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When sexually assaulted inarura community,
victimsoftenfind that opportunitiesfor medica, lega
or emotional servicesarevery limited, or even non-
exigent. Their economic Situation and geographic
isolation may further limit their options. Strong
community tiesinrura areasmeanthat avictimis
morelikely to be acquainted with the perpetrator
thaninurban settings. Findly, rurd culturetendsto
be close-knit, self-contained, often conservativeand
unlikely toturnto“ outsiders’ for assistance. To-
gether these characteristicsresult inlow rates of
reporting, limited opportunitiesfor victim services,
and difficultiesfor service providers. Inother
words, avictim of sexua violenceinarural commu-
nity isnot likely to report to policeor tolocate or
acCess services.

Most service providersand researchershave
not written on thetopic of sexua violenceinrura
communities. Investigatorswho regularly study
questionsof sexual assault havegenerdly disre-
garded “rurality” asafactor requiring specia consid-
eration. Thedocumentation that doesexist fals
roughly into two categories, those written statements
by practitionersthat reflect mostly first-hand experi-
encesand insight, and those documentsby research-
ersthat focuson the question of prevalence. Both
typesof resourcesareextremely limited.

Thisdocument presents some compel ling issues
concerning thislargely underserved popul ation and
reviewstheliterature of practitionersand research-
ers. Finaly, thissummary discussestheimpact of
these studieson service providersand implications
for further research.

GrowingAttention To Rural Populations

Recent yearshave witnessed agrowing focuson
theunique needsof rurd populationsintherelated
areasof community and health services. Rura
mental health programs, socia work policymakers,
andwomen’shedlth providersareincreasingly
viewing cultura and economic characterigticsinrural
areasasunique, and as having significant impact on
saviceddivery.

In particular, anti-domestic violenceresearchers
have beeninvestigating issuesof rural advocacy, but
virtualy noneof these studiespay significant atten-
tion to the specific needs of the sexually assaulted,
or totheparticular set of problemsfacing sexual
assault advocatesinrura areas (Edleson & Frank,
1991; Monsey, Owen, Zierman, Lambert, &
Vincent, 1995; Websdale, 1998; Murty &
Schechter, 1999; Correia, 1999). A natura inter-
section does exist between thework of domestic
violence and sexual assault advocates, with many
providersserving both typesof victims, and serving
victimswho experience both typesof abuse. Al-
though these documentsprovidelittle specificinsght
regarding rural sexual abuse, they do addresssome
shared problems. For example, service providersin
rurd areasfacemany similar challenges, suchas
difficulty with transportation and isolation. Rural
domestic violenceresearch, however, lacksclear
focusontheparticular difficultiesfacing both rura
sexud assault victimsand rural sexua assault service
providers.
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TheMeaning Of Rural

Ingenera, low population density makesan
area, county, or regionrural. Beyond that, theterm
rura defiesasimple, concisedefinition. Organiza:
tionsand researchers concerned with measuring
“rurdity” useavariety of definitions. For example,
the US Censusdemarksrural as* placeswithless
than 2,500 and not in placesincorporated or in
censusdesignated placesand rural portions of
extended cities’ (US Census, 1995). Researchers
useother definitionsthat may includesocia and
demographic characteristicssuch asthemale
popul ation under age 25 (Ruback & Menard,
2001).

Rurd regionstend to havelow population
density and high acquaintance density, or in other
words, aclosenetwork of familiarity among rura
residents. Ingenerd poverty levelsarehigherin
rural areas(Nord, 1997), but rural placesdisplay
gresat differencesin demographic, economic, and
socid characterigtics. Thiswidevariety of living
configurationswith uniquecultura traitshasled
someresearchersto seerurality more asaconcept
than asaspecific condition. For example, Sims
(1998) suggeststhat, “ (p)erhapsrurdity exisssmore
asastate of mind and attitudethan asan areaona
map or aratio of personsper squaremile. Rurality
maly be best defined subjectively” (p. 21). Weisheit,
WEells& Falcone, (1994) assert, “ (t)husarural area
isnot smply aphysical placebut asocia placeas
well” (p. 564).

Victim-Offender Relationship and Reporting

Thevast mgjority of sexual assaultsinthis
country are non-stranger sexua assaults, and for
rural communitiesthisisparticularly true. For the
nation, Rennison (1999) reportsthat 7in 10 rape
and sexual assault victimsknew their assailants. In
rural areas, wherethereisgeneraly lessanonymity,
or as Ruback and Menard (2001) explain, where
thereishigh acquaintance density, thelikelihood of
knowing the perpetrator iseven greater. Further-
more, studies quite consistently point to theimpor-
tanceof thevictim-offender relationshipin predicting

reporting (Ruback 1993; Pollard, 1995; Ruback &
Menard, 2001). “ Thecloser therelationship
between victim and assailant, thelesslikely the
womanisto report thecrime’ (Hunter, Burns-Smith,
Walsh, 1996).

Rural culturetendsto offer particular difficulties
and barriersto reporting sexual assault. A major
barrier semsfromthehigh degreeof familiarity
(Royse, 1999; Ruback & Menard 2001). Therural
network of rel ationships meansthat most people
havelittleanonymity. Thelower population dengty
inrural areasmeansapersonismoreeasily noticed.
Thereisanincreased likelihood that thevictim, or a
friend or family member of thevictim, may be
acquainted with or related to the perpetrator.
Additionaly, thevictim may re-encounter the
perpetrator, perhapson aregular basis. Evenrural
law enforcement islikely to be part of the social
network (Sims, 1998; Weisheit, Wells& Falcone,
1994). Sims(1998) explainsthat for policein rural
areas, personal interaction occursin two arenas,
withinthe police department and within the commu-
nity “ because thetwo groups appear moreinte-
grated asonethan segregated astwo” (p.13). Thus
inrura areaswhere anonymity israre, sexua assault
victimsmay be especially concerned with alack of
confidentidity.

Sexual Assault Practitioners
WriteAbout Rural Challenges

Most rural practitionersknow, even without
research, how very difficultitistowork inrural
areas. Throughtheir work experience, they have
cometo understand the many unique characteristics
of rural sexual assault. The picturethat hasemerged
of the characteristicsand difficulties of sexua assault
inrural areasunderscores many of the problems
faced by serviceprovidersand victims. They
includesituationsof victimisolation from services,
traveling long distances, long deserted often unpaved
and unlit roads, lack of medicd facilities, and dealing
withrurd law enforcement that issometimesquite
conservative, unsympathetic, and untrained with
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respect to sexual assaults.

A few practitionersand staff of organizations
have begunto write about the subject (Royse, 1999;
Levy 2002; “ Stopping thestigma,” 2001; Lewis
2003). Thesedocumentsillustratethe problem of
confidentidity for rura victims, isolation, and many
other barriersto reporting and services. They point
to cultura attitudes such asafrequent distrust of
outside help that makesthework of rura sexua
assault advocatesparticularly difficult. Thetwo
following examples of documents penned by rural
practitionersprovideacredibleview of themany
challengesinresponding to sexua assaultsinrura
area

A fairly broad but brief sketch of sexua assault
inrura areasgrew out of apresentation madeto the
National Non-Stranger Sexua Assault Symposium,
in 1999 (Royse, 1999). Thereport of the sympo-
sium proceedingsprovidesabroad view of therural
realitiesfor both victim and serviceprovider. It
discussesvirtudly dl of therura characteristicsthat
make serviceddivery difficult. Roysetouchesupon
obstaclesin reporting, thelack of anonymity, con-
servativecultural valuesthat affect perceptionsof
sexud assault, problemsfaced by rura responders,
and characteristicsof rural law enforcementin
processing sexual assault cases. So many of these
characterigticscarry great implicationsfor the
victim’swillingnesstoreport. For example, evenif
thevictimwantsto report an assault and hasthe
transportation to alocal rape crisiscenter, just
parking her car inthevicinity of theserviceswill
compromise her anonymity. Or, invisitingalocal
clinic or hospital, the nurse may beaneighbor or
evenarelative of thevictim or the perpetrator.
Royse (1999) explains, “Even seeking support and
assistancefrom clergy, aneighbor or friend canrun
into theindividua and societa prejudicesthat made
it difficult toreport” (p. 48).

Additionaly, Royse (1999) assertsthat, “(i)tis
obviousthat themost frequently occurring sexua
assault, non-stranger sexua assault, isnot only
occurring inrural America, but may beahiddenand
unidentified epidemic” (p. 47). Thisassertionof a
rural epidemicistheonly known written statement
by apractitioner that atteststo ahigh preval ence of

sexual assaultin rural communities. The strength of
herindgghtintotherura redlitiesbeginsto shed light
onthemagnitude of rural sexud assault andthe
possibility that thereisa” hidden and unidentified
epidemic.”

Another service provider, astaff psychologist at
theUniversity of Tennesseeat Martin, writesand
speakson the difficultiesencountered by studentson
rural campusesin dealing with sexua assault, aswell
asthechallengesfacing rurd inditutionsin prevent-
ing and responding to sexua assaults (Levy, 2002).
Levy providesacompelling exampleof acollege
freshman a arurd university who struggled with
reporting asexud assault. “Sheconfidesinafriend,
who encourages her to report the crime. However,
the sheriff isafishing buddy of her father’'s’ (p. 1).

The student was, of course, afraid her father
wouldfind out. Levy’semphasisfocusesonthe
effect that atightly woven socid network, i.e., the
rural community, hason confidentidity and report-
ing, availability of services, optionsfor victims, and
burnout problemsfor advocates.

Although these accounts offer important insight,
they do not distinguish among variousrura charac-
teristicsand their relativeimpact. That is, without
specifically designed researchinto thewidevariety
of rura communities, itisextremely difficult to
differentiate or prioritizethevariousfactors. For
example, canwe say that lack of anonymity, conser-
vativelaw enforcement or lack of transportation
accountsfor low reporting in most rural areas?
Clearly that depends on the situation and the par-
ticular case. Without moreinvestigation into specific
typesof rura configurationsand the multitude of
factorsthat may impact rural sexua victimization,
there can belittleto say beyond the general.

Investigationsintothe Prevalence
of Rural Sexual Assault

A strong logi c dictatesa serious examination of
theissue of prevalence of sexua assaultinrura
areas as compared to urban and suburban areas. It
addsto our understanding of crimina victimization, it
shedslight on cultural, sociad, and demographic
characterigtics, and ultimately helpsjustify dl other
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investigationsinto rural sexual assaultissues. Over
thelast decade, several focused investigationshave
begun to addressissues of rural sexua assault
through larger scaleresearch. Whilethese docu-
mentshavedifferingfoci and apply varied method-
ologies, severa of them addressthe question of the
relative prevalence of sexua assaultinrural aress.

Thetwo earliest investigationsthat tangentialy
discussthe subject of rural sexua assault arereports
by the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS). These
reportsdid not result from specificinvestigationsinto
thetopic, but werereportsof survey datafromthe
Nationa CrimeVictimization Survey (NCVS),
whichwere collected to shed light on crimina
victimizationinthiscountry. Furthermore, thesedata
werenot collected specificaly to evduaterura
characterigtics, but represent some of many findings
of abroad-based national survey. UsngNCVS
data, BJS promul gated two special reportsin 1992
and 2000 that compared criminal victimizationin
urban, suburban, and rural areas (Bachman, 1992;
Duhart, 2000). Each addressesrape and/or sexual
assault aspart of their review of crimind victimiza
tion, but neither providesmuch analysisor discus-
sionof thefindingsor implicationsasthey relateto
rurd sexua assaullt.

Thesereportsexamined longitudina data; one
covers 1973 to 1989 and the other, 1993 to 1998.
Ingenerd, bothindicatelower rape and sexua
assault ratesinrural areasfor most years, although
1998 dataindicated that rape and sexual assault
weresimilar acrossall areas. Thesereportsreflect
someinherent methodologica survey limitationsthat
render them unrevealing and not very crediblewith
respect to sexual assault figuresand most particu-
larly, with respect to rural sexual assault data.

In 1989, the National Women's Study, a
telephone survey that sampled 4008 adult women
age 18 and older, reported 12.65 percent com-
pleted rapesover thelifetime of theresponders.
The methodol ogy included screening questionsand
follow-up interviews. Although not initially reported
withthe survey findings, thedataset did include
location information on 4002 responses (Lewis,
2003). Recently theresearchersinvolvedinthis
survey andyzed thislocation dataand found that

rural completed rapefigureat 10.1 percent com-
pared with an urban/suburban figure of 13.6 percent
(deArdlano, Ruggiero, Kilpatrick, 2002). Lewis
(2003) explainsthat even using thismoresengtive
methodol ogy, there areimportant aspectsof rural
sexual assault that are not easily captured or mea:
sured by various nationa surveys. Shesuggeststhat
therural propensity to distrust outsidersand agen-
ciesmay figure prominently asan unwillingnessto
participatein such surveys(Lewis, 2003).

Thecredibility of thelower rura ratesof sexua
assault asindicated by national surveyshasbeen
challenged by two recent investigationsintothe
relative prevalence of sexua assaultinrural aress.
These studiesanalyzed various data sets of sexual
assault victimizationin Pennsylvania(Ruback &
Menard, 2001; Menard & Ruback, in press). One
study focusesprimarily on adult sexud victimization
and the other on child sexua abuse. Both studies
considered how thetype of information or records
examined (datasets) affect theresulting prevaence
rateof sexual victimization and reporting. They aso
considered how various other factorsaffected
outcomes, onefactor that related both to prevalence
andreportingwas“rurality.” Thefindingsof both
studiesreved that athough the absol ute number of
sexud victimization casesreported to rapecrisis
centerswas higher in urban areas, therate of sexual
assaultsinrura areaswashigher.

Intheadult sexua victimization study (Ruback
& Menard, 2001), the researchersperformed
various statistical analyseson Uniform Crime Report
(UCR) dataand rape crisis center dataasprovided
by the PennsylvaniaCodlitionAgainst Rape
(PCAR). Dataregarding sexud victimization and
reporting inthe state’ s67 countiescamefrom
PCAR recordsof Pennsylvania s52 rapecrisis
centers reports. Theresearchersanayzed aggre-
gate monthly databy countiesfor the period from
July 1, 1994 through June 30, 1998. They also
used UCR data, by county, for the sametime period
(Ruback and Menard, 2001). They found that
sexual assault ratesweresignificantly associated
with county type (urban vs. rural) according to
PCAR; sexual assault ratesweresignificantly higher
inrura countiescompared with urban counties; they
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found no such relationshipwith UCR data. Inthe
child sexua assault study, the researchersemployed
asimilar methodol ogy, but compared PCAR data
with adata set from the Pennsylvania Office of
Children, Youthand Families(CY S). Thisstudy
found that rura countieshad higher ratesof sexual
abuse according to both setsof data.

Although themost noteworthy finding inthese
studiesreved sthat sexual assault rateswere higher
inrura counties, both studiesal so offer other
important findingson related issuessuch asvictim
offender-relationship, reporting and funding. For
example, these studies confirm theimportant role
victim-offender relationship hason reporting; they
arguethat lower reporting ratesinrural areasisdue
to closenessof victim-offender relationship. Thatis,
they found that rural countieshad higher rates of
sexud victimization, but urban countieshad higher
rates of reporting (Ruback & Menard, 2001).

Both studiesproviderdevant, credibleinsight
into the prevalence of rura sexual assault and
underscoretheimportance of victim-offender
relationshipinreporting. Therigorousstatistical
anaysesand sound methodol ogical approach of
these studies assure their importance among the
literature on sexua assault. Despitethelr strengths,
thetwo studiesdo have somelimitations, mostly
regarding wesknessinherent inthe datasetsand
most especialy becausetheseinvestigationsexam-
ined Pennsylvaniadataand therefore describethe
stuationfor Pennsylvaniaonly, and may not betrue
for other populations.

Aspartof aninvestigationintorural sexua
assault, Lewis (2003) also considered theissue of
prevalence. Inparticular, sheinvestigated rural rates
of sexual assaultinfour states, Pennyslvania, Okla-
homa, Alaskaand Texas. Shedid not comparethe
sametypesof datafrom each state but rather
presented characteristicsand datafrom each state
that provided illustration that rural ratesof sexual
assault were often not lower, and indeed even
higher, than urban rates. For example, inthe state of
Alaska, she presented information on sexua assaults
infiverura detachment aress, finding that the highest
rateswere associated with themost rural of the
detachments.

Research Related to
Rural ServiceDelivery

Researchersof rural sexual assault haveaso
Investigated someissuesrel ating to outreach and
advocacy. TheCdliforniaCoditionAgainst Sexual
Assault (“ Stopping thestigma,” 2001) suggeststhe
notion of accessng community componentsinan
efforttodeal withrurd difficultiesand stigma. The
Coadlitionasserts, “A smal power network inrural
communitiesalso canbeanasset.” Theimportance
of thisideawas echoed by many of therural advo-
catesinterviewed by Lewis(2003) in Unspoken
Crimes. Sexual Assault in Rural America. These
advocatesa so contend that difficultiesfacing victims
inrura areasrequirespecificaly trained sexua
assault service providersand better-trained rural law
enforcement. TheNational Center for Rural Law
Enforcement devel oped atraining curriculumfor
police, specifically to address sexua assaultinrural
communities. Thisresourceincludesadiscusson of
rural sexual assault by Royse, but most of the
manual providesgenera sexua assault police
training withlittle specificity torura law enforce-
ment. Thistraining product iscurrently under
revision (National Center For Rural Law Enforce-
ment, 2000).

Many rura advocatesstrugglewith funding
issues; they arguethat they arebeingjudgedin
comparison to urban caseloads. That is, thetime
and resourcesrequiredtotravel long distancesto
assist afew victimsiscompared with urban centers
that have walk-insand more stranger rapes. In
other words, thetime and money required to
processarural casetendtobehigher. There-
search of Ruback and Menard (2001) included
VOCA (Victimsof CrimeAct) funding asavariable;
they found that in Pennsylvania, thefunding was
rel ated to absol ute numbers and not rates of sexual
assault; thus, urban countiesreceived morefunding.
Theseresearchersa so found that emergency
servicesfunding washigher inurban counties. No
Investigators have examined theimpact that more
funding might have on rural sexud assault reporting
or serviceddivery.
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Implicationsfor ServiceProviders
and Investigators

What we do not know about rural sexual
assault far outweighswhat weknow. Sexual assault
advocates have presented uswith arather consistent
pictureof how rurd cultureislargely regulated by
informal socia controls, isresistant to outside help,
and haslow levelsof anonymity and reporting. They
a so point to the difficulties confronting advocates
that include, being sengitivetorurd culture, dealing
withrura law enforcement, struggling withinad-
equatefunding, andfacing difficultiesintrave,
communications, and harsh rura geography. Unfor-
tunately therehasbeenllittlewritten on differentiating
these difficultiesor suggesting how they would best
be addressed.

Theresearch that doesexist looks at the ques-
tion of the prevalence of rural sexua assault. The
previoudly accepted notion that rural sexual assaultis
low hasnow been called into question by severa
studies (Ruback and Menard 2001; Lewis, 2003).
Theimplicationsof thisresearch juxtaposed against
thedifficultiesassociated with rura serviceddivery
suggest that thoughtful research must be conducted
inmany aress. Building afoundation of understand-
ing must bethe concern of researchersand practitio-
ners.

Fird, theissueof rural sexua assault prevalence
must continueto be examined. Attention to rural
areasinvictimization surveysmay beapromising
mechanism to examinethisquestion. Wehavea
fairly strong understanding of theimportance of the
victim-offender relationship, but now wemust begin
to investigate and understand how close and embed-
ded theserelationshipsmay beinrural aress. If as
Royse(1999) suggests, thereisreally a“hidden
epidemic” of rura sexual assault, wemust beginto
understand thered nature of that epidemicbefore
we can confront itin apositiveway.

Evenwhilewetry to strugglewithtoughre-
search questions, theimplication of theexisting
picturefor serviceprovidersisalready compelling.
Rura communitieshavecultura characteristicsthat
requireunderstanding and sengitivity. Bothvictims
and advocatesfaceadifficult set of circumstances.

Theanti-sexud violence movement can begin by
recognizing theunique set of problemsand by
working to promote culturally sensitivetraining of
sexual assault advocatesand rurd policeofficers.
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A Resour cefor Practitioners

TheNational Sexua Violence Resource Center
(NSVRC) has produced acomprehensive bookl et
for service providerson sexua assaultinrural
communities(Lewis, 2003). Designed to provide
information based on previousresearch and new
findings, the document a soincludesprimary source
material from severa statesand information based
oninterviewswith rural advocates. For acopy of
Unspoken Crimes: Sexual Assault in Rural
America contact the NSVRC at 877-739-3895 or

WWW.NSVIC.0rg.
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In Brief:
Sexual Assault in Rural Communities

Thisarticleaddressesour current level of understanding of sexua assaultinrural areasasit affects
bothvictimsand rurd serviceproviders. It recognizesthat sexualy victimized rural populationsarelargely
underserved, understudied and often overlooked. Thiscan partly be explained by areticenceto report
sexud assaultsinrura areas. Inturn, low reporting promotesagenera impression that sexua assault isnot
alargeproblemfor rura populations. That said, however, thisarticle suggeststhat thisimpression may be
wrong and that rural sexual assaultis, indeed, alarger problem than has been, heretofore, recogni zed.

Thisdocument reviewsliterature by practitioners, researchers, and otherswho wish to provide
assistance. It proceedsfrom therecognitionthat thereisagenera dearth of materialson thisunderserved
popul ation and attemptsto distill from the existing work salient characteristics, concerns, and findings.

Thearticle pointsto afew descriptive statementsby practitioners. They are of agenera natureand
usually discussthe close-knit nature of rural populationsand the resulting lack of anonymity and confidential-
ity. They also describevariousbarriersto reporting such astransportation problems, isolation, and alack of
facilities, tonameafew. Thearticleaso summarizessome of thefindingsof afew researcherswho have
investigated the question of the prevalence of rural sexual assaults. It pointsto research that now callsinto
guestionthe notion that sexual assaultisoccurring at alower rateinrura areas. Findly, thisdocument
highlights other work on the subject that should proveto be useful for rural advocates|ooking for insight and
practicesthat rel ateto community involvement, training and funding concerns.

In summation, the article recognizesthe need for additional research regarding the question of preva-
lence, and the need to focus attention and perspective on awidevariety of rura configurationsand cultura
characteristics. Theauthor assertsthat what we do not know about rural sexual assault far outweighswhat
weknow. Inorder toincrease our understanding and better serverural popul ationsresearch must be
conducted at all levels; building afoundation of understanding must bethe concern of researchersand
practitionersdike.

In Brief: Sexual Assault in Rural Communities (September 2003) www.vawnet.org

*The production and dissemination of this publication was supported by Cooperative Agreement Number U1V/CCU324010-02 from
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily
represent the official views of the CDC, VAWNnet, or the Pennsylvania Coalition Against Domestic Violence.
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