
 
Sexual Assault & Youth Fact Sheet 

 
Overview 
Young people deserve to have their emotional and physical boundaries respected, and also have the 
responsibility to respect others’. Because youth can be vulnerable to sexual assault from both their 
peers and adults, prevention and awareness efforts need to be comprehensive and multifaceted in their 
approach while engaging both youth and adult audiences. Sexual assault is defined as “sexual contact or 
behavior that occurs without explicit consent of the victim” (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network 
(RAINN)). The Department of Justice reports that the most vulnerable age range to rape and sexual 
assault is 12-34, indicating the need for early prevention and awareness. By promoting conversations 
about consent and boundaries with children, addressing social norms that contribute to violence, and 
making survivor support services child- and youth-centered, advocates and wider communities can play 
a crucial part in interrupting the cycle of violence. 

 
Prevalence 
Advocates note the difficulty in finding current, accurate, and comprehensive data around sexual 
violence due to underreporting, especially with youth who may face additional barriers to reporting and 
seeking help. This is especially true for boys and men due to social stigma and misconceptions 
promoting the false ideas that men cannot be victimized, or that they should always “be in control”. 
Regardless, the data that is available shows concerning trends and the importance of starting 
conversations about consent and boundaries young and ensuring survivor services are youth-centered. 

● According to the 2019 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System, 10.8% of high schoolers had 
experienced sexual violence in the last year (defined as kissing, touching, or being physically 
forced to have sexual intercourse when they did not want to). 20.7% of American Indian or 
Alaskan students reported that they’d been physically forced to have sexual intercourse in the 
last year. 

● A 2014 report published in the Journal of Adolescent Health indicated that 1 in 9 girls and 1 in 53 
boys (18 or younger) had been sexually abused or assaulted by an adult.  

● A study surveying transgender and nonbinary youth in grades 7-12 suggested that 1 in 4 
respondents had been sexually assaulted in the last year. The National Transgender 
Discrimination Survey reported that 15% of Black transgender or gender-nonconfirming youth 
had been sexually assaulted while on school property. 

 
Impact 
Experiencing sexual violence at a young age can have profound short-term and long-term impacts that 
negatively impact young people’s mental, emotional, and physical wellness both in adolescence and 
adulthood. These realities point to the need for trauma-informed, youth-centered survivor services and 
comprehensive prevention. 

https://www.rainn.org/articles/sexual-assault
https://www.rainn.org/articles/sexual-assault
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjk-uWViqnvAhWTbs0KHdMoABIQFjAAegQIBRAD&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bjs.gov%2Fcontent%2Fpub%2Fpdf%2FSOO.PDF&usg=AOvVaw3wSxNi-Hsfbe3j6fBoSPPG
https://nccd.cdc.gov/Youthonline/App/Default.aspx
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1054139X13008549
https://www.nursingcenter.com/journalarticle?Article_ID=5057815&Journal_ID=54030&Issue_ID=5057599
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjF5rDX4KjvAhVBaM0KHbziD_QQFjACegQIAxAD&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.transequality.org%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocs%2Fresources%2FNTDS_Report.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1XwD-lJ-Vfu9fO6xNToWht
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjF5rDX4KjvAhVBaM0KHbziD_QQFjACegQIAxAD&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.transequality.org%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocs%2Fresources%2FNTDS_Report.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1XwD-lJ-Vfu9fO6xNToWht


 

 

● A 2012 study found that adult women who experienced child sexual abuse were 4 times more 
likely to experience post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and symptoms of drug abuse, and 3 
times more likely to experience depression as an adult. 

● Adult men who were sexually abused as children were twice as likely to have attempted suicide, 
and were more likely than their non-abused peers to abuse drugs and/or alcohol and experience 
depression (American Journal of Preventive Medicine). 

 
Prevention 
The Center for Disease Control & Prevention (CDC) recommends the STOP SV model to prevent sexual 
violence, outlining the following key strategies: Promoting Social Norms that Protect Against Violence, 
Teaching Skills to Prevent Sexual Violence, Providing Opportunities to Empower and Support Girls and 
Women, Creating Protective Environments, and Supporting Victims/Survivors to Lessen Harms. These 
strategies can be achieved through public awareness campaigns, bystander intervention programs, 
prevention education curricula, developing school and legislative policies to prevent and respond to 
violence, and coordinating networks of support around youth. Throughout these strategies, 
conversations about consent and respecting boundaries are critical, especially for middle schoolers as 
they begin to ask more questions about relationships and sex. 

 
The CDC notes that more research is needed to study which prevention education curricula are 
evidence-based. However, they indicate that one-off workshops with youth meant to promote 
awareness of sexual violence are often not effective without other comprehensive programs and 
campaigns. They suggest that multi-session curricula that target middle schoolers have the greatest 
likelihood of preventing sexual violence. The CDC’s STOP SV page has a section of programs that engage 
their prevention strategies, and a longer toolkit explaining their approach. 

 
Community-Wide Response  
Ending sexual violence requires multi-faceted approaches that engage young people in the many spaces 
they live, learn, and socialize. The social-ecological model encourages comprehensive prevention that 
addresses social norms and risk factors that contribute to violence at various levels that have influence 
over young people’s lives: themselves as individuals, their relationships, community, and society at 
large.  
 

   
Source: Centers for Disease Control & Prevention 

 

https://psycho-trauma.nl/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Zinzow-et-al-2012.-Prevalence-and-risk-of-psychiatric-disorders-as-a-function-of-variant-rape-histories_.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0749379705000784
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/sexualviolence/prevention.html
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/sexualviolence/prevention.html
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/sexualviolence/prevention.html
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/about/social-ecologicalmodel.html
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/sexualviolence/riskprotectivefactors.html


 

 

In practice, incorporating the social-ecological model looks like collaborating with multiple 
organizations, agencies, and entities to end sexual violence, including: schools, survivor services 
agencies, after-school spaces, athletics, parents and families, community organizations, culturally 
specific organizations. By increasing the number of caring peers and adults in a young person’s life who 
are committed to the strategies promoted by the STOP SV Model, we can create a community of care 
and support that extends widely and promotes protective factors.  

      
Getting Support 
In addition to on-the-ground support from the OVW Children & Youth and Engaging Men grantee 
programs across the country, the National Sexual Violence Resource Center (NSVRC) updates a national 
directory of sexual violence organizations that offer services and resources to survivors. Additionally, 
RAINN offers a National Sexual Assault Telephone Hotline that refers callers to local rape crisis centers, 
as well as a virtual chat service. 

● Telephone Hotline: 1-800-656-4673 
● Online Chat Hotline: online.rainn.org 
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https://www.nsvrc.org/organizations
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https://rainn.org/about-national-sexual-assault-online-hotline
https://online.rainn.org/

