
Rape and sexual assault are among the most injurious crimes a person can experience.  The 
e ects are de asta ng  extending e ond the ini al ic mi a on to such conse uences as un-

anted pregnancies  sexuall  transmi ed in ec ons  sleep and ea ng disorders  and other emo-
onal and ph sical pro lems. 

nderstanding the re uenc  and context in hich rape and sexual assault occur is ital in di-
rec ng resources or la  en orcement and in designing and suppor ng programs or ic ms. 

Relia le data can help in the orma on 
o  pu lic health and mental health poli-
cies  including inter en ons that can 
reduce the ris  o  uture a ac s. adl  
accurate in orma on a out the extent 
o  sexual assault and rape is di cult to 
o tain ecause most o  these crimes go 
unreported to police. 

The ureau o  us ce ta s cs   
a onal rime ic mi a on ur e   

 o tains in orma on on ho  o -
ten mericans are ic ms o  all crimes  
including rape and sexual assault.  How-
e er  there has een signi cant concern 

that rape and sexual assault are undercounted in the .   as ed the a onal Research 
ouncil to in es gate this issue and recommend est prac ces or measuring rape and sexual 

assault in the agenc s household sur e s. 

The stud  panel s report   concludes that 
it is li el  that rape and sexual assault are undercounted in the .  ccurate counts o  these 
crimes cannot e achie ed without measuring them separatel  rom other t pes o  criminal 
ic mi a ons  the report sa s. t recommends that  de elop a separate sur e  or measur-

ing rape and sexual assault. The new sur e  should more precisel  de ne am iguous words  
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such as rape  gi e more pri ac  to respondents  
ha e e er trained inter iewers  e designed to 
include those most at ris  or these crimes  and 
ta e other steps that would impro e the accurac  
o  responses.   

Barriers to Accurate Measurement

The report concludes that while the a onal 
rime ic mi a on ur e  is e cient in measur-

ing man  t pes o  ic mi a ons across the nited 
tates  it does not measure rape and sexual as-

sault with the precision 
needed or polic  and 
research. There are our 
major arriers to mea-
suring rape and sexual 
assault on the  

The sample design is 
ine ien   meas -
ing l - e en  in-
iden s  s h as ape 

and se al assa l   Al-
though the  is e -

cient or measuring 
most crime ic mi a-

ons   it experiences 
di cul es in measuring 
rape and sexual assault 

ecause the  are sta s-
call  low- re uenc  e ents.  Rape and sexual as-

sault accounted or  percent o  the criminal ic-
mi a ons iden ed through the  in .  
hanging the sample design to ma e the  

more e cient or measuring rape and sexual as-
sault would re uire a major redesign o  the en re 
sur e   and such a redesign would li el  ma e 
the sur e  less e cient or measuring other t pes 
o  ic mi a ons. 

The n e   ime  ha  de nes he s e  
ma  inhi i  a a e esp nses  The ues ons 
a out rape and sexual assault are eing as ed in 
the context o  a criminal ic mi a on sur e  and  

are em edded within ues ons that descri e oth-
er t pes o  crimes. This context ma  inhi it the re-
por ng o  incidents that the respondent does not 
thin  o  as criminal. r a respondent ma  thin  
that since she or he did not contact the police 
a out the incident  it should not e reported on a 
go ernment sur e  a out crime. r a respondent 
ma  understand that a sexual ic mi a on was 
criminal ut ma  not report it on the sur e  out o  
ear o  reprisal or a desire not to get the perpetra-

tor in trou le.

 la   p i a   h se esp nding  he s -
e  ma  inhi i  a a e esp nses  The  is 

administered  an in-
ter iewer  with  per-
cent o  all inter iews 
conducted in person. 
ield representa es 

inter iew e er one in 
the designated house-
hold who is  and 
older. This approach 
presents pri ac  pro -
lems  or example  e -
er one in the house-
hold is inter iewed and 
there ore nows the 

ues ons eing as ed 
and the oral inter iew 
might e o erheard. 

ri ac  in inter iew-
ing a out sexual iolence is cri cal ecause most 
rapes and sexual assaults are commi ed  indi-
iduals whom the ic m nows  the o ender ma  

in act  e a mem er o  the household. s 
lac  o  pri ac  ma  e a major reason or under-
repor ng o  rape and sexual assault. 

The es nnai e ses ds i h am ig s 
meaning  The complex and mul aceted de ni-

ons o  what is meant  rape and sexual assault 
are translated into a ew simple words in the ues-

onnaire such as rape  a empted rape  and 
other t pe o  sexual a ac .  These words do not 

descri e eha ior or con e  the complexit  o  the 

The National Crime Victimization 
Survey

The  is a sur e  o  American households 
with the goal o  o taining in orma on a out 
a road set o  crimes rom the ic ms rather 
than police. t co ers most crimes  rom the  
o  a cell phone to armed ro er  as well as 
rape and sexual assault.  t is conducted on an 
ongoing asis or the   the ensus ureau  
which selects households to sur e  through 
the same in rastructure uilt or the decennial 
census. n  the  had reports rom 
approximatel   household mem ers. 
Each household address remains in the sample 
or  ears  with inter iews e er   months. 
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intended concepts  a respondent might not real-
i e that what she or he experienced did in act t 
the de ni on o  a empted rape  and the ues-

onnaire does not pro ide de ni ons.   

The rst three arriers are intrinsic to the asic 
structure and processes o  the . Although 
these aspects o  the  appear not to impede 
the measurement o  other t pes o  criminal ic-

mi a on  the  are pro lems or measuring rape 
and sexual assault  which cannot e o ercome  
ma ing modi ca ons to . 

Recommendations

The est methods or measuring rape and sexual 
assault cannot e achie ed without separa ng 
their measurement rom the context o  a crime 
sur e  and rom that o  other criminal ic m-
i a ons. The ureau o  us ce ta s cs should 
de elop a separate  independent sur e  or mea-
suring rape and sexual assault. 

The s e  sh ld in l de addi nal sampling 
 highe  is  p p la ns  The o erall incidence 

o  rape or sexual assault in the popula on could 
e es mated with greater precision  more in-

tensi el  sur e ing su popula ons that ha e a 
higher li elihood o  eing ic mi ed  rape and 
sexual assault  people treated or trauma in 
emergenc  rooms  or example  college students  
and residents o  shelters or a used women. ur-
e  weights can e used to ensure that the o er- 

sampling does not ar ciall  in ate the o erall 
ic mi a on rate.

The es nnai e and p ls  he ne  
s e  sh ld ha e a ne al n e  such as a 
health sur e  which is less li el  to inhi it ull re-
sponses than a crime sur e . 

The es nnai e sh ld se eha i all  
spe i  ding ins ead  nl  sing gene al 
e ms li e ape  and se al assa l   tates  

the  and  use di erent de ni ons or the 

word rape  so it is not reasona le to assume 
that indi idual respondents will all interpret this 
word iden call . The sur e s language should  
explicitl  descri e the eha ior in ol ed rather 
than solel  using terms li e rape.  or example  
on the a onal iolence Against omen ur e  
respondents were as ed  Has a man or o  e er 
made ou ha e sex  using orce or threaten-
ing to harm ou or someone close to ou  ust 
so there is no mista e we mean pu ng a penis 
in our agina.  This ues on descri es a speci c 
ac on  which is more li el  to e clearl  under-
stood than as ing a respondent i  he or she has 

een raped. 

T  p e  p i a  he da a lle n sh ld 
e sel -adminis e ed  he esp nden  and 
nl  ne pe s n in ea h h seh ld sh ld e 

a esp nden  n a sur e  done with audio com-
puter-assisted sel -administered inter iewing 
A A  the inter iewer rst o tains the respon-

dent s consent and pro ides asic instruc on in 
person. The respondent is then seated in ront o  
a laptop or ta let computer and puts on a set o  
earphones. ur e  ues ons appear simultane-
ousl  on the computer screen and through the 
earphones  and the respondent t pes his or her 
answers.  The parts o  the inter iew that in ol e 
interac on etween the eld representa e and 
the respondent should e recorded using com-
puter-assisted recorded inter iewing AR  to 
iden  areas where addi onal training or inter-
iewers is needed. 

 it is not possi le or  to de elop and eld an 
annual sur e  speci call  to measure rape and 
sexual assault gi en the current scal climate  
the report o ers lower cost op ons that could e 
used un l it is possi le to de elop a separate an-
nual sur e . 
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