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Introduction



Some statistics
● Nearly 1 in 5 women and 1 in 71 men have had someone rape them at 

some time in their lives
● Approximately 1 in 20 women and men experienced types of sexual 

violence other than rape in the last 12 months
● The vast majority of rapists know their victims
● Only 34.8% of rape cases each year are reported to the police
● Only 5.6% of rape cases in a year (16.1% of cases reported to police) result 

in arrest

(Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2012,
U.S. Department of Justice, 2014, FBI’s Crime Victimization, 2014, FBI Crime in the United States, 2013)

http://www.cdc.gov/ViolencePrevention/pdf/SV-DataSheet-a.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cv13.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cv13.pdf
https://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013/tables/table-29/table_29_estimated_number_of_arrests_united_states_2013.xls
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cv13.pdf


Some statistics

American Indian 26.9%

Black 22%

White 18.8%

Hispanic 14.6%

Multiple races 35.5%

Lesbian 44% Gay 26%

Bisexual 
women

61% Bisexual men 37%

Heterosexual 
women

35% Heterosexual 
men

29%

Lifetime prevalence of rape, physical violence, 
and/or stalking by an intimate partner

Lifetime prevalence of attempted or 
completed rape for adult women

Source: The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2011

http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/nisvs_report2010-a.pdf


Sexual assault in the news
Experimental research has shown that newspaper coverage of sexual assault 
has a direct influence on readers’ attitudes on rape and their proclivity to 
accept cultural “rape myths”

● Husbands can’t rape their wives
● Women enjoy rape
● Women are somehow “asking for it”
● Women lie about being raped



The good news...

“We are in a 
golden age of 
reporting on 

sexual assault.”
-Bruce Shapiro, executive 

director of the Dart Center for 
Journalism and Trauma



The bad news...



Language Problems Copy Editors 
Should Watch Out For



Passive voice: erasing the perpetrator
● A 1995 study found that after reading sexual assault stories written in the 

passive voice, “readers showed increased acceptance of rape and 
battering of women” compared to stories written in the active voice

● Same study found a 2:1 ratio of passive:active voice in published sexual 
assault stories in the Boston Globe

● A 2009 study found journalists used the passive voice less in domestic 
violence cases where the woman was the perpetrator against a man



- ”16-year-old girl” is the 
subject

- First sentence says “she was 
raped,” doesn’t have an actor

-Don’t find out anything 
about the perpetrators until 
the second paragraph

-Suggested revision: “Police 
are investigating reports that 
two men raped a teenager in 
a Hopkins frat house, law 
enforcement officials say.”





Don’t apply “alleged” too liberally
● An overreliance on “alleged” creates too much hedging in the article
● Try to attribute information to a source in lieu of using alleged
● Don’t use “alleges” or “claims”; in most cases, ”says” will work just fine
● Blacklist the phrase “alleged victim”

○ Alternatives: “the victim,” “the complainant,” “the 16-year-old girl,” “the 
woman/man”



“In connection with the 
alleged rape”-- why not just 
make it: ”has been charged 
as an adult with raping a 
14-year-old girl”



Call it what it is.
Rape isn’t a “sex scandal,” or “womanizing,” or a 
“misunderstanding.” It’s rape, and it needs to be labeled as 
such.



Call it what it is.





Things That Should Set Off Red Flags 
(Or at Least be Cause for Discussion)



Graphic details
Questions to ask: 

● Do graphic descriptions of an assault actually further the purpose of the 
story?

● Do they do more harm than good?



(Warning, graphic 
descriptions of child sexual 
abuse ahead…)





“He said, she said”
It’s important to give the alleged perpetrator a chance to respond to 
accusations

...But that doesn’t mean you let factually inaccurate or harmful statements go 
unchallenged just because they’re a quote from a source



“Studies of false allegations of child sexual abuse show that such allegations are 
relatively rare...the rate of false allegations is low (below 10% of all allegations), and 
that a false allegation arising solely from a child is even less common.” 

- True and False Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse, edited by Tara Ney, Ph.D.



Pay attention to the framing
● Who is getting more sympathy in the story, the victim, the accused rapist, 

or uninvolved third parties (“the community,” a sports team, etc.)?
● There’s an important distinction between writing a piece that says “This 

man is going to jail and his life is ruined because he was accused of rape” 
and one that says “This man is going to jail because he raped someone”

● “When you write a piece about an athlete who is convicted of violence, 
and you center their athletic ability, you erase the victim.” -sports 
journalist Jessica Luther



Sources and Further Reading

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1M3FrggVEPjwWZl4z7ZIP64TUEtLlOB5LRDxRoYTrIYE/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1M3FrggVEPjwWZl4z7ZIP64TUEtLlOB5LRDxRoYTrIYE/edit?usp=sharing


Questions?


