
The gendering of sexual 
violence
The United Nations Declaration 
on the Elimination of Violence 
Against Women recognizes 
violence against women as 
an ongoing barrier to gender 
equality and women’s human 
rights and freedoms.1 While men 
experience violence in many 
capacities, sexual violence in 
homes, communities, workplaces 
and campuses disproportionately 
targets women. The effects of 
sexual violence go far beyond 
physical injuries. The long-
term effects on women’s mental 
health and well-being can be very 
serious and in most cases, women 
who experience violence identify 
an emotional effect.2

While the vast majority of 
incidents go unreported, women 
account for nine out of ten 
police reported sexual assaults 
in Canada.3 In nearly all cases 
of sexual violence against 
women, the abusers are male.4 
The offender is known in three-
quarters of reported cases, with a 
large proportion of these people 
being casual acquaintances 
or friends.5 Almost one in five 
reported sexual offences against 
women occur with an intimate 
partner, with 97 per cent of 
all sexual offences by intimate 
partners being reported by 
women.6

Young women aged 15 to 24 
experience higher instances 
of sexual violence in Canada. 
While the police-reported rate 
of violent crime against young 
women is significantly higher 
than older women – 42 per cent 
higher than the rate for women 
aged 25 to 34, and almost double 
for women between 25 and 44 

– instances of sexual violence 
echo this trend.7 According to 
the most recent Statistics Canada 
General Social Survey, 70 per cent 
of self-reported sexual assaults 
were against women and almost 
half of all self-reported sexual 
assaults were against people aged 
15 to 24.8 Young women report 
the highest rates of being stalked, 
with stalkers being known to 
victims in over two-thirds of 
cases.9

sexual violence on college 
and universiTy campuses
Post-secondary institutions are 
meant to be safe spaces with the 
mission to educate students and 
engage the community in critical 
thought and discussion. While 
college and university campuses 
are places where students are 
heavily engaged with academic 
and social activities, they are also 
places where women face sexual 
violence starting from the first 
day they step foot on campus. 

Many on-campus sexual assaults 
occur during the first eight 
weeks of classes.10 More than 80 
per cent of rapes that occur on 
college and university campuses 
are committed by someone 
known to the victim, with half 
of these incidences occurring 
on dates.11 One national survey 
revealed that four out of five 
female undergraduate students 
said that they had been victims of 
violence in a dating relationship 
and of those women, 29 per cent 
reported incidences of sexual 
assault.12 

In a campus survey of 
undergraduate students at the 
University of Alberta, 21 per 
cent of students reported having 
at least one unwanted sexual 
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experience at some point in their 
life, with 15 per cent after age 14.13  Of 
those students who reported having 
an unwanted sexual experience after 
the age of 14, 42 per cent said that 
it took place while being registered 
at university.14 Over one-third of 
those who experienced unwanted 
sexual experiences said that their 
most serious experience happened 
while being a student at university, 
with over one-half reporting that 
it happened in their first year of 
studies.15

Surveys on male students have 
shown extremely problematic 
attitudes whether they have been 
a perpetrator of sexual violence or 
not. One survey showed that 60 per 
cent of Canadian college-aged males 
indicated that they would commit 
sexual assault if they were certain 
that they wouldn’t get caught.16 
Another national survey found that 
20 per cent of male students believed 
forced sex was acceptable if someone 
spent money on a date, if the person’s 
date was stoned or drunk or if 
individuals had been dating for a 
long time.17 These attitudes further 
reveal the extent of systemic sexual 
violence against women, especially 
the impact on female students.

a noTe on reporTing
Statistics related to sexual and 
gendered violence are often based on 
incidents that are formally reported 
to police. However, most cases of 
such violence are not reported by 
victims for several reasons. Less 
than one in ten sexual assaults 
are reported to police, which is a 
significantly lower rate compared 
to other types of crimes.18 This high 
level of under-reporting shows 
that statistical reports are a large 
underestimation of the prevalence of 
sexual violence and the true extent of 
the problem.

Women may be less likely to report 
sexual assault and other forms of 
violence because they may not feel 
safe to do so or feel that they would 
not be supported. Sexual violence 
carries a stigma that may often cause 
someone to feel uncomfortable to 
talk about it or report an incident. 
It is estimated that four out of five 
women who are sexually assaulted 
do not report due to feelings of 
humiliation or the fear of being re-
victimized in the legal process.19 For 
example, judges and police have been 
reported making comments such as 
that a woman was “asking for” sexual 
violence by wearing a skirt. This 
victim-blaming within our judicial 
and justice systems is unacceptable. 
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