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RESEA RCH / A study of sexua l and physi cal abuse of wom en has met wit h resi sta nce fro m peop le who

se em det ermin e d not to bel ieve how wides pre ad the problem is. They shoul d consider the careful, sci entifi-

ca lly valid way the study was con ducte d

The ext ent of sex ual viole n ce in women’s liv es
BY LOR I HASKELL

an d ME LANIE RANDALL

S
INCE the July 29 relea s e of the final re-

port of the Canadian Pan el on Vio -
le n ce Aga inst Women, much att entio n

ha s been focus ed on the sub ject, wit h so m e
in d ignation and disbelief expre sse d abou t the
prev a lenc e rates of sex ual viole n ce pub lis hed
in the repor t.

Thes e st atis ti c a l fin d ings come from an in-
dependent study the two of us directed, iden -
tifie d in the pan el’s repor t as the Women’s
Sa fety Proje ct. The process and con tent of
the pan el’s wor k asid e, we want to addre ss
so m e of the misapprehensi ons about our re-
search finding s and to exp lain how the study
wa s carrie d ou t.

Our study confi rms that the pre senc e of
sexu al and phy sical abuse in women’s liv es
is dis tur bingly hig h – shock ing, perhaps, for
thos e not aware of the deca des of res earch
and scholarship that infor med our study.
Over half of the 420 fem ale respondents in
ou r survey (51 per cent) repor ted ex per ien -
ci ng a rape or att emp ted rape, more than
on e-quarter (27 per cent) repor ted phys ical
assau lt in a rela t ion s hip with a male par tner,
and more than one -thir d (43 per cent) repor-
ted a sex ual-abuse exper ienc e in chil dhood.

Give n thes e high rat es of viole n ce, the re
have been some pre dictable doubts expre sse d
abou t the valid ity and cre dib i lity of the re-
search its elf, by those who seem det e rmine d
to disprove just how ext ensiv e the problem
re a l ly is. While infor med que s tion s abou t
the met hods and appli c ability of res earch
studie s are wel come as par t of respect ful
public discus sio n of socia l is s ues, critique s
which are not hing more than uninfor med
diat ribes are not.

In ter ms of the poli tics of viole n ce aga inst
women, of gre ater sig n ific a n ce is the exp licit
denial and minimizi ng that per vades such
opin ion s and com ment aries. For exa mple,
in a recent conve rsation, a male edito r at a
le ading newsp aper challenge d the res earch
fin d ings sim p ly on the basis that he fou nd
them to be "coun ter-intuitive" to men. Aske d
to ela borate, he exp lain ed that he and mos t
of the men in his circle s si mply didn’t know
any women who had been raped or phy si-
cally assau lted . The irony of challengi ng
scie n tific a l ly valid res earch on the basis of
so m ething as flimsy as "men’s intuition" app a-

re n tly escaped him .

In profe ssi onal evaluation s of res earch
methodol ogie s by lea ding Nor th Amer ican
ex per ts, the approach taken in our study has
been recog n ized for a number of strengt hs:
the random sample, the in-dept h train ing of
the int e rvie wers, the face-to -face int e rvie w s,
the confid e n tia lity and anonym ity of respon-
dents, and the desig n of the que s tionnaire.
In addit ion to pre -testing, the que s tionnaire
it self was sub jected to profe ssi onal scr utiny,
in clu ding evaluation by some of the lea ding
No rth Amer ican exper ts on sex ual abuse,
su ch as socia l psyc h ologi st Dia n a Russell,
re c ently retired from Mil ls College in Ber-
kele y; cli nical psychologi st Jon Briere of the
Un ive rsity of Sou t her n Califor nia School of

Me dicin e; psychiat ris t Ju dit h He rma n of
Harvard Medical School , and San Francis co
educat or Sand ra Butle r.

Our sur vey’s res ult s we re gen erated from
a randomly-selected group of fem ale respon-
dents, from various age groups, income lev-
el s and ethnic backg rou nds. The sample,
desig ned by the The Ins titute for Socia l Re -
search at Yor k Un ive rsity, con sis ted of a lis t
of addre sses randomly selected by computer
fr om a lis t of all the addre sses in the City of
To ron t o. This dis tinguis hes our study from
the vast maj ority of other res earch on the
to pic, whi c h is base d on non -random sam-
ples of speci fi cally selected popula t ion s of
women, such as women using shelt e rs or
repor ting to the poli ce. Statis ti cs from that
type of res earch cannot be gen erali zed to
the large r popula t ion becau se of the bia s ed
sampling met hods.

Si nce respondents in our sur vey were ran-
domly selected, and not hing was known
abou t any of the women in advanc e of their

particip ation, the res ult s of our study can be
ap plie d beyond the 420 women int e rvie wed .
They sugge s t so m ething about the ext ent of
viole n ce in women’s liv es more gen erally.

What’s more, only 19 per cent of the eli-
gible women con tacted by an int e rvie wer in
ou r survey decli ned the int e rvie w. In an-
ot he r 5 per cent of the hous eholds whe re an
in ter vie wer made con tact, another hou seh old
member, inclu ding husbands, said that no one
at that addre ss was int e rest e d in the study.

Of not e, and con trary to the assump tion
that women who agreed to be int e rvie wed
we re those who had exper ienc es of abus e
that they want e d to talk about, some of the
women who decli ned to par ticip ate indica -
ted that it was pre cis ely becau se they were
dealing wit h painf ul mem ories or cur rent
ab use exper ienc es that they did not feel able
to discus s them .

THE int e rvie wers for our study were hig hly
sk ille d women who unde rwe n t at lea st 60
hours of rig orous train ing on sur vey-re-
search methods, the structure and adm inis-
tration of the que s tionnaire, and sensit i za-
tion to the issues inv olved in int e rvie wing
women on this painf ul and stig matized sub -
je ct. Women int e rvie wed for the sur vey
we re aske d st andardized que s tion s. The
le ngt h of the int e rvie w s varied according to
whet her a woman repor ted any abuse expe-
rienc es and the number of those exper ienc es
sh e disclo sed . The ave r age lengt h of the in-
ter vie w s wa s two hours but in some of the
mo re ex treme cases, whe re women’s liv es
ha d been rav age d by repeated exper ienc es
of chil dhood sex ual abuse and fur the r vio-
le n ce from male par tners lat e r in life, they
requ ire d mo re time.

One of the methodol ogical feature s that
accou nts for the hig h rates of dis clo sure in
ou r study is that women were not sim p ly
aske d whet her they had been raped; the que s-
tion s defin ed what con stitutes a rape. For
ex ample, to ascer tain rat es of sex ual assau lt
at the lev el of rape and att emp ted rape, wo-
men were aske d whet her they had exper i-
enc e d fo rced or att emp ted forced sex ual int e r-
course aga inst their wil l. This is a defi nit ion
of sex ual assau lt far more str ing ent than that
currently recog n ized in Cana dian law.

Ma ny of the women indicated they had
neve r disclo sed thei r ex per ienc es of abus e
prio r to the int e rvie w, exc ept in some cases
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to a clo se friend at the tim e of the eve n t.
This is testim ony to the silencing and denial
that stil l surrou nds sex ual viole n ce and to
the stigmatizing of women who disclo se ex-
periencing it. Inde e d, it is the sup pos ed in-
timacy and safety of the rela t ion s hips in
which the vast maj ority of this abus e of
women takes place – perpetrated by fat hers,
brot he rs, uncle s , boy-friends and husbands
– that provi des the greatest resis tanc e to ac-
know ledgi ng it.

The prevalenc e rates from our research
in d i c ate the deva stating "no rma lcy" and fre -
qu enc y of viole n ce and abuse in the life ex-
perienc es of a div erse sample of urban
Cana dian women. They challenge the myt h
that it is only a sma l l or dis tin ct group of
women who have known the viola t ion and
ter ror of a sex ual or phy sical assau lt.

Our study con tributes to sev eral decades
of res earche rs’ and com mun ity activi sts’wor k
to raise pub lic aware nes s of the dimensi ons of

sexu al viole n ce in women’s liv es. It is impera -
tive that we focus our collective ene rgie s on
deve loping socia l, education a l and econom-
ic strategie s to preve n t and eradicate it.

Lori Haskell is a doc tor al candidate in
applie d psychology at the Ontario Institute
fo r Studies in Educa tion, Tor o nto. Mel anie
Randall is a member of the professional re-
se arch staff at the Cen tre for Wom en’s Stud-
ies in Educa tion, OISE.
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