
 
 

Sexual Violence: An Overview of the Issue 

By Lara Iemma for CFUW 

What is Sexual Violence? 

Sexual violence refers to any act of violence that is “carried out through sexual means or by targeting 
sexuality” (Women’s Directorate, 2011, sect. 1). Some forms include (but are not limited to) sexual 
assault, rape, sexual harassment, indecent “sexualized exposure” stalking, cyber harassment, and so 
forth (sect. 1).  

Research shows that 93 percent of victims aged 18 and over, are female (Statistics Canada, 2006, p. 37). 
Their perpetrators are almost always male, making this a gender-based offence.   

Without access to proper supports, victims of sexual violence are vulnerable to depression, anxiety, self-
harm, and even suicide.  

Did you know? 

 Less than 10% of sexual assaults are reported. However, 4 out of 5 female undergraduates admit 
to experiencing physical or sexual violence at the hands of a significant other. (Metrac, 2014, p. 
5)  

 82 percent of assaults are committed by someone known to the victim (i.e. a significant other, 
friend, acquaintance, date, faculty member, etc) (Women’s Directorate, 2013).  
 

 In North America, 15-25 per cent of female students will be sexual assaulted during their 
academic career (VAW Learning Network, 2013).  
 

 Sexual assaults have been known to take place anywhere from parties and dorm rooms, to 
apartments off-campus.   
 

 Many Canadian universities lack “comprehensive policies” in dealing with sexual violence 
(Metrac 2014, p. 8).   

 
 

Rape Myths 
As a society, the attitudes, beliefs and behaviours we deem to be normal or acceptable often 
“contribute to” and reinforce pervasive misconceptions about sexual violence.  
 
We are overrun with rape myths that often do nothing but justify assaults and blame victims. Rape 
myths often result in the following: 



 
 

 Victims are accused of behaviours and/or dressing in a certain way that invites sexual violence. 
This can lead to feelings of guilt, shame, and self-blame on their part. 
 

 Perpetrators are not held accountable for assaults because of the belief “that a man has the 
right to sex if he buys a woman a drink, takes her to dinner, helps her with an assignment, or if a 
couple is dating, living together, or married (Women’s Directorate, 2011, sect.4)”  

 

 Victims themselves often view sexual violence as random attacks by strangers.  So, if the 
perpetrator is someone they know, they might feel confused about the distinction between 
“consensual sexual acts and sexual assault” (SMU, 2013, p. 26). The same confusion seems to 
apply to perpetrators, as well (Mathieu & Poisson, 2014).  
 

 Sexual assaults often go unreported due to a significant lack of victim support from universities. 
In fact, policies often emphasize the rights of the accused, rather than those of the victim 
(Metrac, 2014, p. 9), discouraging victims from taking action. 

 
Challenging the Status Quo  
While many universities across the country are headed in the right direction in developing stand-alone 
sexual assault policies and offering various supports to victims, there is still much work to be done.  
 
 The following recommendations are crucial to combating sexual violence in post-secondary institutions:  
 

 Physical features such as, an accessible campus’ layout, lighting, improved security, and visible 
signs promote a safer physical environment (Metrac, 2014, p. 4).  
 

  Formal stand-alone policies and “response protocols” (Women’s Directorate, 2013, sect. 3) 
specifically designed to support and advocate for victims of sexual violence.  
 

 Developing and implementing sexual violence and harassment prevention programs that engage 
all members of the campus community.  
 

 We must remember that sexual violence is an ongoing problem. There are no quick fixes here. 
Therefore, policies should be subject to re-evaluation when necessary.  

 

 The monitoring described above should apply to programs and services. This will allow for 
improvements and introductions to new and more effective practices.  
 

 The attitudes and beliefs of the campus community also need to be surveyed in order to assess 
and evaluate the cultural climate towards sexual violence. 
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