma are three common concerns for sexual assault survivors. These concerns reflect the ideas that many people in society may believe about the survivor. Stereotypes and victim blaming contribute to a societal belief and reaction people may have towards sexual assault survivors. 

Although all survivors of sexual assault can be faced with a stigma, differences have been found in the stigmas based on victim gender. Because of the gender roles that people believe, men and women victims are often labeled differently and stigmatized differently when they become victims of sexual assault. Men who are sexually assaulted can be seen as weak or gay if they were assaulted by a male; however, if they were assaulted by a female, then they might be criticized for not wanting to consent or not being able to defend themselves.

 According to Hodge and Cantor (1998), male survivors identified themselves as straight, even if they were not, in order to increase their chances of being believed about their assault and/or to decrease the negative attitudes about them. These beliefs also indicate that male victims will receive less sympathy and more blame than female victim. Individuals, especially women, are expected to know about the risks of sexual violence; therefore, women ‘should’ be more likely to avoid situations that increases the risk of rape by a stranger. However, women will be perceived as more vulnerable if assaulted by an acquaintance because it would beunexpected. Interestingly, both male and female survivors receive less blamein situations where the assault was committed by an acquaintance rather than a stranger. 

When a survivor comes forward about his or her experience, he or she may be met with varying levels of blame because of societal stigmas and myths. According to Davies et al. (2006), survivors indicated that when they talked about the incident to their families or friends, they often were blamed for the assault and experienced hostility and disbelief from the people to whom they were disclosing their experiences. When survivors disclose their assault to another person, if that person has a higher level of belief in the myths of society, he or she is more likely to blame the survivor for the assault (Ayala et al., 2018). 

It is important to recognize that the survivor of a sexual assault may be the one who holds stigmatizing beliefs. These beliefs the survivor has toward himself or herself is an internalization of public beliefs or unfair treatment in society and is known as self-stigma. A self-stigma forms when a survivor is aware of the societal stigma they may face; self-stigmas develop from the anticipation of being stigmatized by society. This anticipation influences how much the survivor will internalize stigmatizing beliefs about himself or herself and begin to believe the negative attitudes around him- or herself are true.  In a sample of survivors of intimate partner violence, self-stigma (also called internalized stigma) was the most common form of stigma experience. 

Self-stigmas experienced by a survivor may play a key role in the relationship between sexual assault severity and trauma symptom severity. Only self-stigma – not social stigma –serves as a significant predictor of symptoms. This finding may be attributed to how a survivor internalizes and agrees with stereotypes from society and is consistent with research regarding stigma and mental illness symptoms. 

Behavioral self-blame attributions are beliefs about a survivor’s actions before and during the assault; this type of blame is situational and specific (Peter-Hagene & Ullman, 2018). Characterological self-blame attributions are beliefs about a person’s own character; these beliefs may harm recovery because this self-blame is the belief that the survivor’s own personality would always result in his or her own victimization. Both types of self-blame attributions are associated with poorer adjustment following a sexual assault; however, characterological self-blame attributions have stronger negative effects and are related to worse recovery outcomesFrazier, 2003; Koss, Figueredo, & Prince, 2002; Peter-Hagene & Ullman, 2018; Ullman, Filipas, Townsend, & Starzynski, 2007).

 Additionally, characterological self-blame is associated with a lower sense of control and self-esteem and contributes to distress and increased PTSD symptomatology (Peter-Hagene & Ullman, 2018). 

Therapy can support survivors recovering from sexual assault. A therapist can help someone cope with overwhelming emotions and talk to loved ones about their experiences. A therapist may also treat any mental health concerns that arose from the trauma. Therapy can be a safe place to receive support from someone who understands. 

We need to recognize that there is a difference between the process of having justice and the process of healing.The healing a victim has to go through should not be ignored even after their perpetrator is serving time. Even though sexual assault survivors face tremendous adversity in terms of their mental health, we can support them and help them overcome those odds by empowering them, giving them spaces to speak and resources to fight. While we never want sexual assault to happen, we have to end the stigma around sexual assault so that victims can seek the resources they need.We need to support survivors more intentionally so that the shameful feeling they carry diminishes. 

A victim should never feel guilty for being a victim. A victim should never blame themselves and feel less than because of actions committed against them.The approach to helping sexual assault victims conquer their struggles does not only start after someone gets sexually assaulted. It also starts before. We need to be proactive about preventing sexual assault in schools, in the workplace and on the streets.It is important to recognize that if someone does get sexually assaulted that they will have people who will be there for them towards the process of healing so that they can feel as if they are a survivor. 

