
http://vaw.sagepub.com
Women 

Violence Against

DOI: 10.1177/1077801207305232 
 2007; 13; 927 VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Deborah J. Bostock and James G. Daley 
 Rates of Active-Duty United States Air Force Women

Lifetime and Current Sexual Assault and Harassment Victimization

http://vaw.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/13/9/927
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published by:

http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:Violence Against Women Additional services and information for 

 http://vaw.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://vaw.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 

 http://vaw.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/13/9/927
SAGE Journals Online and HighWire Press platforms):

 (this article cites 22 articles hosted on the Citations

 © 2007 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at UNIV OF TEXAS on August 30, 2007 http://vaw.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://vaw.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://vaw.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://vaw.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/13/9/927
http://vaw.sagepub.com


927

Violence Against Women
Volume 13 Number 9

September 2007  927-944
© 2007 Sage Publications

10.1177/1077801207305232
http://vaw.sagepub.com

hosted at
http://online.sagepub.com

Lifetime and Current Sexual 
Assault and Harassment 
Victimization Rates of 
Active-Duty United States 
Air Force Women
Deborah J. Bostock
United States Air Force
James G. Daley
Indiana University School of Social Work

From a stratified random sample, 2,018 active-duty United States Air Force women completed a
telephone survey dealing with sexual assault and harassment. The lifetime prevalence of rape
among Air Force women (28%) was more than twice as high as the prevalence in a national 
sample (13%). Nearly half of the military sample had been the victims of rape, molestation, or
attempted sexual assault. The majority of both initial rapes (75%) and most recent rapes (56%)
involved assault by civilians when the victims were civilians. Family members perpetrated 29% of
initial rapes and 33% of most recent rapes. Regarding military status of the perpetrator, 14% of first-
time victims were raped by a military member, 26% of multiple-time victims were raped by a mil-
itary member, 31.8% of military women were sexually harassed by a military supervisor or boss,
and 26.7% of military women were sexually harassed by a military coworker.

Keywords: military women; sexual assault; sexual harassment; U.S. Air Force

Sexual assault is a traumatizing event that is often underreported by and stigmatiz-
ing for the victim (Kilpatrick, Edmunds, & Seymour, 1992). Accurate assessment

of the prevalence of sexual assault in America has traditionally been difficult to obtain,
often only collated as reported crimes, and readily acknowledged as estimates too low
to be accurate (Bachman & Taylor, 1994). Prevalence rates of attempted or completed
sexual assaults based on reported crime have fluctuated from 24% to 28% depending
on the study (Burt, 1979; Charney & Russel, 1994; Kilpatrick, Saunders, Veronen,
Best, & Von, 1987; Koss, Gidycz, & Wisniewski, 1987; Russell, 1982; Sorenson,
Stein, Siegel, Golding, & Burnam, 1987; Wyatt, 1992). Sexual harassment has been
reported as affecting 42% of women and 15% of men (Charney & Russel, 1994). One
of the most respected surveys of sexual assault, the National Women’s Study (NWS),
conducted a telephone survey of a national probability sample of 4,008 adult American
women to assess sexual-assault prevalence without depending on formal reporting of
the crime or relying on the victim to define the event as “rape” (Kilpatrick et al., 1992).
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NWS findings indicated 13% of adult women have been raped, with 6 out of 10 rapes
occurring before age 18; 27% of employed women have been sexually harassed; 84%
of rape victims do not report the incident to police; and only 12.6% of sexual harass-
ment victims file a formal complaint (Kilpatrick et al., 1992). The NWS authors assert
that “rape remains the most under-reported violent crime in America” (Kilpatrick et al.,
1992, p. 5).

Sexual assault in the military is a highly sensitive, volatile issue with scant data
to provide clarity of the extent or outcome of the event. Some authors charge that the
military has “rape-conducive group norms” (Morris, 1996, p. 700), provides the
“worse recovery milieu” for rape victims (Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs,
1992, p. 429) , and covers up when sexual assault occurs in the military (Committee
on Armed Services, 1992, p. 57). A highly publicized study of women veterans
reported “of those respondents under age 50 years, 24% reported having exprienced
domestic violence in the last year and 90% reported a history of sexual harassment
while in the military” (Murdoch & Nichol, 1995, p. 413 ). Rosen and Martin have
advocated that a history of sexual assault or harassment in childhood puts the female
Army soldier at higher risk of psychological problems or being sexually harassed in
the military (Rosen & Martin, 1998a, 1998b). Defenders of the military point to a
“zero-tolerance” policy on sexual assault or harassment, required sensitivity training
for troops, and aggressive prosecution of offenders (Morris, 1996).

A number of surveys have examined sexual victimization among military women.
These have employed a variety of approaches to sampling, data collection, and def-
initions and timing of victimization experiences. Some studies have focused on
preenlistment sexual abuse. For example, a study assessing 1,887 female Navy
recruits found 35% had a history of being raped (Merrill et al., 1999), whereas
another study of 1,832 female Navy recruits found 36% had been raped (Merrill 
et al., 1998.) A survey of 28,918 Air Force recruits found that 15.1% of female
recruits had a history of sexual abuse (Smikle, Fiedler, Sorem, & Spencer, 1996).

Other studies have focused primarily on workplace sexual harassment. One study
conducted in the Navy found that 44% of enlisted women and 33% of female offi-
cers had been sexually harassed in the previous year (Culbertson & Rosenfeld,
1994). A Department of Defense–wide survey of 90,000 active-duty personnel found
78% of women had experienced sexual harassment, with the highest rate in the
Marine Corps (86%) and the lowest rate in the Air Force (74%); 6% of women over-
all reported an attempted or completed rape within the past year (Hay & Elig, 1999).
The Department of Defense conducted sexual harassment surveys in 1988, 1995,
and 2002 in an effort to better understand the prevalence of sexual harassment in the
military (Bastian, Lancaster, & Reyst, 1996; Lipari & Lancaster, 2003). The 1995
survey found that the overall rate of sexual harassment in the U.S. military declined
from 1988 to 1995. According to the 1988 survey, 64% of women received
“unwanted, uninvited sexual attention while at work.” This declined to 42% in 1995.
Sexual harassment was defined in five broad categories: 
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(1) Crude/Offensive Behavior (e.g., unwanted sexual jokes, stories, whistling, staring);
(2) Sexist Behavior (e.g., insulting, offensive and condescending attitudes based on the
gender of the person); (3) Unwanted Sexual Attention (e.g., unwanted touching, fondling;
asking for dates even though rebuffed); (4) Sexual Coercion (e.g., classic quid pro quo
instances of job benefits or losses conditioned on sexual cooperation); and (5) Sexual
Assault (e.g., unsuccessful attempts at and having sex without the respondent’s consent
and against his or her will). (Bastian et al., 1996, p. 1)

The 2002 Department of Defense report replicated the survey and stated that the
prevalence of unwanted sexual attention when at work declined from 42% in 1995
to 27% in 2002. Prevalence rates of women reporting attempted or completed rape
declined from 6% in 1995 to 3% in 2002. In 1997, the Army conducted a large-scale
panel review of sexual harassment policies and climate (Secretary of the Army,
1997). The panel visited 59 Army installations, conducted surveys and focus groups,
and reviewed policies. The panel’s conclusion was that sexual harassment is a prob-
lem, though not as rampant as sex discrimination. Leaders played a vital role as role
models, and more respect among soldiers was needed.

Another set of studies has examined histories of sexual assault in clinical samples;
for example, women veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Not
surprisingly, these studies have found high rates of sexual assault. A survey of 327
women treated in a Veterans Administration clinical program for women with stress
disorders found 63% reported experiencing sexual harassment and 43% reported
experiencing attempted or completed rape (Fontana & Rosenheck, 1998). A study
looking specifically at sexual assault or harassment rates during the Persian Gulf
War assessed 160 Army women and found 23% had been sexually assaulted, 33.1%
had been physically sexually assaulted, and 66.2% had been verbally sexually
assaulted (Wolfe et al., 1998). A survey of 828 women veterans reported that 41%
had been raped, 55% had experienced any type of sexual abuse, and that 60% had
experienced these events while on active duty (Coyle, Wolan, & Van Horn, 1996).

Few studies have examined lifetime prevalence of sexual assault in nonclinical
military samples other than recruits. One study of a random sample of 782 female
recruits in the Navy and Marine Corps found a 13% lifetime rape-prevalence rate
(Hourani & Yuan, 1999). A survey of Army women found that 22.6% had a history
of completed rapes and 50.9% reported sexual assault, which included attempted
rape (29.9%) and unwanted sexual contact (29.2%). The majority of the sexual
assaults occurred before entering military service (Martin, Rosen, Durand, Knudson,
& Stretch, 2000; Martin, Rosen, Durand, Stretch, & Knudson, 1998).

The studies described above indicate that sexual victimization is a problem within
civilian and military populations. However, there is great diversity of methodology
and focus among the studies and very few large-scale military surveys. Most of the
studies have sampled a targeted group (military recruits, Gulf War veterans, mental
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health clients), though a few studies have been Department of Defense or service-
wide. There is also great variation in how the questions were asked, ranging from a
global question (“Have you been raped?”) to a more behaviorally specific question
(“… was the penis placed in vagina or anus?”). There are no established assessment
protocols that are used and generalized for all studies. Studies do not build upon each
other (i.e., use the same protocol, the same survey approach). Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that there is variation in results. What is needed are more studies that abide
by established survey formats or seek to generalize findings from previous studies.

Our study sought to provide a systematic survey of U.S. Air Force women cur-
rently on active duty, while allowing direct comparability with one of the most 
scientifically rigorous civilian studies, the National Women’s Survey (Kilpatrick 
et al., 1992).

Method

Sampling Procedures

A probability random sample of 6,000 active-duty U.S. Air Force women was
obtained in 1996 with oversampling of senior ranks to compensate for their rela-
tively small numbers. A U.S. Air Force organizational requirement mandated that
only those participants who sent back a reply postcard agreeing to participate could
be contacted. A telephone survey was conducted by specially trained female inter-
viewers utilizing a survey instrument developed for and used in the NWS (Kilpatrick
et al., 1992). Interviews were conducted by Sculman, Ronca and Bucuvalas, Inc.
(SRBI), the same survey company that conducted the NWS. The survey was struc-
tured to obtain additional information depending on sexual assault experiences. For
example, participants with no sexual assault history received a short survey, whereas
participants with multiple sexual assault experiences had details obtained on first
and most recent assault. Confidentiality was secured for all participants through the
use of a civilian survey company and a certificate of confidentiality issued by the
assistant secretary for health, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
Because of the sensitive nature of the interview, survey participants were offered
SRBI’s toll-free number, the phone number of the principal investigator, advised of
the intent of the study, of the structured confidentiality of the findings, and of the
appropriate approving authorities supervising the study. Interviews were conducted
between October 1996 and December 1997.

Definitions of Sexual Trauma

The definitions used in this survey were identical to those used in Kilpatrick’s
Rape in America survey, and were used with permission.

930 Violence Against Women
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Rape was defined as a “yes” response to the question:

Has anyone, male or female, ever made you have sex by using force or threatening to
harm you or someone close to you?

Further queries were made about vaginal sex, oral sex, anal sex, or forced objects
or fingers in the vagina or anus.

Sexual assault or molestation was defined in terms of responses to the following
questions:

(1) Has anyone ever touched your breasts or pubic area or made you touch his penis or
her breasts or pubic area by using force or threat of force? (2) Has anyone ever used
pressure, coercion, or nonphysical threats to touch your breasts or pubic area or to
make you touch his penis or her breasts or pubic area?

Attempted sexual assault was defined in terms of responses to the question:

Have there been any other situations that did not involve actual sexual contact between
you and another person, but did involve an attempt by someone to force you to have
any kind of unwanted sexual contact?

Sexual harassment was defined in terms of responses to the following questions:

While on the job, in your military service or as a civilian, has a co-worker in the work-
place ever: 1) Told stories about their sexual attributes or behavior? 2) Said things to
you or where you could hear it about your body? 3) Made repeated unwanted requests
for you to go out with them socially or on dates? 4) Touched you in a sexual way when
you had not encouraged them? 5) Tried to kiss or fondle you when you had not encour-
aged them? 6) Promised to help you on the job if you were nice to him or her? 7)
Promised to make trouble for you if you were not nice to him or her?

For each category, the participant was asked how many times (once, twice, three
or more), age at time of event, who assaulted her, whether the perpetrator was mili-
tary or civilian, and the perpetrator’s relationship to her. Issues of medical care, psy-
chological reactions, services sought, who they reported the event to (if reported),
and reaction were also asked but are beyond the focus of this article.

The telephone survey was conducted in a manner that allowed deeper probing if
sexual trauma occurred (i.e., asking a series of questions for each trauma) to gather
more context-specific data. The interviewers were specially trained to conduct the
interview in a smooth, respectful, sensitive manner. When the survey was concluded,
the interviewer asked a series of debriefing questions that assessed whether the dis-
cussion stirred stress from recall, and would offer counseling or crisis-line assistance
if needed.
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Results

Description of the Sample for the Air Force Women (AFW) Study

Postcards agreeing to participate were received by 1,871 of the 6,000 randomly
selected Air Force women (31.2%). A refusal postcard was sent by 742 of the 6,000
women (12.4%), and no response was received from 3,381 women (56%). The low
response rate prompted a secondary sampling of 1,000 nonresponders to see if they
would agree to participate if contacted by telephone; 77% of participants contacted
agreed to participate in the study. Out of the 2,431 participants (1,871 in the initial
sample, 560 in the secondary sample) who consented to be interviewed, 336 partic-
ipants were not able to be contacted (moved, wrong number, number disconnected),
and 77 participants who had agreed by postcard refused to participate when called.
Therefore, the final sample that completed the survey consisted of 2,018 participants
(1,716 from the initial sample, 302 from the secondary sample). Military rank of the
sample was comparable to the U.S. Air Force female population for officer (18% for
both sample and population), noncommissioned officer (31% for both sample and
population), and enlisted (50% for both sample and population). Demographic data
indicated that 72% of the sample was White, 54% was married, 69% had at least
some college education, and 74% had an annual income of at least US$15,000.
There was no significant difference by age, race, ethnicity, education, or income in
the distribution of sexual assault, though officers were somewhat less likely than
noncommissioned officers or enlisted women to have been victims of rape. A more
detailed discussion of the demographics is elaborated in the report on the study
(Bostock, 2000).

Sexual Victimization Experiences of Air Force Women

Table 1 shows that nearly 3 out of 10 (28%) active-duty Air Force women
reported that they had been the victims of forcible rape at some point in their lives.
More than 1 out of 5 (22%) reported forced vaginal sex, 8% reported forced oral sex,
3% reported forced anal sex, and 12% reported forced insertion of fingers or objects.

Further analysis of the results shown in table 1 indicate that 50% of rape victims
were raped more than once, 14% had been molested, and 17% had been victims of
attempted sexual assault. In sum, 72% of survey respondents reported no history of
forcible rape; 52.8% of survey respondents reported no history of any type of sexual
assault; 20% reported a history of rape only; 4.4% reported a history of rape and
molestation; 3.3% reported a history of rape and attempted sexual assault; 1.4%
reported a history of rape, molestation, and attempted sexual assault; 1.7% reported
a history of molestation and attempted sexual assault; and 6.7% reported a history
of molestation only.

932 Violence Against Women
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Table 2 shows that 48% of rape victims stated that their most recent rape occurred
when they were younger than 18, and for 30% it occurred when they were between
18 and 24 years old. Rape in the past year varied by age category with an overall rate
of 1.8% of participants, but occurrence was predominantly in younger survey
respondents (2.8% for 18- to 29-year-olds, 0.6% for 30- to 34-year-olds, 0.7% for
35- to 39-year-olds, 0 for age 40 or older). Among Air Force women, nearly a third
of initial rapes (32%) occurred before age 12, another third (34%) occurred between
the ages of 12 and 17, and 33% reported their first rape occurring after age 17.

Rape victims among active-duty Air Force women report that family members
perpetrated 29% of initial rapes, 33% of most recent rapes, and 45% of first rapes
that occurred before the age of 12. The most common relationship with the perpe-
trator of the first rape was boyfriend (15%), stranger (14%), friend (13%), person not

Bostock, Daley / Victimization Rates of U.S. Air Force Women 933

Table 1
Comparison of Active-Duty Air Force Women (AFW) Study and National

Women Study (NWS) Participants With a Lifetime Prevalence of Rape 
and Other Forms of Sexual Assault (in percentages)

Current Age (years)

Total 18 to 29 30 to 34 35 to 39 40 and Over
(N = 2,018)a (n = 960) (n = 390) (n = 346) (n = 313)

Rape
Forced vaginal sex 22 (11) 22 (14) 18 (16) 26 (13) 16 (8)
Forced oral sex 8 (3) 8 (5) 7 (7) 8 (4) 6 (2)
Forced anal sex 3 (1) 3 (2) 2 (3) 4 (1) 3 (1)
Fingers or objects 12 (5) 12 (7) 11 (8) 11 (3) 9 (3)
Net rape 28 (13) 30 (18) 23 (19) 30 (14) 22 (9)
Times forcibly raped 517 268 85 95 67

Once 46 (57) 48 (56) 38 (54) 46 (67) 43 (54)
Twice 20 (10) 21 (10) 20 (10) 17 (15) 22 (9)
Three or more 30 (28) 28 (31) 36 (31) 36 (12) 30 (31)
Not sure and/or refused 4 (5) 3 (2) 6 (6) 1 (6) 5 (6)

Other forms of sexual assault
Sexual touching with force 

or threat 9 9 8 10 8
Sexual touching with 

pressure or coercion 6 6 5 8 7
Other forced unwanted 

sexual contact 17 16 18 19 21
Net molestation 14 14 12 16 15

Attempted sexual assault 17 16 18 19 21

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100% because some victims have experienced multiple types of rape.
Figures represent the percentages of AFW participants; NWS percentages are given in parentheses.
a. Number of participants interviewed in the AFW Study.
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known well (11%), and father or stepfather (10%). The most common relationship
with the perpetrator of the most recent rape was boyfriend (14%), friend (13%), 
person not known well (9%), father or stepfather (9%), and husband (8%).

Rape victims shared that substance abuse was not usually involved in the sexual
assault, either the first rape or the most recent rape (see Tables 3 and 4). Furthermore,
perpetrators were not described as using drugs or alcohol during the rape. Eighty-six
percent of first and 84% of most recent rape victims asserted that neither the victim
nor assailant was using alcohol or drugs at the time of the rape.

Military perpetrators accounted overall for 20% of initial rapes and 30% of most
recent rapes (see Tables 5 and 6). Furthermore, military perpetrators with military
victims accounted for 14% of first or only rape and 26% of most recent (more than
one) rapes (Tables 5 and 6). The rate of rape increased as the victim became older.
Military perpetrators accounted for 7% of childhood rapes, 7% of adolescent rapes,
but 44% of initial rapes for victims aged between 18 and 24 and 65% of initial rapes
for victims aged 25 and older. Military perpetrators accounted for 53% of most
recent rapes for victims aged between 18 and 24 and 63% of most recent rapes for

934 Violence Against Women

Table 2
Comparison of Active-Duty Air Force Rape Victims by Age of First and/or

Only Rape Versus Most Recent Rape (in percentages)

Current Age (years)

Total 18 to 29 30 to 34 35 to 39 40 and Over

Age at first and/or only rape (years)
n 517 a 268 85 95 67
Less than 12 32 33 39 26 21
12 to 17 34 39 24 29 21
18 to 24 30 26 31 40 40
25 and over 3 1 5 5 13
Refused 1 1 1 0 5

Age at most recent rape (years)
n 303 184 47 49 23
Less than 12 18 21 28 4 4
12 to 17 30 35 19 24 22
18 to 24 30 32 32 29 17
25 and over 16 6 17 39 52
Refused 6 6 4 4 5 

Forcible rape victim in past year
n 2,008 1,188 344 287 189
Yes 1.8 2.8 0.6 0.7 0
No 98.2 97.2 99.4 99.3 100

a. Number of rape victims interviewed in the AFW study.
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victims aged 25 or older. Rapes by military personnel who were strangers or not
known well by the victim represented 36% of initial rapes and 25% of most recent
rapes. Rapes by family members who were in the military represented 21% of ini-
tial rapes and 27% of most recent rapes among active-duty Air Force women.
Military coworkers represented 9% of the perpetrators of initial rapes and 14% of
most recent rapes among active-duty Air Force women. However, the majority of
both initial rapes (75%) and most recent rapes (56%) involved attacks by civilians
on Air Force women when they were also civilians.

Bostock, Daley / Victimization Rates of U.S. Air Force Women 935

Table 3
Drug and Alcohol Use by First Rape Victims and Perpetrators 

(in percentages, N == 591)

Victim’s Reported Use at Time of Incident 

Perpetrator’s Reported Use at Alcohol Drugs Not Sure 
Time of Incident Only Only Both Neither and/or Refused Total

Alcohol only 11 * * 16 — 28
Drugs only — * — 2 — 2
Both 1 * — 4 — 5
Neither * — — 51 — 51
Not sure and/or refused — * — 13 1 14
Total 12 1 * 86 1 100

*indicates < 1%, —indicates 0%.

Table 4
Drug and Alcohol Use by Most Recent Rape Victims and 

Perpetrators (in percentages, N == 287)

Victim’s Reported Use at Time of Incident 

Perpetrator’s Reported Use at Alcohol Drugs Not Sure 
Time of Incident Only Only Both Neither and/or Refused Total

Alcohol only 7 — — 19 — 26
Drugs only — * — 1 — 1
Both 2 — * 5 — 7
Neither 2 — — 50 — 52
Not sure and/or refused * — — 9 5 14
Total 11 * * 84 5 100

*indicates < 1%, —indicates 0%.
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Sexual harassment, ranging from crude or offensive behavior to sexual coercion,
was also assessed. A lifetime-prevalence rate for active-duty Air Force women was
23% for sexual harassment by a boss or supervisor and 19% for sexual harassment
by a coworker. More than a third (38%) of the active-duty women reported experi-
encing at least one or more sexually harassing behaviors from a boss or supervisor
while in the military; 31% felt that these behaviors represented sexual harassment.
Data show an interesting link between rape victimization and sexual harassment (see
Tables 7 and 8). Military women with a history of sexual assault had a higher preva-
lence of harassment than women without a history of sexual assault. Nearly a third
(31.8%) of rape victims reported sexually harassing behaviors from a boss compared
to 15.7% of those who had never been a victim of any type of sexual assault. More
than a quarter (26.7%) of rape victims reported sexually harassing behaviors from a
coworker compared to 13.1% of military women who had never been a victim of any
type of sexual assault.

936 Violence Against Women

Table 5
Victim and Perpetrator Military Status at Time of Incident:

First or Only Rape (in percentages)

Victim’s Status at Time of Incident 

Perpetrator’s Status at Time of Incident Military Civilian Not Sure and/or Refused 

Military 14 6 —
Civilian 3 75 —
Not sure and/or refused * 1 1

*indicates < 1%, —indicates 0%.

Table 6
Victim and Perpetrator Military Status at Time of Incident:

Most Recent (if more than one) Rape (in percentages)

Victim’s Status at Time of Incident 

Perpetrator’s Status at Time of Incident Military Civilian Not Sure and/or Refused 

Military 26 4 —
Civilian 8 56 —
Not sure and/or refused — 1 5

*indicates < 1%, —indicates 0%.
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Table 9 shows the breakdown of each type of sexual harassment by military
supervisor or boss. Verbal harassment (telling stories, describing body) were more
common than fondling or touching. Inferred threats (be nice or else) were infrequent.
Table 10 reflects the same pattern (verbal more than fondling) among coworkers.
Coworkers were more likely to verbally harass than supervisors (56% versus 38%).

Of particular note was the women’s perception about whether they felt the perpe-
trator’s behavior was sexual harassment. More women felt the behavior was sexual
harassment when the boss or supervisor carried out the behavior (31%) than when the
coworkers carried out the behavior (3%). The surprising finding was that 69% to 97%
of victims of sexual harassment did not see the behavior as sexual harassment.
Furthermore, few women (15% for boss harassment, 5% for coworker harassment)
felt that the harassment interfered with their job “a great deal or fair amount.”

Bostock, Daley / Victimization Rates of U.S. Air Force Women 937

Table 7
Sexual Harassment From Boss or Supervisor in the Military by Prior Sexual

Victimization Status: Active-Duty Air Force Women (in percentages)

Prior Victimization Status

Other Sexual Attempted None of These 
Harassed in Military Total Rape Assault Sexual Assault Reported

n 2,018 516 193 228 1,081
Yes 23.1 31.8 29.5 33.3 15.7
No 76.9 68.2 71.5 66.7 84.3

Note: χ2 = 69.49, df = 3, p < .001.

Table 8
Sexual Harassment From Coworker in the Military by Prior Sexual
Victimization Status: Active-Duty Air Force Women (in percentages)

Prior Victimization Status

Other Sexual Attempted None of These 
Harassed in Military Total Rape Assault Sexual Assault Reported

n 2,018 516 193 228 1,081
Yes 18.7 26.7 20.1 25.6 13.1
No 81.3 73.3 79.9 74.4 86.9

Note: χ2 = 51.21, df = 3, p < .001.
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Comparison of the AFW Study and the NWS Results

The lifetime prevalence of rape among Air Force women (28%) was more than twice
as high as the prevalence reported by a national sample (the NWS) of adult women
(13%) in 1990, using identical measures (Table 1). The 2:1 differences between mili-
tary and civilian women were relatively consistent across forced vaginal sex (22% and
11%), forced oral sex (8% and 3%), forced anal sex (3% and 1%), and forcible inser-
tion of objects (12% and 5%). The 2:1 difference in total rape was also relatively con-
sistent between military and civilian women across three age cohorts: 30% and 18% for
18- to 29-year-olds; 30% and 14% for 35- to 39-year-olds; and 22% and 9% for those
40 and older. By contrast, the rape prevalence was much closer between military women
(23%) and civilian women (19%) aged 30- to 34-years-old. Thus, the 2:1 difference
between military and civilian women was not an age-cohort phenomenon.

When the rape(s) occurred was similar between the two studies. Among Air Force
women, two thirds of initial rapes (66%) occurred during childhood and adolescence,
before age 18. A third of rape victims among Air Force women report that their first
rape occurred as an adult (age 18 or older). In the older cohorts, the proportion of child-
hood and adolescent rape declines, whereas the proportion of adult rape increases. One
of eight (13%) civilian adult women had been victims of a forcible rape during their
lifetime, with 6 out of 10 rapes (61%) occurring before age 18.

At least half of the Air Force women who have ever been victims of rape had been
raped more than once. Only 46% of Air Force rape victims reported that they had
been raped on only one occasion (although more than one type of rape may have
occurred on that occasion). A somewhat larger percentage of civilian women (57%)
who had been victims of rape reported that they had been raped on only one occasion.

Twenty percent of Air Force rape victims reported that they had been raped on two
occasions. Thirty percent reported having been raped on three or more occasions. The
remaining 4% could not or would not say on how many occasions they had been
raped. Ten percent of civilian rape victims reported rapes on two occasions. Nearly 
3 out of 10 civilian rape victims (28%), like military rape victims (30%), reported
three or more rapes.

The NWS dispelled the myth that most women are raped by strangers. This find-
ing is supported by this sample of Air Force women. Rape victims among active-
duty Air Force women reported that family members perpetrated the rape in about 
3 out of 10 initial rapes (29%) and most recent rapes (33%). This is approximately
the same proportion of victimizations by family members (35%) found among civil-
ian women in the NWS.

In this sample of Air Force women, sexual harassment was more common than
that reported by civilian women in the NWS. More than one in five (27%) civilian
employed women in the United States reported having experienced at least one sex-
ually harassing behavior by a boss or superior. Slightly more than 1 in 10 (11%)
civilian women met the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission guidelines for
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sexual harassment. For our study, 23% of active-duty Air Force women met the
Department of Defense definition of sexual harassment by a boss or supervisor in the
military. Nineteen percent of active-duty Air Force women met the Department of
Defense definition of sexual harassment by a coworker in the military.

Discussion of the AFW Study Findings

Limitations of the Study

Careful attention was given to replicate the NWS. Therefore, the survey item
selections have the same limitations as the NWS research format. Furthermore, the
telephone-survey approach is limited to participants who have telephone access,
though military personnel routinely must have home telephone access for recall and
emergency notification needs. Perhaps the largest limitation of the study was the orga-
nizational requirement that potential survey participants must mail in a postcard indi-
cating their willingness to participate before being contacted by the telephone
interviewers. This requirement reduced our return rate from a likely 77% to the 31%
we achieved. Thus, the selection bias of who chose to participate might be considered
more prominent. However, the secondary sample of 302 nonresponders and the ini-
tial sample of 1,716 responders had no statistically significant differences in demo-
graphic characteristics or prevalence rates. Therefore, the risk of selection bias is less
than might be assumed with a 31% return rate in a study. Our survey questions were
more limited than some studies as we focused on rape, sexual assault, attempted sex-
ual assault, and sexual harassment. We did not ask questions focused on sexual atti-
tudes or desires that might cover a much broader range of behaviors or beliefs. This
limitation, shared with the NWS, does prevent any comparison of our findings with
more broadly defined studies.

Strengths of the Study

This study offers direct comparability to another study, the NWS, including utiliz-
ing the same survey instrument and seeking consultation with the study’s principal
investigator (Kilpatrick). This collaboration allows a generalizability of the findings
from NWS to the AFW studies that permits direct comparison of findings. We chose
the NSW rather than college surveys because our population was more comparable to
the general population than to a college setting. Second, our sampling strategy is a
strength. With many of the previous studies, there was no random sampling of the
population. Rather, the studies were interviews or surveys of recruits or veterans that
could be a self-selecting or biased sample. This study allows additional generaliz-
ability to active-duty Air Force women, thereby avoiding the bias of mental health
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clients or women at a specific age or time-in-service parameter in reports of victim-
ization. Third, our survey questions were very specific about how rape or sexual
harassment was defined and, by using a telephone survey, allowed our further clarifi-
cation of the context (i.e., age, perpetrator, military status) of each event. Other stud-
ies have used global questions that can lead to unclear results (e.g., sexual harassment
can mean different things if not specifically described; attempted sexual assault might
not be captured as an event if only asking about rape). Given the wide range of
methodologies being used in different studies, we believe it is important to follow a
methodology that is sound and facilitates interstudy comparison of results. We also
believe that it is important to look at lifetime and current sexual assault histories
because, as was shown in our study, the sexual-victimization rate is much higher if
you include lifetime rates. Women who have been victimized in the past have a higher
rate of recent rape and/or sexual harassment than first-time and/or only rape victims
as shown in both the AFW and NWS studies. In other words, multiple rape victims
seem to be a very vulnerable population, needing targeted assistance, and should be
included in future prevalence studies.

In summary, our study makes a contribution to the sexual-victimization literature,
in particular looking at prevalence of victimization of military women. We advocate
for cumulatively building data with comparable survey instruments and random
sampling. We acknowledge the limitations in our study, but encourage refinements
in future studies.

Conclusions

Air Force women appear to be at higher lifetime risk than their civilian counterparts
for sexual victimization. This includes rape, molestation, attempted sexual assault, and
sexual harassment. The majority of both initial rapes (75%) and most recent rapes
(56%) involved assault by civilians on Air Force women when they were civilians.

The majority of Air Force women have not experienced rape (72%) or sexual
assault (52.8%) (Table 1). However, a sizable minority brings a history of childhood
sexual victimization when they join the military and experience sexual assault or
harassment while on active duty. That minority is sufficiently larger than a compara-
ble civilian counterpart to raise questions and concerns. Does the military offer a set-
ting that attracts sexual assault victims either as a “fresh start” after a traumatized
childhood or as a setting that continues a victimizing role for assault survivors? This
study did not examine linkages between sexual victimization history and motiva-
tion to enter the military. Regardless of the issues that prompt joining the military,
the fact remains that at least 16.9% of individuals entering the military have a
history of sexual victimization. This population of recruits is at risk and should be
offered targeted services.

The discrepancy between sexual harassment victims and the perception that they
had been victimized (38% experienced boss or supervisor harassment, but only 31%
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felt it was sexual harassment; 56% experienced coworker harassment, but only 3%
felt it was sexual harassment) raises issues of how women recognize sexual harass-
ment when it occurs. Service availability and “zero-tolerance” policies are useless
when sexual harassment victims minimize the events.

This study offers critical prevalence data, but a triservice follow-up study is needed
to determine the prevalence rates of sexual victimization for military women. Additional
research on service utilization and psychiatric and physical complications from sexual
victimization is also needed.
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