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INSPIRATION: 

The groundbreaking report from the Chicago 
Taskforce on Violence Against Girls & 
Young Women, “Reporting On Rape and 
Sexual Violence: A Media Toolkit for Local 
and National Journalists to Better Media 
Coverage” inspired us in this work, and 
motivated us to create a similar document 
applicable to the Canadian context.

We draw inspiration from Adrienne Maree 
Brown, a science fiction writer and artist 
that speaks of the concept of emergence; 
“emergence shows us that adaptation 
and evolution depend more upon critical 
connections…the quality of connection 
between the nodes in the patterns.”  http://
adriennemareebrown.net/blog/2013/06/21/
emergence-speech-fromopening-for-allied-
media-conference-2013/. Radical biomimicry 
suggests that nature always creates systems 
supportive of life. Just as otters hold each 
other’s hands to get through rough waters, 
we radically reimagine our communities as 
interconnected systems of support.  

http://adriennemareebrown.net/blog/2013/06/21/emergence-speech-from-opening-for-allied-media-conference-2013/
http://adriennemareebrown.net/blog/2013/06/21/emergence-speech-from-opening-for-allied-media-conference-2013/
http://adriennemareebrown.net/blog/2013/06/21/emergence-speech-from-opening-for-allied-media-conference-2013/
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You Are Invited to A Year-Long Reflection: 

femifesto is an ever-evolving collective and committed to engaging in ongoing 
dialogue in respect to our work. This document is a first draft of Reporting on 
Sexual Assault: A Toolkit for Canadian Media. We want this to be the spark of a 
conversation, not an end. Following a public launch of this draft in December 
2013, femifesto will be crowdsourcing this document for one year.

Join us; we want YOUR voice in the conversation. During this crowdsourcing year, we want 
to engage with a multitude of voices and communities, and integrate your perspectives 
and expertise into the Toolkit to make the document as accountable, responsible, and 
comprehensive as possible. Be part of this project by 

Hosting a conversation circle in your community about rape culture and media. You can 
respond to the survey on “Mainstream English-Language Canadian Media Reporting on 
Sexual Assault Survey”: http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/G5S6WJM. 
Providing your comments and feedback on the first draft of the Toolkit via email 
ourfemifesto@gmail.com or our website www.femifesto.ca

The Toolkit will remain a living document until November 25, 2014, when the final version  
will be released. The final date for providing feedback will be August 30th, 2014. 
 
In addition to engaging in conversations about the Toolkit and collecting feedback, femifesto 
will continue to facilitate broader online discussion regarding the reporting on sexual assault in 
Canada. We will continue to monitor mainstream media reporting on sexual assault, as well as 
profile community members and organizations working to end rape culture.  
Join the conversation:
 
        facebook.com/femifesto
        @femifesto
        ourfemifesto.tumblr.com/

http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/G5S6WJM
mailto:ourfemifesto@gmail.com
www.femifesto.ca
https://www.facebook.com/femifesto
https://twitter.com/femifesto
http://ourfemifesto.tumblr.com/
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Trigger Warning 
The following guide discusses coverage of rape and other forms of sexual 
assault  in mainstream Canadian media. We welcome you to take care of 
yourself as you choose how you want to engage with this project and o!er 
these emotional first aid tips to support your self-care:  
http://www.vanissar.com/blog/emotional-first-aid-for-the-holidays-or-
anytime/.

If you need to speak to someone regarding sexual assault  please refer  
to this list for resource and/or crisis centres in your community:  
http://www.casac.ca/content/anti-violence-centres

http://www.vanissar.com/blog/emotional-first-aid-for-the-holidays-or-anytime/
http://www.casac.ca/content/anti
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Why a Toolkit on Reporting on Sexual 
Assault for Canadian Media?
In 2013, frosh week “pro-rape” chants at Canadian Universities, the death of Rehtaeh Parsons, 
and the Supreme Court ruling in the N.S. case (in which a sexual assault complainant fought 
to participate in the Canadian justice system while wearing her niqab) received heavy coverage 
by mainstream Canadian media outlets. We recognize the importance of media in shaping 
conversations and want to support those who work in it as they navigate covering sexual assault. 
This Toolkit provides language and frameworks required to report on sexual assault in ways that 
do not shame or blame survivors of sexual assault. 

The Toolkit 
This Toolkit includes information on sexual 
assault and rape culture, resources for journalists 
(i.e. Checklist when Reporting on Sexual Assault, 
and Tip Sheet: 9 Essential Tips on Interviewing 
Survivors of Sexual Assault), statistics on sexual 
assault, and constructive reviews of selected articles 
on sexual assault that appeared in mainstream 
Canadian media from 2010 - 2013. We hope this 
Toolkit will provide members of the press with the 
resources and knowledge they need to contribute to 
a public discourse on rape and sexual assault that is 
supportive of survivors. 

Due to limited resources at this time we are 
only able to provide the Toolkit in English.  
We apologize for the limitations this creates 
and hope to work on a broader guide, in both 
o!cial languages, in the future. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/04/09/rehtaeh-parsons-girl-dies-suicide-rape-canada_n_3045033.html?utm_hp_ref=rehtaeh-parsons
http://leaf.ca/cases/r-v-n-s-scc/
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Rape Culture 
This Toolkit has been put together in order to assist 
mainstream media in better reporting on sexual 
assault within the context of a broader rape culture 
that exists in society. 

Rape culture is a term used to describe: 
 a set of values and beliefs that create an 

environment conducive to rape, based on 
assumptions that men are aggressive and women 
are passive and acquiescent. These assumptions 
about gender contain a double standard in which 
men who are sexually aggressive are viewed 
positively as manly and successful, whereas women 
who enjoy sex or engage in premarital sex are seen 
as ‘sluts’ and demeaned. (Levy, 2008, p. 27)

HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF RAPE CULTURE  
IN CANADA 

Rape culture does not exist in a vacuum; it is shaped 
by power dynamics within communities and social 
structures. We see this at work, for example, in the 
way that settler rape of Aboriginal women was, and is, 
a part of the colonial project of Canada; in the way in 
which orientalist stereotypes characterize reporting 
on recent high-profile rape cases in India; in the way 
that “post”-slavery black men were constructed as 
natural sexual predators; and in the case of the Sikh 
men aboard the Komagata Maru in 1914, who were 
denied immigration in part for fear that they would 
harm white Canadian women. Additionally, survivors 
from marginalized communities are more likely to  
be held responsible and blamed for the violence  
they have experienced (i.e. sex workers may be 
blamed for putting themselves at risk because of  
their employment).
 

 

 “As an Aboriginal woman, I don’t think I’m 
less likely to be sexually assaulted working in 
an office than working on the street – I feel like 
there’s an equal chance that I’m going to be 
assaulted, maligned, and subjected to violence, 
and that there’s an equal chance that the 
government, the police, will not help me.” 

 Jessica Yee  http://briarpatchmagazine.
com/articles/view/sex-work-migration-anti-
tra"cking

HOW RAPE CULTURE WORKS 

Rape culture leads us to believe, for example, that 
the person assaulted was “asking for it” or secretly 
“wanted it” based on the way they dress, who they 
date, what employment they choose, or where/when 
they choose to go out.  Survivor-blaming is a key part 
of rape culture; survivors often cite an unwillingness 
to come forward about being raped due to fear of 
being blamed for the attack. Survivor-blaming occurs 
within Canada, as evidenced by research conducted 
by the Canadian Women’s Foundation on attitudes 
regarding sexual assault in Canada which found that 
“19 per cent of the respondents believe that women 
may provoke or encourage sexual assault when they 
are drunk” (Canadian Women’s Foundation, 2013). A 
climate that shames and blames survivors of violence 
for “asking for it” or making “stupid decisions” limits 
survivor’s ability to feel safe in sharing the violence 
that has been perpetrated against them. 

Rape culture reinforces the gender binary, as well 
as the expectations and roles the binary creates for 
people based on their gender. Characteristics like 
dominance, aggression, and violence are depicted 
as inherently masculine traits, while passivity, 
submissiveness, and victimhood are seen as 
inherently feminine traits. This dichotomy serves to 
support myths about violence in which male sexual 
aggression is encouraged and where “violence is seen 
as sexy and sexuality as violent” (Buchwald, Roth & 
Fletcher, 1995, p. vii). 

http://www.amnesty.ca/sites/default/files/amr200032004enstolensisters.pdf
http://arabstereotypes.org/why-stereotypes/what-orientalism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Komagata_Maru_incident
http://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/sex-work-migration-anti-trafficking
http://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/sex-work-migration-anti-trafficking
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender_binary
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Seeing men as naturally sexually aggressive assumes 
that that they have no control over their choices, and 
leads to the assumption that rape and other forms of 
sexual assault are inevitable and that they are about 
sex, rather than power and control.

In rape culture, feminized persons are constructed 
as passive; this contributes to the persistence of 
problematic beliefs about consent to sexual activities, 
such as the belief that “no actually means yes” or 
that the absence of a no (i.e. silence) constitutes 

consent. Other forms of violence that people are 
subjected to on a daily basis, such as unwanted 
sexual remarks or sexual touching, are ignored and/
or downplayed, and come to be viewed as inevitable 
and even natural or complimentary. These beliefs and 
attitudes are socially constructed and maintained. 
It is our hope that through increased awareness of 
rape culture members of the media will be able to be 
more conscious of the impact of the frameworks and 
language they use.

Sexual Assault Framework in Canada
Under Canadian law, sexual assault is defined as  
“an assault of a sexual nature that violates the sexual 
integrity of the victim” (Edmonton Police Services, 
2013). Sexual assault occurs when consent is not 
present, with consent being “a voluntary agreement 
to engage in sexual activity. In other words, it means 
communicating yes on your own 
terms” (ConsentEd, 2013).

Consent must be active and continuous. Someone 
cannot legally consent if they are drunk, under the 
influence of drugs, unconscious, asleep, if they are 
threatened or coerced, or in case of fraud or the 
exercise of authority. Nobody can consent to sex on 
someone else’s behalf (Criminal Code, R.S.C. 1985, c. 
C-46, s. 273.1)

While 16 is the legal age of consent in Canada, there 
is some flexibility under the law between ages 12-16 
for youth “close in age” and peers. Children under 12 
cannot legally consent under any circumstances.

In our conversations with journalists, concerns were 
raised regarding what wording to use when reporting 
on sexual assault, particularly where the term “rape” 
is involved, as the term does not appear within the 
Criminal Code of Canada. The Code was amended 
in 1983, when the crimes of rape and indecent assault 
were replaced with three new sexual assault o!ences 
focusing on the violent, rather than sexual, nature of 
the o!ence.
#
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Canada's Criminal Code 265. (1) A person 
commits an assault when
 (a) without the consent of another person, he 

applies force intentionally to that other person, 
directly or indirectly;

 (b) he attempts or threatens, by an act or a gesture, 
to apply force to another person, if he has, or causes 
that other person to believe on reasonable grounds 
that he has, present ability to e!ect his purpose; or

 (c) while openly wearing or carrying a weapon or 
an imitation thereof, he accosts or impedes another 
person or begs.

(2) This section applies to all forms of assault, 
including sexual assault, sexual assault with a 
weapon, threats to a third party or causing bodily 
harm and aggravated sexual assault.
 #

Aggravated Sexual Assault 273."#The Criminal 
Code allows for increased penalties for sexual assault 
where the accused "wounds, maims, disfigures or 
endangers the life of  the complainant."
(1) Every one commits an aggravated sexual assault 
who, in committing a sexual assault, wounds, maims, 
disfigures or endangers the life of the complainant.
(2) Every person who commits an aggravated sexual 
assault is guilty of an indictable o!ence and liable
 (a) where a firearm is used in the commission of the 

o!ence, to imprisonment for life and to a minimum 
punishment of imprisonment for a term of four 
years; and

 (b) in any other case, to imprisonment for life.
(Source: Criminal Code, 1985)

Under the Criminal Code, there are three sexual 
assault o!ences.
 Sexual Assault (sometimes called “sexual 

assault simpliciter”)" 
Any form of non consensual sexual activity 
(e.g., kissing, touching, oral sex, vaginal or anal 
intercourse) or nonconsensual bodily contact for a 
sexual purpose. (Criminal Code, R.S.C. 1985,  
c. C-46, s. 271)

 Sexual assault with a weapon, threats to a 
third party or causing bodily harm:" 
A sexual assault in which the perpetrator uses, 
or threatens to use, a weapon, threatens another 
person, causes bodily harm to the victim, or 
commits the assault with another person  
(multiple assailants). (Criminal Code, R.S.C. 1985,  
c. C-46, s. 272)

 Aggravated sexual assault:"A sexual assault 
resulting in wounding, maiming, or disfiguring or 
endangering the life of the victim. (Source: The 
Society of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists of 
Canada, 2012)

It is important to remember that while sexual assault 
with a weapon and aggravated assault are both 
treated more seriously because of the level of violence 
involved, sexual assault simpliciter still carries a 
potential prison term of ten years. It is a very serious 
violent o!ence. We shouldn’t think of sexual assault 
simpliciter as a “less serious” form of sexual assaul. 
All sexual assaults are inherently violent acts that 
cause harm and trauma.

There are also criminal laws to deal with di!erent 
types of relationships between perpetrators and 
victims of sexual assault, such as when a perpetrator 
is in a position of authority over the victim or if there 
is a relationship of dependency.

Sexual assault laws in Canada are gender-neutral, 
meaning all genders can be victims of sexual assault, 
as well as charged with sexual assault.
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An Intersectional Approach to  
Reporting on Sexual Assault
Sexual assault is not a single-issue struggle; it is 
connected to colonialism, transphobia, ableism, 
and other oppressive systems in our society that 
inform violence and assault. Using an intersectional 
approach in reporting recognizes that “patterns of 
subordination intersect” in people’s experiences of 
violence (Crenshaw, 2006, p. 202). This allows for 
a more complex and contextual understanding  that 
addresses the reality of peoples’ “multi-issue” lives.

An example of reporting from an intersectional 
analysis is a Sun News article on anti-Indigenous 
frosh chants at the University of British Columbia. 
In addition to singing chants that glorified the sexual 
assault of young women, some students at UBC’s 
frosh events impersonated Aboriginals, naming their 
team “Pochahontas” and chanting “white man, steal 
our land.” This article includes quotes that highlight 
how these racist chants are not divorced from sexism, 
but that the two are interrelated: “It’s not only racist, 

it’s also misogynist.” There is a recognition that sexual 
assault (which is glorified in one chant) was a part of 
the settler colonial project (which is trivialized in  
the other). 

This toolkit is informed by an intersectional  
approach to sexual assault, which recognizes 
that survivors from varying communities might 
be di!erentially impacted based on di!erent and 
intersecting experiences of oppression. How people 
experience, heal, and address sexual assault is shaped 
by the multitude of social positions they occupy, such 
as class, sexual orientation, citizenship status, or 
other systems of oppression.

 “There is no  
such thing as a  
single-issue 
struggle, because 
we do not live 
single-issue lives” 

 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider

http://www.sunnewsnetwork.ca/sunnews/canada/archives/2013/09/20130917-193059.html
http://www.sunnewsnetwork.ca/sunnews/canada/archives/2013/09/20130917-193059.html
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CHECKLIST WHEN REPORTING ON  
SEXUAL ASSAULT

femifesto conducted a scan of Canadian media stories on sexual assault from 
2010 - 2013. The scan provided us with clear examples of challenges and 
promising practices in terms of reporting on sexual assault. 

LANGUAGE:

Does the story avoid unnecessary use  
of the word “alleged” when describing  
an act of sexual assault or a survivor of  
sexual assault? 

 “Alleged” may need to be be used for legal 
purposes, but its use can suggest a negative 
bias towards a survivor’s report of sexual 
assault (i.e. imply disbelief on the part of 
the reporter).

 Replace with: “said,” “according to,” or 
“reports” and attribute the words to a 
specific speaker (i.e. “prosecutors say” or 
“according to police”).

Does the story avoid using the word 
“victim” (unless this is how an 
interviewee has self-identified)? 

 People may prefer the term “survivor” 
because it conveys agency and resilience. 

Does the story avoid using the phrase 
“survivor admits/confesses,” or other 
language that implies responsibility 
or shame on behalf of the survivor, to 
describe a report of sexual assault? 

Replace with: “shares” or “reveals.” 

Does the story use language that places 
the accountability for rape or other forms 
of sexual assault with the perpetrator (i.e. 
“He raped her” instead of “her rape” or 
“she was/got raped”)?

Does the story use language that 
accurately conveys the gravity of sexual 
assault (i.e. downplaying acts of sexual 
assault as only “bullying”)?

Does the story use language that conveys 
violence (i.e. “oral rape” or “sexual 
assault”) instead of language reflecting 
consensual sex (i.e. “oral sex” or “sexual 
activity”)? 

Does the story avoid using words like 
“fondle” or “caress” to describe sexual 
assault? This language is gentle and implies 
intimacy, rather than conveying the violence 
and lack of consent of sexual assault.

Does the story avoid describing sexual 
assault as sex or in euphemistic terms?  
(i.e. Avoid describing sexual assault as  
“sex that was forced” or “non-consensual 
sex”. Sexual assault is not sex,  
it is violence.)  

©
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facebook.com/femifesto        @femifesto        ourfemifesto.tumblr.com

facebook.com/femifesto
ourfemifesto.tumblr.com
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FRAMEWORK:

Does the journalist move away from 
the “tragic victim” stereotype by 
honouring the unique life experiences 
of each survivor i.e. their personal and 
communal strength? 

Does the journalist consider who is 
a!orded space (and how much) to 
speak about sexual assault? Police? The 
perpetrator and supporters? Or the 
survivor and the community impacted? 

Does the journalist refrain from 
sensationalizing sexual assault?

   For example, the use of “sex scandal” 
to describe sexual assault dismisses the 
violence perpetrated and implies consent, 
as well as framing the issue as an act of 
sex, rather than violence.

   Is the description of sexual assault 
gratuitous or voyeuristic?

Does the journalist ensure that details 
included in the story do not lead to 
survivor-blaming or questioning the 
validity of the survivor’s report of sexual 
assault? 

   Focusing on a survivor’s clothing, lifestyle, 
sexuality, past relationships, citizenship, or 
involvement in the sex industry can imply 
that responsibility lies with the survivor for 
making poor decisions or that they were 
“asking for it.”

Does the journalist evaluate the use 
of details about the perpetrator? Do 
they recognize if the perpetrator held a 
position of power over the survivor/s? Do 
they exonerate or dismiss their violence? 
  Unnecessary emphasis on a perpetrator’s 
community standing, race, religion, class 
position, employment, etc. may suggest a 
bias towards their innocence.

Does the journalist focus on the harm done 
to the survivor, rather than emphasizing 
the impact on the accused perpetrators or 
their community’s reputation? 

Does the journalist convey that sexual 
assault always has an impact on all 
survivors, whether physical, mental, 
spiritual, or emotional? 
  Suggesting that a survivor was “not 
physically hurt” does not consider other 
types of harm done by sexual assault.

  Example: assuming that sex workers are 
less impacted by sexual assault.

IMAGERY:

Does the journalist avoid using stock 
imagery that emphasizes the actions of 
the survivor? For example, using photos 
of women drinking suggests that women 
invite sexual assault by doing so.

SOURCES:

Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against Girls and Young Women. (2012). Reporting On Rape 
and Sexual Violence: A Media Toolkit for Local and National Journalists to Better Media 
Coverage. http://www.chitaskforce.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Chicago-Taskforce-
Media-Toolkit.pdf
Newscript.com. (2013). Charges and Allegations. http://newscript.com/allege.html

http://www.chitaskforce.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Chicago-Taskforce-Media-Toolkit.pdf
http://www.chitaskforce.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Chicago-Taskforce-Media-Toolkit.pdf
Newscript.com
http://newscript.com/allege.html
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9 ESSENTIAL TIPS ON  
INTERVIEWING SURVIVORS  

Interviews can provide a much needed space for survivors to share their story. 
The following is a list of 9 essential tips for conducting a safe, responsible, and 
respectful interview:

1. CONNECT: Ensure to have on hand support 
and crisis lines for the survivor to connect 
with throughout the interiew process. 
You can refer to this list by the Canadian 
Association of Sexual Assualt Centres: 
http://www.casac.ca/content/anti-
violence-centres. 

2. REFLECT: Societal attitudes and stigma 
can lead survivors to feel silenced. Keep 
in mind that retelling a traumatic story is 
never easy and sexual assault is a highly 
sensitive topic. During the interview 
have compassion; do not shame or blame 
the survivor for the violence that was 
perpetrated against them (i.e. ask why they 
stayed with the abuser, took another drink, 
or did not report it immediately).

3. NO TWO SURVIVORS ARE THE SAME: 
How people experience, heal, and address 
sexual assault is shaped by age, gender, 
race, ability, class, and other oppressive 
systems. The interview is an opportunity 
to understand di!erent forms of resiliency. 

4. NO MEANS NO: Respect the right of 
survivors to choose how and when they 
will tell their story. Provide questions well 
in advance of the interview. If a survivor 
shares that they are uncomfortable with  
a question, don’t ask it or probe for  
more information.

5. IDENTIFICATION: Ask how the interviewee 
would like to be identified, i.e. survivor, 
victim? Would they like to be identified by 
name, pseudonym, or remain anonymous? 
What words do they use to describe the 
violence they experienced (i.e. “rape,” 
“sexual assault”)? Make sure that all media 
involved are clear on these details. 

6. INFORMED CONSENT: Make sure the 
survivor is aware of exactly where, when, 
and in what formats the story will be 
published. Let them know who else will be 
interviewed. (i.e. will the perpetrator be 
featured as well?) This will allow for them 
to make an informed decision whether 
they want to be interviewed and what 
support systems they might need. If you 
plan to take pictures or video, check in  
with them and ask for permission before 
the interview.
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7. FORMAT AND SAFETY: If the interview will 
be broadcasted, ask the survivor if they 
want voice alteration or facial blurring 
e!ects so they remain unidentifiable. If the 
interview is being broadcast live, ask the 
interviewee if they would prefer a delay,  
in case they are triggered and need to take 
a break. 

8. INTERVIEW: Schedule the interview in 
a safe space that is pre-approved by the 
survivor. Ensure there is enough time 
for the interview to be conducted at a 
pace that is not rushed. Take the time at 
the beginning of the interview to review 
your process with the interviewee. 
O!er opportunity for accompaniment, 
recognizing that some survivors may be 
triggered while sharing their story and  
need support from a counsellor,  
interpreter, or friend.

9. FOLLOW UP: Allocate time at the end for a 
follow-up conversation with the survivor on 
how the interview went. Before sending a 
story to an editor or sharing it with anyone 
else, make time for the survivor to review 
their comments. There may be something 
they feel uncomfortable with and want 
edited or removed. 

For more information on responsible, accountable reporting, visit The Dart Center for 
Journalism and Trauma’s website at http://dartcenter.org/. The Dart Center is a project of the 
Columbia Journalism School and their website includes information for journalists, educators, 
and researchers writing about traumatic events.

This is an ongoing conversation. Email ourfemifesto@gmail.com and let us know other ways 
survivors can be supported when being interviewed.

REFERENCE:

WITNESS. (2013). Conducting Interviews with Survivors of Sexual and Gender-Based 
Violence. http://dartcenter.org/content/conducting-interviews-with-survivors-sexual-and-
gender-based-violence-by-witness#.UlNVyoasiSq

http://dartcenter.org
mailto:ourfemifesto@gmail.com
http://dartcenter.org/content/conducting-interviews-with-survivors-sexual-and-gender-based-violence-by-witness#.UlNVyoasiSq
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What’s Missing?: Stories, Themes, 
Communities, Voices, Groups
Consider whose stories are being shared in the Canadian media. As Wagatwe Wanjuki writes, in 
relationship to her experience with the American media as a survivor of sexual assault: 
 As a survivor of campus sexual assault, and as someone who became a feminist and an activist after 

my own experience of institutional apathy towards my attacks, I feel conflicted. I am so glad that 
this serious issue is getting more attention, but I am increasingly frustrated and almost scared by 
the lack of diversity that I see in the survivors receiving national media attention...

 Why does the representation of survivors in the media matter? Validation of black women as 
survivors would go against the jezebel stereotype that, in fact, black women are not all sexually 
insatiable creatures and can be raped. It would challenge attitudes that black women are more to 
blame for being survivors of sexual and domestic violence and that being raped is just as serious as 
if they were any other color. An important message that media attention on rape survivors means 
that ‘you matter.’ Do not other survivors — whether they are men, of color, poor, LGBTQ, gender non-
conforming matter, too?

 What has contributed to young white women being the face of rape survivors in media? I do not 
know. It may be a reflection of our culture to be more sympathetic to white female survivors as 
talking about rape and rape culture in mainstream media becomes more prevalent... It could be 
general distrust or fear of the mainstream media to properly tell our stories. Or maybe no one wants 
to listen. When I first was trying to get attention to my story, I remember reporters, producers, and 
magazines alike asking me to rehash the painful details of my story only to pick to feature other 
survivors: all of them pretty, female, and white. (Wagatwe Wanjuki, 2013, http://www.policymic.com/
articles/38363/college-rape-does-the-media-focus-only-on-white-survivors)

Overwhelmingly, stories of sexual assault in the 
mainstream Canadian media focus on white 
cisgender women survivors. While it is a positive 
development that the media is engaging in 
discussions of sexual assault and rape culture in 
recent years, many marginalized communities are 
left out of these discussions. Given the widespread 
violence against Aboriginal women, it is notable 
that we encountered few examples of reporting on 
Aboriginal women as survivors. We found a similar 
lack of media attention to the sexual assault faced 
by many communities, including women of colour, 
people with disabilities, LGBTTIQQ2 (lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, transexual, intersex, queer, 
questioning, and Two-Spirit) spectrum persons, 
newcomers, non-English speakers, sex workers, 

criminalized women, and persons with precarious 
immigration status. 

Mainstream media representations can inform our 
understandings of which kinds of violence matter, 
whose bodies are in need of protection, and what 
makes a survivor “worthy”. The key element in sexual 
assault is the use of power and control, but not all 
survivors experience violence the same way. For this 
reason, it is crucial to draw attention to sexual assault 
against marginalized communities. When discussing 
sexual assault it is important to have an intersectional 
analysis recognizing the way in which a survivor 
experiences accessing justice, healing, and supports 
are impacted by their social location. There is no one 
way to survive violence. 

http://www.policymic.com/articles/38363/college-rape-does-the-media-focus-only-on-white-survivors
http://www.policymic.com/articles/38363/college-rape-does-the-media-focus-only-on-white-survivors
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cisgender
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Key Examples from Canadian Media 
Coverage of Sexual Assault
In the following pages we pulled together examples of coverage of sexual assault from 
a comprehensive scan of mainstream English Canadian media from 2010-2013. We 
have included examples of accountable and responsible reporting of sexual assault, in 
the mainstream English Language Canadian media. We also provided examples that 
representated common challenges in reporting on sexual assualt  and provided suggestions 
on how to address them. 

The media scan has been divided into two major sections: Language and Frameworks. The former refers to the 
use of specific words that are harmful, while the latter addresses the broader, more conceptual way stories of 
rape and sexual assault are framed.  

General Note on Language: Use of the Word “Alleged”
In mainstream reporting on rape and sexual assault, 
both perpetrators and survivors are often referenced 
as “alleged.” The use of this language is common in 
most reporting on sexual assault, which is why we 
address it here before dealing with other problematic 
uses of language and harmful frameworks. The 
overuse of the word “alleged” ties into a societal 
tendency to think women make false reports about 
sexual assault. This assumption is not supported 
by research, which shows that only 2 to 8 % of rape 
reports are found to be untrue, a number similar to or 
lower than other felony o!ences (Hallett, 2011,  
http://msmagazine.com/blog/2011/04/07/do-
women-lie-about-rape/).

While the use of the word “alleged” is harmful to 
survivors of rape and sexual assault, we understand 
that this language is used for legal purposes and “it 
is a journalist’s duty to abide to the law by utilizing 
the term ‘alleged’ when covering crime, rape and/or 
stories involving sexual violence” (Chicago Taskforce 
on Violence Against Girls and Young Women, 2012, 
p. 10). However, it is possible, through thoughtful 
use of language, to avoid overuse of the term alleged 
while still being mindful of legal considerations. 
For example, using the verb “say” or “according to” 
and attributing the words to a specific speaker (i.e. 
“prosecutors say” or “according to police”) allows a 
journalist to report events without a negative bias - 
whether real or imagined (Newscript.com, 2013).   

http://msmagazine.com/blog/2011/04/07/do
Newscript.com
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MEDIA SCAN: LANGUAGE

USING LANGUAGE OF A SURVIVOR’S 
CHOICE: “VICTIM” VS. “SURVIVOR”; 
“TRAFFICKING”

Case Study #1:
Rape victim finds her voice and her dignity 
Karen Seidman – Montreal Gazette 
May 7, 2013 
This article discusses Sarelle Sheldon, a McGill 
University student who released a video online 
speaking out about her experience of a man drugging 
and raping her, and the inadequate response she 
received from the police.

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

Many people see the term ‘victim’ as having 
negative connotations. As writer and blogger 
Akhila Kolisetty writes, ““Victim’ implies 
passivity, acceptance of one’s circumstances, and 
a casualty. The word ‘victim’ robs individuals of 
their agency and their ability to fight back” (2012, 
http://akhilak.com/blog/2012/03/13/why-words-
matter-victim-v-survivor/).
Although Sheldon explicitly refers to herself as a 
survivor throughout the video, expressing distaste 
for the term “victim”, the headline calls her a 
“victim” and the rest of the article continues to  
do so. 

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

Many people prefer the term “survivor” because 
it conveys agency. Kolisetty writes, “‘Survivor’ 
displays the individual’s resistance, ability to 
take action in the face of immense obstacles, 
and the day-to-day work of surviving despite 
immense trauma. ‘Survivor’ implies ingenuity, 
resourcefulness, and inner strength” (2012, http://
akhilak.com/blog/2012/03/13/why-words-
matter-victim-v-survivor/).
If conducting an interview, respect the 
interviewee’s autonomy by using the language 
they prefer. 

Case Study #2:
Inside the world of human sex trafficking 
Jennifer Quinn and Robert Cribb -- Toronto Star 
October 5, 2013 
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2013/10/05/
inside_the_world_of_human_sex_trafficking.html

This article is an in-depth exploration of human 
sex tra"cking in Toronto. It features interviews 
with support workers and police, as well as sex 
workers and women who have been tra"cked, 
some of whom are survivors of sexual assault.
In one instance, interviewing a woman who has 
left the sex trade, the authors write: “Despite what 
she has been through, Layla is warm and friendly... 
She understands this man harmed her, yet she still 
can’t call him what he was: a pimp. ‘I look at him as 
an ex-boyfriend. I accept that he exploited me. But 
pimp — it’s such a big word,’ she says. ‘I’m sure I’ll 
come to that some day, but I’m not there yet.’”
In another instance, interviewing a support 
worker, they write, “Jolene Stowell, who runs an 
outreach program for sex workers at All Saints 
Community Church, is working with nearly two 
dozen women who have been tra"cked — even 
if it’s not a word they recognize. “‘Nobody has 
ever walked in here before and said, ‘I’ve been 
tra"cked,’ Stowell says, as Layla nods. But the 
women she works with eventually understand 
that they have been exploited — even if it takes 
time to arrive at that realization.”

http://akhilak.com/blog/2012/03/13/why
http://akhilak.com/blog/2012/03/13/why
http://akhilak.com/blog/2012/03/13/why
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2013/10/05/inside_the_world_of_human_sex_trafficking.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2013/10/05/inside_the_world_of_human_sex_trafficking.html
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WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 The authors allow themselves, and others that 
they quote, to use labels to describe the women’s 
lives that do not resonate with the women 
themselves (i.e. “pimp” instead of “ex-boyfriend”, 
“tra"cked” instead of “sex work”). 

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

Use language of a survivor’s choice. In the above 
example, especially because many of the women 
featured in the story are survivors of sexual 
assault, it could be empowering for them to have 
their own language used, rather than having others 
define their experiences for them.

COMMON LANGUAGE:  “[SURVIVOR] 
ADMITS/ CONFESSES”

Case Study:
Fleury admits to abuse in new book 
CTV News Calgary 
October 9, 2009 
http://calgary.ctvnews.ca/fleury-admits-to-abuse-in-
new-book-1.442232

This article discusses hockey player Theoren 
Fleury, who released a book in which he detailed 
how his former coach repeatedly sexually abused 
him as a young player. The author writes, “Former 
Calgary Flames’ player Theoren Fleury has a new 
book out next week and in it he admits to being 
abused as a young player by his infamous coach, 
Graham James.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 “Both ‘admits’ and ‘confesses’ imply responsibility 
and shame, removing the victim’s agency in 
their recovery and implicating the victim in the 
violence” (Chicago Taskforce on Violence Against 
Girls and Young Women, 2012, p. 12). 

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

“Reports”, “shares”, or “reveals” express this idea 
more neutrally, without implying that the survivor 
is divulging a “guilty secret.” Example: “In his 
book, he shares his experience of being abused as a 
young player by his coach.”

COMMON LANGUAGE: “WAS RAPED”

Case Study: 
Michael Briscoe sentenced to life for murdering 
teen, 13 
Brent Wittmeier -- National Post 
April 11, 2012 
http://news.nationalpost.com/2012/04/11/michael-
briscoe-sentenced-to-life-for-murdering-teen-13/

This article discusses the conviction of Michael 
Briscoe, an Edmonton man who was sentenced to 
life in prison for kidnapping, raping, and killing a 
thirteen year-old girl. 
 The article describes the events as follows:  
“On April 3, 2005, the teenager was lured from 
West Edmonton Mall by a small group who 
promised to take her to a rave. Instead, they drove 
her to a golf course, where she was raped twice, 
then beaten to death. Her body was found the next 
day on a fairway.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

Sexual and reproductive health rights blogger Erin 
Matson argues, “Rape doesn’t happen without 
a rapist. Passive phrases like ‘she was raped’ or 
‘a rape occurred’ don’t convey that a rapist has 
committed a deliberate and criminal act” (2013, 
http://rhrealitycheck.org/article/2013/04/25/
rape-is-rape-moving-rape-culture-out-of-
conversations-about-sexual-assault/).

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

Use accountable language that clearly identifies 
who did what and to whom. Example: “Instead, 
they drove her to a golf course, where two of them 
raped her, and then beat her to death.” 

http://calgary.ctvnews.ca/fleury-admits-to-abuse-in-new-book-1.442232
http://calgary.ctvnews.ca/fleury-admits-to-abuse-in-new-book-1.442232
http://news.nationalpost.com/2012/04/11/michael
http://rhrealitycheck.org/article/2013/04/25/rape
http://rhrealitycheck.org/article/2013/04/25/rape
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COMMON LANGUAGE: “HER RAPE/
ASSAULT”, “HIS RAPE/ASSAULT”,  
“THEIR RAPE/ASSAULT”

Case Study:
Is pornography changing how teens view sex?  
The Hamilton Spectator 
April 22, 2013 
http://www.thespec.com/news-story/2550999-is-
pornography-changing-how-teens-view-sex-/

This article describes a number of recent high-
profile cases in which young women were sexually 
assaulted and photos of the assaults were shared 
online to shame the survivors. The author writes, 
“Steubenville, Ohio’s Jane Doe would only learn 
the intricate details of her assault after a video 
and photos surfaced on the Internet indicting two 
members of the local football team in her rape.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The connotation of “her assault” and “her rape” is 
that the rape belongs to the survivor, Jane Doe, and 
that she is somehow responsible or accountable -- 
this obscures the fact that rapists are accountable 
for rape happening, not survivors. 
“Her rape” also contributes to the survivor being 
defined solely in relation to the experience of 
sexual assault, rather than recognizing her as a full 
and complex person.

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

Use language that places onus on rapists, not 
on survivors. Example: “Others posted a video 
and photos on the Internet which showed two 
members of the local football team raping her.”

COMMON LANGUAGE: “UNHARMED”,  
“NOT PHYSICALLY HURT”

Case Study:
Man sought in daylight sex assault 
CBC News 
May 30, 2011 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/
story/2011/05/30/mb-sex-assault-portage-donald.
html

 This article is about a man who pushed a woman 
to the ground and groped her before running away. 
The article states, “The woman wasn’t physically 
hurt in the attack.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

Conveying that the woman “wasn’t physically 
hurt” diminishes that this was a violent assault 
that could have profound e!ects on the survivor. 
This statement also upholds the idea that, unless it 
was a physically violent struggle leaving marks, it 
wasn’t an assault. 

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

 While not all survivors of sexual assault 
sustain physical injuries, “[ j]ournalists have a 
responsibility to accurately portray the emotional, 
spiritual, and physical harm that rape [and sexual 
violence] causes its immediate and peripheral 
victims. Rape [and sexual violence] is a physical 
violation that always leaves scars, even if others 
can’t see them” (Chicago Taskforce on Violence 
Against Girls and Young Women, 2012, p. 13). 

http://www.thespec.com/news-story/2550999-is-pornography-changing-how-teens-view-sex-/
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/story/2011/05/30/mb-sex-assault-portage-donald.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/story/2011/05/30/mb-sex-assault-portage-donald.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/story/2011/05/30/mb-sex-assault-portage-donald.html
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COMMON LANGUAGE: “ENGAGING IN”

Case Study:
Lahey does easy time thanks to Canada’s lax child 
porn laws 
Lorne Gunter -- National Post  
January 6, 2012 
http://fullcomment.nationalpost.com/2012/01/06/
lahey-does-easy-time-thanks-to-canadas-lax-child-
porn-laws/

This article discusses the release of a Canadian 
bishop from prison after he served a sentence for 
possessing child pornography.

The article states, “Lahey possessed hundreds of 
imagines [sic] of teen and pre-teen boys engaging in 
sex acts that included bondage and sadomasochism.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines “engage” 
as “to do or take part in something” (2013, http://
www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/engage). 
This definition implies that all parties are actively 
taking part in an activity, and does not convey 
coercion, violence, or lack of consent. Particularly 
because this is a case involving children, who 
cannot give consent, it is important to convey the 
coercion and the lack of consent. 

 ·  The use of the word “sex acts” to describe  
the images also feeds into the next commentary 
on this page regarding using the language of 
consensual sex. 

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

Use language that conveys the force used by 
perpetrators and the lack of consent of survivors. 
Example: “The man sexually assaulted the boy.”

AVOIDING LANGUAGE OF CONSENSUAL 
SEX: “PERFORMED ORAL SEX”, “ANAL 
SEX/INTERCOURSE,” “SEXUAL ACTIVITY”, 
“SEXUAL ENCOUNTER”, “INTIMATE”

Case Study #1:
Teacher accused of sex assault must stand trial 
CBC News 
September 2, 2011 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/
story/2011/09/02/pontbriand-sex-assault.html

This article details the trial of a teacher who was 
accused of repeatedly sexually assaulting her 
fifteen year-old student. The author writes that 
“The victim, now in his mid-twenties, alleges that 
he had between 200 and 300 sexual encounters 
with Pontbriand between 2002 and 2004 while he 
was a student at Rosemere High School.”
It goes on to state that, “In his testimony Friday, he 
told the court he was surprised that Pontbriand, 
then his gym teacher, began to get intimate with 
him during a camping trip.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

This language does not convey the violence 
of the case, confusing “intimacy” and “sexual 
encounters” with the sexual assault of a minor 
who cannot legally give consent. As Erin Matson 
writes, “Using the language of consensual sex, 
such as ‘the child performed oral sex on the 
teacher’ or ‘she and the rapist had sex,’ to describe 
rape creates an emotional charge associated 
with intimacy and implies consent where 
there is none” (2013, http://rhrealitycheck.org/
article/2013/04/25/rape-is-rape-moving-rape-
culture-out-of-conversations-about-sexual-
assault/).

 ·  For more discussion of reporting on sexual 
assault against young men go to page 35  of  
the toolkit.

http://fullcomment.nationalpost.com/2012/01/06/lahey
http://fullcomment.nationalpost.com/2012/01/06/lahey
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/engage
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/engage
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2011/09/02/pontbriand-sex-assault.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2011/09/02/pontbriand-sex-assault.html
http://rhrealitycheck.org/article/2013/04/25/rape
http://rhrealitycheck.org/article/2013/04/25/rape
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Case Study #2:
Toronto man posing as undercover cop to demand 
sexual favours from prostitutes, police say 
Megan O’Toole – National Post 
February 1, 2012 
http://news.nationalpost.com/2012/02/01/toronto-
man-posing-as-undercover-cop-to-demand-sexual-
favours-from-prostitutes-police-say/

This article discusses a Toronto man who posed 
as a police o"cer and sexually assaulted sex 
workers by threatening to arrest them otherwise. 
The author states, “A man has been posing as an 
undercover o"cer to demand sexual favours from 
prostitutes, Toronto police said Wednesday.”
 She goes on to state, “‘The man demanded sexual 
acts from the woman, or she would be taken to 
jail,’ police said in a news release. ‘The woman 
complied with the demands.’”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The article does not convey the violence of the 
assault or the lack of consent by referring to the 
assault as “sexual acts” and “sexual favours.” 
Again, assault should not be described using the 
same language as consensual sex.
The statement, “The woman complied with the 
demands” seems to suggest that the woman could 
give free and informed consent at the time, despite 
the fact that the man was threatening her and 
posing as an authority figure.

 ·  For more information, see the section on sexual 
assault against sex workers on page 46.

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

 “Instead, use direct language that makes clear 
what happened and who is responsible, such as 
‘the teacher put his penis in the child’s mouth’ 
or ‘after she said she didn’t want to have sex, 
he shoved his finger in her vagina against her 
will.’” (Matson, 2013, http://rhrealitycheck.org/
article/2013/04/25/rape-is-rape-moving-rape-
culture-out-of-conversations-about-sexual-
assault/)

COMMON LANGUAGE:  
“FONDLE” OR “CARESS”

Case Study #1:
Psychologist says young man’s anxiety around 
women led him to murder B.C. teen in park 
Vivian Luk -- National Post 
July 19, 2013 
http://news.nationalpost.com/2013/07/19/
psychologist-says-young-mans-anxiety-around-
women-led-him-to-murder-b-c-teen-in-park/

This article discusses a young man on trial for 
beating a teenage girl to death with a pipe in a 
public park. The article details the man’s past 
attacks on women, one of which is described as: 
“In another, he tried to pull down a woman’s  
pants while she was jogging, hoping to grab or 
fondle her.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines “fondle” 
as “to handle tenderly, lovingly, or lingeringly” or 
“to show a!ection or desire by caressing” (2013, 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
fondle). “Fondle” thus does not convey the 
violence of someone touching another person 
against their will.

Case Study #2:
Court told that former BTO member Tim Bachman 
had ‘sick’ relationship with girl, 11 
Neal Hall  -- The Globe and Mail 
April 10, 2013 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/british-
columbia/court-told-that-former-bto-member-
tim-bachman-had-sick-relationship-with-girl-11/
article11007456/

 This article discusses Tim Bachman, cofounder 
of the Canadian rock band Bachman-Turner 
Overdrive, who was tried for sexually assaulting 
a girl while she lived in his home as a foster child 
between the ages of 11 and 14. 
The article states, “He would also caress her 
buttocks and vaginal area with his fingers”

http://news.nationalpost.com/2012/02/01/toronto
http://rhrealitycheck.org/article/2013/04/25/rape
http://rhrealitycheck.org/article/2013/04/25/rape
http://news.nationalpost.com/2013/07/19/psychologist
http://news.nationalpost.com/2013/07/19/psychologist
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/fondle
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/fondle
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/british-columbia/court-told-that-former-bto-member-tim-bachman-had-sick-relationship-with-girl-11/article11007456
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/british-columbia/court-told-that-former-bto-member-tim-bachman-had-sick-relationship-with-girl-11/article11007456
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/british-columbia/court-told-that-former-bto-member-tim-bachman-had-sick-relationship-with-girl-11/article11007456
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/british-columbia/court-told-that-former-bto-member-tim-bachman-had-sick-relationship-with-girl-11/article11007456
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WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines 
“caress” as “to touch or stroke lightly in a loving or 
endearing manner” (2013, http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/caress).  Especially given 
that this case involves a child, who cannot give 
consent to an adult, the language of “caress” does 
not adequately convey the violence of an adult 
man touching a young girl sexually.

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

“Grope” may convey a more forceful form of 
touching, but still does not capture the violence 
of sexual assault. It may be best to refer to the 
incident as an assault before conveying the details. 
Example: “He sexually assaulted her by groping 
her buttocks and vaginal area with his fingers.”

COMMON LANGUAGE: “SEX SCANDAL”

Case Study:
Former teen at heart of Polanski sex scandal, has 
book deal 
CTV News  
October 9, 2012 
http://www.ctvnews.ca/entertainment/former-teen-
at-heart-of-polanski-sex-scandal-has-book-deal-
1.988734#ixzz2bnLfUvmq

This article discusses Samantha Geimer, who, 
at age 13, was raped and drugged by film director 
Roman Polanski. Geimer, now 47, received a book 
deal to discuss her life.  

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 “Sex scandal” is often used to describe a!airs, 
in which adults engage in consensual sexuality 
outside the bounds of monogamous relationships. 
The same terminology should not be used to 
describe sexual assault, as it becomes di"cult for 
readers to know how to respond appropriately to 
the events being relayed. Rape or sexual assault 
are not a “scandal” -- they are violence. 

ALTERNATIVE LANGUAGE:

 Use language that conveys violence. Example: 
“Former teen survivor of Polanski rape has  
book deal.”

 ·  It should also be noted that reporting should 
recognize that survivors of sexual assault are 
not defined solely by their experience 
of violence.

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/caress
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/caress
http://www.ctvnews.ca/entertainment/former-teen-at-heart-of-polanski-sex-scandal-has-book-deal-1.988734
http://www.ctvnews.ca/entertainment/former-teen-at-heart-of-polanski-sex-scandal-has-book-deal-1.988734
http://www.ctvnews.ca/entertainment/former-teen-at-heart-of-polanski-sex-scandal-has-book-deal-1.988734
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MEDIA SCAN: FRAMEWORKS

FRAMEWORK: MOVING AWAY FROM THE 
“TRAGIC VICTIM” STEREOTYPE

Case Study #1:
Rape victim finds her voice and her dignity 
Karen Seidman – Montreal Gazette 
May 7, 2013

 This article also discusses Sarelle Sheldon, 
a McGill student who went public with her 
story of being drugged and raped by a man. The 
article opens by stating, “When she woke up in a 
Montreal hospital after being brutally raped and 
left naked in an alley, Sarelle Sheldon knew only 
this: She had no cellphone. No clothes. No wallet. 
No dignity.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 Sheldon chose to speak out against the silence 
around rape, challenging survivor-blaming 
stereotypes and emphasizing how survivors are 
often re-victimized when they try to tell their 
stories. Speaking out can be an incredibly brave 
thing to do. The author, however, chooses to 
portray Sheldon as a tragic victim, opening with 
the moment immediately after the man raped 
Sheldon, rather than highlighting her courage in 
coming forward.

 ·  This article also refers to Sheldon as a “victim.” 
Refer back to the commentary on page 17 to see 
the distinction between the language of “victim” 
and “survivor.” 

Case Study #2:
Sarelle Sheldon: McGill Student Wants People To 
Speak Out About Rape 
The Huffington Post Canada 
May 7, 2013 
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2013/05/07/sarelle-
sheldon-mcgill-rape-video_n_3232670.html

This article also discusses Sarelle Sheldon, but 
emphasizes her courage, rather than her tragedy. 
The article opens by stating, “Last week McGill 
University student Sarelle Sheldon made the 
brave decision to get in front of a camera and 
speak about a rape that had happened to her two 
years ago.”
The author conveys Sheldon’s point of view,  
which shifts power towards the survivor, rather 
than the journalist telling her story. Giving control 
to the survivor can be a way for them to reclaim 
their voice. 
Also, the author does not refer to Sheldon as a 
victim, instead including a quote where Sheldon 
refers to herself as a survivor: “I want to be able to 
give a voice to rape survivors.” 

 ·  This feeds into the commentary on page 17 
about the language of “victim” versus the 
language of “survivor.”

http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2013/05/07/sarelle-sheldon-mcgill-rape-video_n_3232670.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2013/05/07/sarelle-sheldon-mcgill-rape-video_n_3232670.html
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FRAMEWORK: AVOIDING  
SURVIVOR-BLAMING

 “Victim [or survivor] blaming is where the  
victim of sexual harassment or assault is said 
to be partially responsible for the assault. This 
can come in a variety of forms from believing 
that the style of clothes, demeanour, or other 
action by the victim somehow meant that the 
victim was partially responsible for the actions 
of the perpetrator.” 

 (Canadian Federation of Students, 2013,  
http://cfs-fcee.ca/take-action/no-means-no/
resources/victim-blaming/

Case Study #1:
3 new ways for Toronto women to stay safe 
Madeleine White - The Globe and Mail 
October 12, 2012 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/toronto/3-
new-ways-for-toronto-women-to-stay-safe/
article4610534/

This article was written during a rash of sexual 
assaults in the Christie Pits, Little Italy, and 
Annex neighbourhoods of Toronto. At this time, 13 
women in a period of 3 months had reported being 
sexually assaulted by a man while walking alone at 
night in the area. 
The author focuses on three safety precautions 
women can take to protect themselves from 
potential sexual assault: learning self-defence, 
taking a cab, and using a buddy system to travel  
in numbers. 

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

While the author mentions some of the collective 
organizing that happened in the area, she focuses 
only on individual safety precautions that came 
out of this organizing, as opposed to foregrounding 
how organizers aimed to dismantle systemic 
sexual assault. 

The author focuses on making individuals 
accountable for themselves by listing what 
women should do to avoid sexual assault, instead 
of placing onus on the perpetrators. While the 
safety initiatives included in the article are 
positive developments for residents, the only real 
sexual assault prevention tactic is to focus on the 
actions of perpetrators. Omitting any discussion 
of perpetrators essentially blames survivors 
for their own sexual assaults, as it suggests that 
they might not have taken enough precautions 
to keep themselves safe. Survivors are never 
responsible for being sexually assaulted 
-- the onus is always on the perpetrator who 
decided to sexually assault someone. As 
blogger JoAnne Schmitz writes:

 The question is, why do the warnings not 
help? Is the warning not strong enough? I 
don’t think so. I don’t know any women who 
don’t consider rape a realistic threat to them, 
and I don’t know any women who never alter 
their behavior because of a fear of rape.

 Well, the obvious answer: Rape keeps 
happening because rapists keep doing what 
they’re doing. Because it works. So how can 
what they’re doing work if we have all these 
strong warnings about?

 The warnings women get are misleading. 
They leave out the acts of the rapist himself. 
They focus on the situation. They also may 
focus on the “kind of man” the potential rapist 
is. If he’s a friend of a friend, or your uncle, he’s 
“safe.” It’s the stranger who’s the threat.

 And we know that’s not true.  
(2007, http://jupiter9.livejournal.com/27338.
html) 

http://cfs-fcee.ca/take-action/no-means-no/resources/victim-blaming/
http://cfs-fcee.ca/take-action/no-means-no/resources/victim-blaming/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/toronto/3-new-ways-for-toronto-women-to-stay-safe/article4610534
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/toronto/3-new-ways-for-toronto-women-to-stay-safe/article4610534
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/toronto/3-new-ways-for-toronto-women-to-stay-safe/article4610534
http://jupiter9.livejournal.com/27338.html
http://jupiter9.livejournal.com/27338.html
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Case Study #2:
Saudi women jailed for trying to help a Canadian 
Rosie DiManno – Toronto Star 
June 18, 2013 
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/06/18/
saudi_women_jailed_for_trying_to_help_a_
canadian.html

This article talks about a Canadian woman, 
Nathalie Morin, who married a Saudi Arabian man 
and moved to his country with him. After moving, 
the woman’s mother said that Morin’s husband 
physically assaulted her, raped her, denied her 
food, and kept her from leaving the country to 
move back to Canada. The author writes, “She 
moved halfway around the world to live with him…
That was her mistake.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 The author blames the woman for having put 
herself in a situation to be assaulted and raped: 
“That was her mistake.” This statement takes 
responsibility away from Morin’s husband, who is 
the actual perpetrator of sexual assault. 

Case Study #3:
When rape culture and booze culture meet 
Margaret Wente -- The Globe and Mail 
October 22, 2013 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-debate/rape-
culture-and-booze-culture/article14968433/

This article was written as a response to online 
backlash against a Slate.com article that suggested 
that young women should not drink in order to 
avoid sexual assault. The author agrees with the 
message of the Slate article, writing, “Here’s some 
common-sense advice for young women who want 
to avoid the perils of ‘rape culture’ on campus and 
in high schools. Don’t get drunk.”

The author suggests that feminists who resist 
the message that alcohol leads to sexual assault 
“are so invested in the victim narrative that they 
don’t believe young women have a legitimate 
responsibility to protect themselves.”
The author argues that feminists “fail to notice  
is that the line between sexual assault and 
drunken sex can be very hard to establish, 
especially in court.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 The author argues that, “Advising young women 
to watch out for themselves at drunken parties 
is not the same as saying it’s their fault if they get 
assaulted” and yet still suggests that people have a 
responsibility to not become too intoxicated so as 
to avoid being raped. This viewpoint places onus 
on the survivor, suggesting that if they had acted 
more safely, they would not have been assaulted. 
But, as blogger Melissa McEwan of  
Shakesville.com writes:

  “Left to my own devices, I never would have 
been raped. The rapist was really the key 
component to the whole thing. I was sober; 
hardly scantily clad... I was wearing sweatpants 
and an oversized t-shirt; I was at home; my 
sexual history was, literally, nonexistent—I 
was a virgin; I struggled; I said no. There have 
been times since when I have been walking 
home, alone, after a few drinks, wearing 
something that might have shown a bit of leg 
or cleavage, and I wasn’t raped. The difference 
was not in what I was doing. The difference was 
the presence of a rapist”  
(2007, http://www.shakesville.com/2007/01/
dear-ladies-please-stop-getting.html). 

When the conversation around sexual assault 
is focused solely on the actions of survivors, the 
underlying issue -- that some people decide to 
perpetuate sexual assault -- is left unaddressed. 

http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/06/18/saudi_women_jailed_for_trying_to_help_a_canadian.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/06/18/saudi_women_jailed_for_trying_to_help_a_canadian.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/06/18/saudi_women_jailed_for_trying_to_help_a_canadian.html
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-debate/rape-culture-and-booze-culture/article14968433
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-debate/rape-culture-and-booze-culture/article14968433
Slate.com
Shakesville.com
http://www.shakesville.com/2007/01/dear-ladies-please-stop-getting.html
http://www.shakesville.com/2007/01/dear-ladies-please-stop-getting.html
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The author also seems to exempt rapists who 
do not obtain clear consent, because the line 
between drunken sex and sexual assault is “hard 
to establish.” By suggesting that people should 
more clearly know what they want or else su!er 
the consequences, she diminishes the importance 
of always establishing clear and enthusiastic 
consent. As author and editor Rachel Kramer 
Bussel writes: 

 “It’s not enough to just assume that if she (or 
he) doesn’t say no, they want it… The burden 
is not on the woman to say no, but on the 
person pursuing the sexual act to get an active 
yes. While more women need to speak up 
about their sexual desires, men also need to 
proactively ask their female lovers what they 
want in bed, and recognize that it may not be 
so easy for women to talk about.” 

 (“Beyond Yes or No,”  in Yes Means Yes, 2008,  
p. 47) 

Case Study #4:
We ask the wrong questions when a female 
journalist is assaulted 
Judith Timson – The Globe and Mail 
February 17, 2011 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/
news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-
questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/
article1911812/

 This article discusses the case of Lara Logan, 
a CBS senior correspondent who was sexually 
assaulted by a group of men while covering 
the 2011 demonstrations in Cairo. The article 
responds to a number of commentators who 
suggested that Logan “asked for it” by being in 
the wrong place at the wrong time, and by being a 
conventionally attractive woman.

The author responds by debunking these survivor-
blaming myths. She writes, “We can’t seem to 
get beyond their looks if they are beautiful, even 
though study after study shows that men sexually 
assault women of all ages and appearances.”
 She underscores the need to assign blame to those 
who are violent, not further restrict women: “We 
also incline toward restricting freedom of women 
instead of aggressively pursuing and punishing 
their attackers.”

 ·  This article is also a good example of avoiding 
cultural relativism. For more information, go to 
page 31. 

Case Study #5:
‘Stop rape’ dislodging ‘stay safe’ advice on  
social media 
CBC News Community Team 
March 28, 2013 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/yourcommunity/2013/03/
men-boost-stop-rape-alternative-to-stay-safe-advice.
html

This article depicts the shift on social media 
from placing the onus on the survivor to placing 
responsibility on the perpetrator as a positive 
development. It states, “The rally cry to shift 
the conversation about rape from ‘stay safe’ 
– a message normally directed at women – to 
‘stop rape,’ a directive that puts the onus on 
perpetrators, is gaining traction on social media.”
The article includes examples of social media users 
“flipping the script” to shift attention towards 
educating men and stopping survivor-blaming.

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/article1911812
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/article1911812
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/article1911812
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/article1911812
http://www.cbc.ca/newsblogs/yourcommunity/2013/03/men-boost-stop-rape-alternative-to-stay-safe-advice.html
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FRAMEWORK: AVOIDING SUPERFLUOUS 
DESCRIPTIONS OF SURVIVORS

NOTE: Superfluous descriptions of survivors can 
lead to survivor shaming or blaming, as well as imply 
that survivors are lying about accusations of rape or 
sexual assault.

Case Study #1:
Dominique Strauss-Kahn’s naming, shaming and 
the rush to judgment 
Neil Macdonald – CBC News 
July 2, 2011 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/story/2011/07/02/f-
vp-macdonald-strauss-kahn-judgment.html

 This article discusses the high-profile case 
against Dominique Strauss-Kahn, the former 
International Monetary Fund Chief. Strauss-Kahn 
was accused of raping a hotel chambermaid while 
visiting New York.
The author suggests that the woman who accused 
Strauss-Kahn of rape may be lying. He writes: 
“Now, it may well be that Strauss-Kahn is guilty. 
The charges against him stand, for now. And his 
accuser, a hotel maid from Guinea, may be telling 
the truth about what happened in Strauss-Kahn’s 
suite at the Manhattan Sofitel last May. If she is, 
though, it would seem to be pretty much the only 
thing she is telling the truth about.”
The author argues that Strauss-Kahn’s identity 
should be kept anonymous unless he is proven 
guilty: “But this much is clear: Because of the 
system here (which, incidentally, mirrors the 
system in Canada), she has been allowed to accuse, 
and lie, from behind a shield of anonymity. Society 
recognizes sexual crimes carry a powerful stigma, 
and therefore protects an accuser’s privacy. No 
such courtesy is extended to the accused, though, 
and like every other suspect, Strauss-Kahn was 
perp-walked, named, shamed, humiliated and 
ruined before a single piece of cross-examinable 
evidence had been entered against him.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 The author suggests that the survivor is lying 
about the rape because she has lied about other 
details of her life. The argument that Strauss-
Kahn’s identity should be kept anonymous until 
proven guilty also suggests that false rape claims 
are commonplace. These arguments contribute 
to the idea that women who report rape are lying. 
Importantly, the conception that they will not be 
taken seriously is a major barrier that prevents 
survivors from reporting sexual assaults.  
As Marinda Valenti of Ms. Magazine writes, 

 “When people exaggerate the likelihood of 
false rape allegations, they value the attacker 
over the attacked. When people dismiss cases 
that call for compassion and protection, they 
promote apathy towards and resentment of 
rape survivors. These tendencies only ostracize 
survivors and discourage them from speaking 
up—and... disbelieving survivors is not only 
harmful but statistically unfounded.” 

 (2013, http://msmagazine.com/
blog/2013/05/07/british-study-shows-false-
rape-claims-are-complicated-matters/)

 ·   A 2013 UK-based study found that, over a 
17 month period in England and Wales, not 
only were there a very small number of false 
rape accusations -- 35 out of 5,651 or 0.6% 
of reported rapes -- but that in cases where 
false accusations were made, there were 
other complications. For instance, many 
cases involved reports made by individuals 
with mental health issues, and in some cases 
survivors were pressured by family members 
or partners to redact their statements. (Crown 
Prosecution Service, 2013, http://www.cps.gov.
uk/publications/research/perverting_course_
of_justice_march_2013.pdf ). Similar data has 
not been collected in Canada.

http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/story/2011/07/02/f-vp-macdonald-strauss-kahn-judgment.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/story/2011/07/02/f-vp-macdonald-strauss-kahn-judgment.html
http://msmagazine.com/blog/2013/05/07/british
http://msmagazine.com/blog/2013/05/07/british
http://www.cps.gov.uk/publications/research/perverting_course_of_justice_march_2013.pdf
http://www.cps.gov.uk/publications/research/perverting_course_of_justice_march_2013.pdf
http://www.cps.gov.uk/publications/research/perverting_course_of_justice_march_2013.pdf
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This argument also disregards how rape survivors 
are often not given the same protections as 
perpetrators. Specifically, Canadian law walks a 
fine line between supporting the right to a fair trial 
of the defendant and the rights of the survivor. 
Survivors have shared in research that they feel 
that they are on trial when they speak about  
sexual assault. 
 The article minimizes the violence done to the 
survivor while emphasizing the harm done to 
Strauss-Kahn. For example, the author presents 
the details of the rape as though they were 
told in order to harm Strauss-Kahn, instead of 
recognizing how traumatizing revealing them 
could be for the survivor. The tone with which he 
relays the details seems to suggest that the details 
are fabrications. 
 There is little attention paid to how the survivor’s 
position, as a black newcomer woman working in 
a low-income, service industry job, would a!ect 
her experiences, and possibly make her more 
vulnerable to sexual assault. 

 ·  See the INCITE! blog for a detailed analysis 
of how privilege a!ected the Strauss-Kahn 
case. (2011, http://inciteblog.wordpress.
com/2011/07/11/strauss-kahn-domestic-
immigrants-and-money-power-respect/) 

 ·   For more discussion on how race, class, and 
immigration a!ect experiences of sexual assault 
in Canada, see the commentaries on women of 
colour, lower-income women, and newcomer 
women, on pages 43, 45, and 47. 

Case Study #2:
New details in Rehtaeh Parsons case show why 
police didn’t lay charges 
Christie Blatchford – Canada.com 
April 26, 2013 
http://o.canada.com/2013/04/26/blatchford-even-
the-rehtaeh-parsons-case-has-more-than-one-side/

 This article discusses Rehtaeh Parsons, a Nova 
Scotia teenager who committed suicide in April 
2013. Rehtaeh’s parents said that before her death, 
several boys sexually assaulted her while she was 
intoxicated at a party, and that other teens used a 
photo of the assault to bully and shame her online, 
leading her to become unstable and depressed. 
After Rehtaeh reported the sexual assault to the 
police, no charges were laid against the boys.
The author suggests that the police did not lay 
charges because evidence suggested that the sex 
was consensual. 
The author goes on to suggest that the photo of 
the assault was not su"cient evidence, stating, 
“What the picture doesn’t reveal, however, is 
a recognizable face, if there even was a sexual 
assault going on, or if the second person was a 
female.” The author details the night of the assault, 
writing that “she had had a lot to drink very 
quickly” and that 

 “The girlfriend of Rehtaeh’s who was at the 
party told police Rehtaeh was being flirtatious, 
even egging the boys on.” She continues, “The 
friend was furious -- she had a crush on one 
of the two boys and had asked Rehtaeh to 
stay away from him. But she was still a good 
girlfriend: She later returned to the house 
with her mother, and again tried to persuade 
Rehtaeh to leave, to no avail.”

http://inciteblog.wordpress.com/2011/07/11/strauss
http://inciteblog.wordpress.com/2011/07/11/strauss
Canada.com
http://o.canada.com/2013/04/26/blatchford-even-the-rehtaeh-parsons-case-has-more-than-one-side/
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WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The author unnecessarily speculates about the 
details of the assault, suggesting that Rehtaeh 
was lying because of being ashamed of having 
consensual sex. This argument reinforces the idea 
that women make false rape claims, contributing 
to survivors’ unwillingness to report the majority 
of assaults.
The author includes unnecessary details that 
blame Rehtaeh for her assault, such as drinking 
and being flirtatious. This takes the onus away 
from the boys who may have sexually assaulted 
someone who was too intoxicated to consent to 
sex. The unnecessary details about the unnamed 
friend who was with Rehtaeh at the time of the 
assault seem to be included to reflect unfavourably 
on Rehtaeh, so as to further discredit her report 
of sexual assault. This can be seen as an example 
of victim blaming, as by suggesting that Rehtaeh 
was acting more provocatively than other girls, the 
author implies that, if she was assaulted, it was her 
fault for acting promiscuously. 
The author uses Rehtaeh’s loss of memory from 
intoxication to discredit her claims, rather than to 
support the fact that she could not have consented. 
For instance, she suggests that Rehtaeh’s 
uncertainty regarding the number of boys who 
assaulted her to indicate her untrustworthiness. 
At the same time, she claims that there was “no 
evidence that Rehtaeh was so drunk that she 
couldn’t consent.”

 ·  This article also sympathizes with the accused 
rapists, which feeds into the commentary on 
page 33.

Case Study #3:
Strauss-Kahn case shows only perfect women can 
accuse rape 
Heather Mallick – Toronto Star 
July 5, 2011 
http://www.thestar.com/opinion/2011/07/05/
mallick_strausskahn_case_shows_only_perfect_
women_can_accuse_rape.html

This article also discusses the Strauss-Kahn 
case, when the prominent French politician was 
accused of rape by a New York hotel chambermaid.
The author argues that this case demonstrates 
the systemic problem that survivors face when 
attempting to report sexual assault. She contends 
that lying about some things does not imply that 
the report of rape is also a lie. She writes, “Only 
rape victims who have never told a lie in their 
lives and never had a dodgy boyfriend, whose tax 
returns are textbook-perfect, and who are sexually 
immaculate will see the police take their side. I 
defy anyone faced with the appalling life that the 
accuser has had not to have lied about  
some things.”
 The author highlights that this is patterned 
behaviour for Strauss-Kahn, not an anomaly: “He 
grabbed women in elevators, he cornered them 
in gardens, and if they resisted he liked to pursue, 
with phone calls and text messages.” Thus, the 
onus is placed firmly on the perpetrator.
Finally, the author highlights that the response 
to the Strauss-Kahn case has been a gendered 
response to violence against women that 
disadvantages women in particular. She states, 
“Women don’t have that option [to explain away 
mistakes]. Thanks to this case, all imperfect 
women, the kind who make human mistakes – can 
be raped to the point that there are visible bruises 
on their vaginas.” 

http://www.thestar.com/opinion/2011/07/05/mallick_strausskahn_case_shows_only_perfect_women_can_accuse_rape.html
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Case Study #4:
Solidarity against rape and bullying while 
remembering Rehtaeh 
CTV News Video 
June 7, 2013 
http://www.ctvnews.ca/video?playlistId=1.1316178

This CTV News video covers the online reaction 
to Nova Scotia teenager Rehtaeh Parsons’ suicide 
following her sexual assault and subsequent 
shaming. The broadcast focuses on “Hands Up For 
Rehtaeh,” an online campaign raising solidarity 
and awareness.
 The broadcast includes a quote from Rehtaeh’s 
mother that contextualizes her death as a systemic 
issue, not an anomaly: “What happened to her 
matters. It’s not just something that happened  
and a week later everybody forgot about it. And 
I think it matters because it’s so prevalent in 
everyone’s life.”
The reporter also contextualizes Rehtaeh’s death 
as part of the larger problem of sexual assault and 
violence against women. She states, “The message 
of Hands Up For Rehtaeh addresses the larger 
issue of violence against women. Those involved 
say it’s a chance to unite and stand up against 
sexual assault.”
The broadcast emphasizes the need to change 
attitudes regarding sexual assault. Rather than 
questioning the veracity of rape and sexual assault 
reports, it focuses on how this is a systemic issue 
faced by many people, particularly women.

 ·  NOTE: The reporter avoids the language of 
“alleged” while remaining accurate: “She says 
her daughter was sexually assaulted, then 
bullied for it.” For an explanation of how to 
avoid using “alleged”, see page 16. 

FRAMEWORK: EVALUATING THE USE OF 
DETAILS ABOUT PERPETRATORS

NOTE: The inclusion of details about perpetrators 
should be evaluated carefully. Descriptions of 
perpetrators (i.e. community standing, class position, 
employment, etc.) may be used, in some cases, to show 
that a perpetrator was in a position of power over a 
survivor. Sometimes emphasizing positive attributes 
of a perpetrator’s character may seem to suggest their 
innocence or exonerate their violence (i.e. “they are 
an upstanding citizen”). 

Case Study #1:
Doctors facing sex charges hire PR firm 
Amy Dempsey – Toronto Star 
February 24, 2011 
http://www.thestar.com/news/crime/2011/02/24/
doctors_facing_sex_charges_hire_pr_firm.html: 

This article discusses two Toronto doctors who 
were accused of drugging and raping a young 
woman who met them for drinks to obtain 
professional advice. 
The article focuses on the fact that the two 
men had obtained legal representation from a 
prestigious firm. It also discusses at length what 
the doctors wore when they were released on bail  
“They emerged from the public restroom across 
the hall from a basement courtroom in Old City 
Hall looking fresh and dapper, quite like two gents 
sprung from the pages of GQ. Not what you might 
expect from men out on bail after spending four 
days in the Don Jail.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The lengthy descriptions of what the doctors were 
wearing is unnecessary, and seems to suggest that 
they are unlikely rapists. This problematically 
assumes that rapists have a particular “look,” 
when we know that people from all walks of life 
commit sexual assault.

http://www.ctvnews.ca/video?playlistId=1.1316178
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The article focuses almost exclusively on the 
accused rapists’ lives. While it is understandable 
that the survivor’s identity is under a publication 
ban, the actual experience of sexual assault is only 
briefly relayed, and not until after a description of 
Kayilasanathan’s “dark grey European-cut suit, 
blue tie and navy slip-on runners” and Chauhan’s 
“polished dress shoes and a dark knit V-neck 
sweater with cu! and collar peeking out.” This 
serves to diminish the experience of violence. 
Also important to note is the use of consensual 
language, as the title says “sex charge” rather than 
“sexual assault charge”.

Case Study #2:
Scarborough imam faces 13 charges in sexual 
assault investigation 
Jessica Hume – National Post 
August 17, 2011 
http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/08/17/
scarborough-imam-faces-13-charges-in-sexual-
assault-investigation/

This article discusses the arrest of a Scarborough 
imam for the sexual assault of five children.
The article focuses on reactions to Masroor’s 
arrest by members of his community, who were 
interviewed outside the mosque where he taught. 
The author writes. “Many members are skeptical 
of the allegations.” She includes the following 
quote: “‘I don’t believe it,’ says Mohammad Abdul 
Halim, who has been a member at this mosque for 
eight years. ‘I know he’s a good guy. His character 
is good all the time.’”
The author also includes the concerns of another 
imam at the mosque: “Mr. Aboud told media 
Wednesday to remember that all individuals are 
innocent until proven guilty, and his main concern 
seemed to be the implications of this arrest on the 
Toronto Muslim community.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The article unnecessarily focuses on reactions 
from the mosque community that seem to 
exonerate Masroor, thus implying that the sexual 
assault charges may be false. 
The article also unnecessarily focuses on the 
impact to the community, rather than the impact 
for the survivors. This acts to diminish the sexual 
assault done to children. 

 ·  For more information on avoiding focusing on 
sympathy for perpetrators and communities, 
see the commentary on page 33.  

Case Study #3:
The Girl: A life in the shadow of Roman Polanski 
CBC Radio - The Current 
October 23, 2013 
http://www.cbc.ca/thecurrent/episode/2013/10/23/
the-girl-a-life-in-the-shadow-of-roman-polanski/

 This episode of The Current features an interview 
with Samantha Geimer, who, at age 13, was raped 
and drugged by film director Roman Polanski in 
1977. The episode begins with the host stating: 
“Roman Polanski is an artistic genius to some, a 
sad widower to others and a constant reminder of 
a terrible crime to a woman who believes he took 
advantage of a little girl’s dream of fame.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

Positioning Polanski as, first, a possible genius  
and a sympathetic figure, and second, as a 
potential rapist, has the e!ect of suggesting 
that his other, more positive qualities are more 
important than him being a perpetrator of sexual 
assault. This portrayal excuses Polanski’s sexual 
assault as only one isolated feature of an otherwise 
admirable man. 
 Also, depicting Geimer as a singular survivor 
who “believes” Polanski “took advantage” of her 
undermines the seriousness of her report of rape. 
This language also does not convey sexual assault, 
and suggests that the assault is only a problem for 
Geimer, further diminishing Polanski’s violence.

http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/08/17/scarborough
http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/08/17/scarborough
http://www.cbc.ca/thecurrent/episode/2013/10/23/the-girl-a-life-in-the-shadow-of-roman-polanski/
http://www.cbc.ca/thecurrent/episode/2013/10/23/the-girl-a-life-in-the-shadow-of-roman-polanski/
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Case Study #4:
Narcissism, entitlement, aggression and rape 
Colin Horgan – Rabble.ca 
October 3, 2010 
http://rabble.ca/news/2010/10/narcissism-
entitlement-aggression-and-rape

This article discusses the rape of a 16 year-old 
girl, who may have been drugged, at a rave in Pitt 
Meadows, B.C. Fellow teens circulated a number 
of photos of the rape online to shame the girl, 
ultimately leading to her switching schools. The 
article responds to the comments of two teenage 
boys who were interviewed by CTV and made 
comments that blamed the girl and suggested she 
was lying about the sex being non-consensual.
Rather than suggest that certain kinds of men 
commit sexual assault, the author highlights  
how sexual assault is endemic to “a culture of  
male entitlement.” 
 He ultimately ties this particular incident to a 
larger systemic issue: “It’s evident that there are 
underlying cultural issues present in this case of 
alleged teen gang rape-turned-viral event, but we 
have to see this case for what it is: an example of a 
prevalent generational problem possibly taken to 
an extreme.”

FRAMEWORK:  CULTURE IS NOT THE 
REASON FOR SEXUAL ASSAULT

NOTE: The use of  “culture” as the reason for which 
some people enact forms of sexual assault, specifically 
in cases involving newcomer communities, racialized 
communities and in the Global South, assumes that 
sexual assault is a normal and natural way in which 
certain communities function, rather than a global 
issue. It ignores that sexual assault is about power 
and control and suggests that these “other cultures” 
do not know any better. Such depictions ignore: 1) 
that culture shifts constantly, 2) that rape culture 
exists in Western culture as well, and 3) patriarchy is 
embedded in all cultures.

Case Study #1:
Scarborough imam faces 13 charges in sexual 
assault investigation 
Jessica Hume – National Post 
August 17, 2011 
http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/08/17/
scarborough-imam-faces-13-charges-in-sexual-
assault-investigation/

 This is the same article discussed on page 31, 
about the arrest of a Scarborough imam for 
sexually assaulting five children.
 One of the quotes included is from a twelve year-
old boy who attends the mosque: “‘I don’t think it’s 
really like that, because Masroor was a good man, 
he didn’t do anything bad,’ says Sajid, who did not 
want last name used. ‘It’s not like that because 
back home, like in Bangladesh, you’re allowed to 
hit people. It’s OK.’”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

This quote is an unnecessary explanation from 
a child, and is included without any kind of 
qualification. The implication of its inclusion is 
that the sexual assault is seemingly explained 
away, as being justified as part of Masroor’s 
culture. This suggests that sexual assault towards 
children is not a Canadian problem, but a 
foreign one, and that newcomers to Canada who 
commit sexual assault do not know any better, a 
problematic depiction.
As blogger Cara Kulwicki of The Curvature writes, 
cultural relativism is often 

 “abused to argue that in certain contexts, 
and almost universally when victims are 
non-white, acts like rape and murder are 
okay. Indeed, frequently, supposed ‘cultural 
relativism’ is just dressed up racism, used to 
argue that ‘those people’ just don’t know any 
better, that they’re barbarians who aren’t like 
us and simply can’t help it”  
(2010, http://thecurvature.com/2010/05/18/
defense-attorney-claims-convicted-rapist-
didnt-realize-the-severity-of-rape/).

Rabble.ca
http://rabble.ca/news/2010/10/narcissism-entitlement-aggression-and-rape
http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/08/17/scarborough
http://news.nationalpost.com/2011/08/17/scarborough
http://thecurvature.com/2010/05/18/defense
http://thecurvature.com/2010/05/18/defense
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Case Study #2:
Canadian military still investigating Afghanistan sex 
assault claim 
Rick Westhead -- Toronto Star 
July 4, 2013 
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/07/04/
canadian_military_still_investigating_afghanistan_
sex_assault_claim.html

This article discusses the Canadian military 
probe investigating whether Canadian soldiers in 
Afghanistan were told by their superiors to ignore 
Afghan soldiers and interpreters who sexually 
assaulted young boys. 
 The soldiers interviewed contend that they were 
told to let the adjacent Afghan military camp “do 
their own stu!.” The article includes a quote from 
a Canadian soldier who states, “There was a belief 
that we have to keep those relationships with the 
Afghan army. You go attacking their cultural ways 
and the next day, when you’re both fighting the 
Taliban, you’re going to get a bullet in the back of 
the head.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The quote from the soldier explains the sexual 
assault of young boys as a culturally-specific 
practice: “their cultural ways.” The author 
does not qualify the quote, and so we are left to 
believe that child sexual abuse only happens in 
Afghanistan, not Canada. 
This kind of language also disregards acts of 
sexual assault committed by foreign forces in the 
context of military operations, or reduces them 
to “collateral damage”. For example, instances of 
Canadian soldiers abusing locals in Somalia.

Case Study #3:
We ask the wrong questions when a female 
journalist is assaulted 
Judith Timson – The Globe and Mail 
February 17, 2011 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/
news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-
questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/
article1911812/

This is the same article discussed on page 26, about 
journalist Lara Logan being sexually assaulted by a 
group of men in Cairo’s Tahrir Square in 2011.
The author contextualizes rape as a result of 
patriarchy and rape culture that also exists in 
Canada, instead of depicting rape as an Egyptian 
practice. She writes, “And we blame ‘foreign’ 
elements if the event happened somewhere else – 
instead of accepting the deadly notion that women 
everywhere are vulnerable to sexual assault while 
going about their work and lives, simply because 
some men think they can get away with it.” 

Case Study #4:
Thunder Bay sex assault, hate-crime probe sharpen 
focus on native women’s plight 
Gloria Galloway – The Globe and Mail 
January 2, 2013 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/
thunder-bay-sex-assault-hate-crime-probe-sharpen-
focus-on-native-womens-plight/article6885373/

 This article discusses an Aboriginal woman who 
was forced into a car and then raped, strangled, 
and left to die by two white men outside Thunder 
Bay, Ontario. The woman survived, and the assault 
was being investigated as a hate crime, as the 
woman said that the men used racial epithets 
towards her throughout the assault.

http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/07/04/canadian_military_still_investigating_afghanistan_sex_assault_claim.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/07/04/canadian_military_still_investigating_afghanistan_sex_assault_claim.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2013/07/04/canadian_military_still_investigating_afghanistan_sex_assault_claim.html
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/article1911812
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/article1911812
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/article1911812
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/relationships/news-and-views/judith-timson/we-ask-the-wrong-questions-when-a-female-journalist-is-assaulted/article1911812
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/thunder-bay-sex-assault-hate-crime-probe-sharpen-focus-on-native-womens-plight/article6885373
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/thunder-bay-sex-assault-hate-crime-probe-sharpen-focus-on-native-womens-plight/article6885373
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/thunder-bay-sex-assault-hate-crime-probe-sharpen-focus-on-native-womens-plight/article6885373
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 The article contextualizes the sexual assault 
against the woman as widespread for other 
Aboriginal women: “The Ontario assault was 
far from an isolated incident. At least 600 
aboriginal women and girls have gone missing 
or been murdered in Canada in the past two 
decades. Native leaders say the number of victims 
actually runs into the thousands. ‘It is systemic 
discrimination,’ Michéle Audette, president of the 
Native Women’s Association of Canada, said in a 
telephone interview on Wednesday.”
 The author also contextualizes the violence as 
racially-motivated, as a possible racist backlash to 
the Idle No More movement. The woman’s friend 
is quoted as saying, “And they told her, as they 
assaulted her, that ‘you Indians deserve to lose 
your treaty rights.’ They wouldn’t have said that if 
it wasn’t for Idle No More.”

 ·  For more discussion of this topic, see the section 
on sexual assault against Aboriginal women on 
page 42.

FRAMEWORK: FOCUS ON EMPATHY FOR 
SURVIVOR, NOT PERPETRATOR  
OR COMMUNITY

Case Study #1:
Hudak rallies behind candidate whose husband is 
charged with sex assault 
Tanya Talaga – Toronto Star 
Sept. 29, 2011 
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2011/09/29/
hudak_rallies_behind_candidate_whose_husband_
is_charged_with_sex_assault.html

This article discusses Ontario Progressive 
Conservative leader Tim Hudak, who was 
supporting a candidate in the provincial election 
whose husband was charged with sexual assault. 
The article states, “Pam Hundal’s spouse, Gurmeet 
‘Bill’ Bhangal, has a pretrial hearing in Ontario 
Superior Court for an incident involving a young 
woman that allegedly took place April 15.”

The author states, “Hudak understands Hundal, 
who unsuccessfully ran for the Conservatives in 
2007, is having a hard time at the moment. ‘My 
heart goes out to them in this di"cult time but I 
have full confidence in (her),’ he said.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The inclusion of the quote from Hudak means that 
the focus is on the di"culty for Bhangal’s wife, not 
the survivor. 
The experience of sexual assault is diminished 
throughout this article, and is left as merely a 
background detail.
The article uses vague language, such as 
“incident,” that does not convey violence. 

Case Study #2:
Greyhounds players charged with sexual assault 
Peter Riucci -- Toronto Sun 
August 26, 2012 
http://www.torontosun.com/2012/08/26/players-on-
ohls-greyhounds-accused-of-sex-assault

This article discusses three hockey players on the 
Soo Greyhounds who were charged with sexually 
assaulting a woman. The article states, “The 
alleged incident occurred Friday.”
By way of relaying the details of the assault, the 
author writes, “Each player is accused of having 
sexual intercourse with the female.”
 The majority of the article focuses on a statement 
prepared by the players’ hockey coach: “the 
Hounds spoke of how they’ve seen these players 
‘make excellent strides both on and o! the ice.’”
The author goes on to speculate about the impact 
the players’ arrests would have on the Greyhounds’ 
hockey season: “As for the ramifications of 
the trio being charged, the Greyhounds could 
find themselves short-handed during games in 
American cities.”

http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2011/09/29/hudak_rallies_behind_candidate_whose_husband_is_charged_with_sex_assault.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2011/09/29/hudak_rallies_behind_candidate_whose_husband_is_charged_with_sex_assault.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2011/09/29/hudak_rallies_behind_candidate_whose_husband_is_charged_with_sex_assault.html
http://www.torontosun.com/2012/08/26/players-on-ohls-greyhounds-accused-of-sex-assault
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WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

 This story appears in the “Sports” section of the 
newspaper, which contextualizes the story as 
being about sports, not sexual assault. Indeed, the 
majority of the article focuses on the impact for 
the men’s hockey careers and the team’s success 
for the rest of the season. This serves to diminish 
the experience of sexual assault.

 ·  The author uses vague language such as 
“incident”, and refers to the assault as “sexual 
intercourse”, thus not conveying the sexual 
assault. This feeds into the commentary 
on page 19 regarding using the language of 
consensual sexuality. 

The article focuses entirely on the impact for 
the accused rapists, with no attention paid to the 
impact on the survivor. 
The article includes superfluous quotes from 
players’ hockey coach that valorize the men as 
hockey players, instead of focusing on the fact that 
they are accused of rape. 

Case Study #3:
Yet Another Teen Rape Case in Nova Scotia Needs 
Your Attention 
VICE Canada for Huffington Post Canada 
June 14, 2013 
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/vice-com/rehtaeh-
parsons-rape_b_3437501.html

 This article focuses on the sexual assault of an 
intoxicated 15 year-old girl from Dartmouth, 
Nova Scotia. The assault occurred at a party and 
was videotaped and shared online. The author 
emphasizes the similarity of this case to the story 
of Rehtaeh Parsons.
Rather than focus on the di"culty of sexual 
assault charges for perpetrators and their 
communities, this article actually takes up the 
case of a sexual assault where no charges have yet 
been laid, focusing on the importance of obtaining 
justice for the survivor.

The article highlights the impact of having one’s 
sexual assault filmed and shared online, and 
emphasizes the need for better support services 
for survivors of rape and sexual assault.
The article concludes by highlighting the 
responsibility of the media to not forget this case: 
“In the meantime, however, the media is vital in 
making sure the case of this most recent Halifax 
case doesn’t get thrown to the side, and that the 
justice system doesn’t fail this girl like they failed 
Rehtaeh Parsons.”

FRAMEWORK: REFRAINING FROM 
DIMINISHING VIOLENCE AND SPECULATING 
ABOUT “ANOMALIES”

Case Study #1:
High Park sex assault investigated by police 
CBC News 
June 17, 2011 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/
story/2011/06/17/high-park-sex-assault659.html

This article discusses a man who sexually 
assaulted a young woman who was walking 
alone in High Park in Toronto. The article states, 
“Toronto police are asking for the public’s help 
after a woman was sexually assaulted in broad 
daylight in High Park.” The article goes on to say 
that “The attack — in a park popular with families, 
runners and nature lovers — has shaken regulars.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The article seems to reinforce the idea that sexual 
assault only takes place at night in “dangerous 
places” by conveying shock at the conditions of the 
attack, being in “broad daylight” in “a park popular 
with families.”  

assault.This
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/vice-com/rehtaeh-parsons-rape_b_3437501.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/vice-com/rehtaeh-parsons-rape_b_3437501.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/story/2011/06/17/high-park-sex-assault659.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/story/2011/06/17/high-park-sex-assault659.html
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Case Study #2:
Sexual assault case involving four female suspects  
a bizarre anomaly 
Rosie DiManno – Toronto Star 
April 9, 2013 
http://www.thestar.com/news/city_hall/2013/04/09/
sexual_assault_case_involving_four_female_
suspects_a_bizarre_anomaly.html

 This article discusses the sexual assault of a young 
man who was o!ered a ride home by four women 
at a downtown Toronto club, but was instead 
driven to a parking lot and sexually assaulted  
by them.
 The author speculates about the severity of the 
assault, writing, “It sounds like sexual assault 
1, however, because there was no weapon used 
and the victim does not appear to have su!ered 
significant bodily harm.”
The author jokes about the fact that the survivor 
was a young man and his assailants were women: 
“Of course, one man’s sexual assault is another 
man’s sexual fantasy come true.” She makes this 
joke more than once: “Sexual assault, you say? 
Lucky guy others say, nudge-nudge, a fivesome and 
didn’t even have to pay for it.”
The author goes on to say that, while sexual assault 
is not to be trivialized, some assaults are more 
serious than others: “Sexual assault is no laughing 
matter -- I’m writing this column with a straight 
face – though often taken way out of context on 
the statistics table; a pinch on the bottom can be 
equated to far more intrusive and traumatizing 
invasiveness of one’s personal space. Some 
‘assaults’ are merely unwanted touching, annoying 
for an adult woman but should be slapped down 
when they occur rather than directed to police.”
The author concludes the article by writing, 
“These clubbing vamps are a bizarre anomaly, 
pack hunters in their getaway SUV — Thelma and 
Louise and Ti!any and Debi, four white chicks 
who may have gang-groped or otherwise molested 
a teenager because they didn’t have the balls to 
pick on, or pick up, a man their own age. Wanted: 
Bad girls in black minidresses and stilettos, 
approach with caution.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

The author’s speculation about the severity of the 
assault is insensitive. It plays into the stereotype 
that women cannot sexually assault men by 
assuming that the violence was not severe. 
Throughout the article, the author belittles the 
violence done to the survivor because of his 
gender and the gender of the perpetrators, even 
turning the experience into a joke. This could 
further stigmatize male survivors of sexual assault 
and discourage men from reporting sexual assault 
for fear of becoming a laughing stock or not being 
“manly” enough. 
Writing that the women who sexually assaulted 
the young man are a “bizarre anomaly” has the 
same e!ect. As writer and trans activist Julia 
Serano argues, “...the predator/prey mindset 
essentially ensures that men cannot be viewed 
as legitimate sexual objects, nor can women be 
viewed as legitimate sexual aggressors. This 
has the e!ect of rendering invisible instances 
of man-on-man and woman-on-woman sexual 
harassment and abuse, and it makes the idea 
of woman-on-man rape utterly inconceivable” 
(“Why Nice Guys Finish Last,” in Yes Means Yes, 
2008, p. 229). 
The author diminishes sexual assault claims 
in general if they aren’t “serious” enough and 
actually encourages survivors not to report 
unwanted touching to police. This argument 
disregards that unwanted touching and other 
“mild” sexual assault is part of rape culture. 
Normalizing or trivializing non-consensual sexual 
contact actually contributes to rape culture by 
encouraging people to feel that these assaults are 
an inevitable part of life.

http://www.thestar.com/news/city_hall/2013/04/09/sexual_assault_case_involving_four_female_suspects_a_bizarre_anomaly.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/city_hall/2013/04/09/sexual_assault_case_involving_four_female_suspects_a_bizarre_anomaly.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/city_hall/2013/04/09/sexual_assault_case_involving_four_female_suspects_a_bizarre_anomaly.html
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Case Study #3:
Survivor speaks out after Toronto man sexually 
assaulted, mocked 
CBC News Community Team 
April 10, 2013 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/yourcommunity/2013/04/
survivor-speaks-out-after-toronto-man-sexually-
assault-mocked.html

This article critiques the way that the case of four 
women who sexually assaulted a young man in 
Toronto was taken up as a joke. The article states, 
“Many took the sparse details circulated by police 
as fodder for jokes, saying that the man wouldn’t 
have complained if the women weren’t heavyset, 
or focusing on what the women were wearing 
instead of what they were doing.”
Rather than focus on how this case is supposedly 
strange or funny, the article includes quotes from 
another man who survived sexual assault in order 
to demonstrate that sexual assault against men 
is a pervasive problem. The article also quotes a 
post from a sexual assault support service agency 
which states, 

 “Male sexual assault has historically been 
shrouded in secrecy and stigma. Our culture 
values invulnerability and denial of pain as 
essential qualities of ‘manliness.’ Guys simply 
are not allowed to admit that they have been 
sexually assaulted and abused.”

 ·  The article also avoids the use of the word 
“alleged” while remaining accurate: “He said the 
women o!ered to drive him home, but sexually 
assaulted him instead.” See page 16 for an 
explanation of using the word “alleged.” 

Case Study #4:
A Closer Look at Rape Culture 
CTV Alberta Prime Time 
April 18, 2013 
http://www.ctvnews.ca/video?clipId=908223

This interview special features a panel to  
discuss rape culture in the aftermath of Rehtaeh 
Parsons’ suicide. The guests include a Women and 
Gender Studies professor and a violence against 
women activist.
 There is sustained discussion of rape culture, 
victim-blaming, and consent. Sexual assault is 
contextualized as being a systemic problem, not 
just individual cases.
The emphasis of the discussion is that those who 
commit sexual assault should be held accountable 
for their actions, not survivors. This includes 
a quote from a police o"cer about the need to 
shift emphasis from the victim/survivor to the 
perpetrator. They especially highlight the need for 
education, and particularly the education of young 
men, which underscores the need for large-scale, 
systemic solutions.

http://www.cbc.ca/newsblogs/yourcommunity/2013/04/survivor-speaks-out-after-toronto-man-sexually-assault-mocked.html
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FRAMEWORK: (CYBER)BULLYING  
OR SEXUAL ASSAULT?

Case Study #1:
Report on Rehtaeh Parsons suicide says her 
absence from school was missed red flag 
Jane Taber and Caroline Alphonso -- Globe and Mail 
June 14, 2013 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/
report-into-rehtaeh-parsons-suicide-calls-for-review-
of-halifax-hospital/article12559456/

This article discusses the release of the report 
on Rehtaeh Parsons’ suicide. The article states, 
“High-profile teen suicides like that of Ms. 
Parsons have sparked national outrage and raised 
questions about what more can be done for young 
people dealing with mental illness and bullying.”

WHAT’S THE CHALLENGE HERE?

As feminist activist Maya Shlayen writes on 
Rabble.ca, 

 “Unfortunately, all of the discussions about 
the story so far have focused on ‘bullying,’ 
as if Rehtaeh’s story is about playground 
squabbling; as if what happened to her could 
have happened to anyone. In reality, her 
story had a lot to do with being female in a 
patriarchal society. Rehtaeh was killed  
by misogyny”  
(2013, http://rabble.ca/news/2013/05/rehtaeh-
parsons-was-victim-misogyny-not-bullying). 

Shlayen points out that, fundamentally, the 
conversation about Rehtaeh’s death needs to focus 
on violence against women and sexual assault, 
more so than “generic anti-bullying rhetoric.” 

And, as Cara Kulwicki writes, in relation to the 
case of a thirteen year-old girl from Florida who 
committed suicide after a nude photo of her was 
spread around her school, 

 “[W]hile the media insists on calling this 
a ‘sexting-related suicide,’ it’s much more 
accurately referred to as a ‘slut-shaming 
suicide.’ Because the photograph she sent is 
not what drove this poor girl to kill herself 
-- the non-consensual spreading of the 
photograph, and the subsequent reaction that 
her classmates and all adults in positions of 
authority had to it seems to absolutely have 
been what drove her to despair. And that is a 
truly vital distinction to make if we actually 
care about the fact that a 13-year-old girl is 
dead, and why” (2009,  http://thecurvature.
com/2009/12/02/13-year-old-girl-commits-
suicide-after-classmates-spread-nude-photos/). 

Kulwicki prompts us to consider that “anti-
bullying” rhetoric does not consider the gendered 
dimensions of theses types of incidents.
 This is not to dismiss the value of anti-
bullying, but to point out that, when “bullying” 
or “cyberbullying” becomes to the focus of 
discussions, in some cases, sexism and sexual 
assault are left out of the picture.
 “Bullying” is often too neutral a phrase to 
capture the layers of oppression at work. 
We need to consider that racism, sexism, 
homophobia, transphobia, etc. are at work in 
instances of online sexual harassment. 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/report-into-rehtaeh-parsons-suicide-calls-for-review-of-halifax-hospital/article12559456
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/report-into-rehtaeh-parsons-suicide-calls-for-review-of-halifax-hospital/article12559456
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/report-into-rehtaeh-parsons-suicide-calls-for-review-of-halifax-hospital/article12559456
Rabble.ca
http://rabble.ca/news/2013/05/rehtaeh
http://thecurvature.com/2009/12/02/13
http://thecurvature.com/2009/12/02/13
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Case Study #2:
No means no -- but does yes mean yes? 
Erin Anderssen -- Globe and Mail 
April 14, 2013 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-
fitness/health/no-means-no-but-does-yes-mean-yes/
article11175304/

This article focuses on the need to teach young 
people about enthusiastic consent, which the 
author suggests is missing in many mainstream 
sexual education programs. Generally, the article 
is a great alternative to the survivor shaming and 
blaming commentary discussed above.

Also, writing in the context of Rehtaeh Parsons’ 
recent suicide, the author cites a sexual assault 
centre coordinator: “Barendregt-Brown points 
out that anti-bullying programs tend to overlook 
the role that sexual assault and harassment play 
in cases of cyber-bullying and abuse, missing 
another opportunity to talk about consent.” The 
article therefore allows us to see how these cases 
are related not only to “cyberbullying”, but that the 
deeper issue at play is sexual assault. 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/no-means-no-but-does-yes-mean-yes/article11175304
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/no-means-no-but-does-yes-mean-yes/article11175304
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/no-means-no-but-does-yes-mean-yes/article11175304
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Statistics on Sexual Assault 
The Challenge of Estimating Rates of Sexual Assault 
This Toolkit utilizes a variety of sources for 
Canadian statistics on sexual assault. We found 
it was challenging to find up-to-date statistics on 
sexual assault in Canada. Statistics Canada’s General 
Social Survey is one significant source of statistics on 
“violent victimization” in Canada, although, like any 
survey on this topic, it is limited insofar as it relies on 
the self-reporting of survivors of violence. 

Because the majority of rapes and sexual 
assaults go unreported, it is unlikely that any 
survey can capture the true magnitude of sexual 
assault. Because some forms of violence -- such 
as acquaintance rape -- are less likely to be seen as 
rape by survivors, it is likely that many incidences 
of violence may not be captured by questionnaires. 
Survivors may be understandably unwilling to 
disclose experiences of sexual assault to researchers, 
especially if they do not know them. Finally, there are 
varying definitions and forms of sexual assault, which 
may not all be captured in statistical profiles.

As rape and sexual assault are underreported crimes, 
police report statistics are particularly limited, but 
have been included in this section where other data is 
lacking. When reading police-reported statistics, it is 
important to consider the issues of access to justice 
(i.e. recognizing that marginalized communities 
are often under increased scrutiny from the justice, 
immigration, and welfare state and may therefore not 
feel safe to report violence). 

Smaller-scale survey data produced by organizations 
working with di!erent communities, as well as 
academic studies, have also been included to address 
the intersectional nature of sexual assault. Where 
statistics are lacking, we have provided descriptions 
of how varying communities may be impacted 
di!erently by sexual assault in Canada. 
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Statistics 
NATIONAL

According to the 2004 General Social Survey 
(GSS) on Victimization, about one in ten 
sexual assaults is reported to police. (Statistics 
Canada, 2008, p. 6, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-eng.pdf
There were about 512,000 incidents of sexual 
assault in 2004 according to the GSS. This 
represents a rate of 1,977 incidents per 100,000 
population aged 15 and older. Since most sexual 
assaults go unreported, police-reported sexual 
assault counts are considerably lower: about 
24,200 sexual o!ences were recorded by police in 
2007. (Statistics Canada, 2008, p. 6, http://www.
statcan.gc.ca/pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-
eng.pdf )
Depending on the source, the rate for sexual 
assaults committed against women is roughly 2.2 
to 5.6 times higher than that of sexual assaults 
committed against men in Canada.  According to 
the 2009 GSS, 7 in 10 incidents of self-reported 
sexual assault were committed against women. 
(Statistics Canada, 2008, p. 12, http://www.
statcan.gc.ca/pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-
eng.pdf; Statistics Canada, 2013, p. 31, http://www.
statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/2013001/article/ 
11766-eng.pdf )
In 2004, women reported 472 000 sexual assaults 
in the previous 12 months. (Statistics Canada, 
2013, p. 31, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-
002-x/2013001/article/11766-eng.pdf )
On the other hand, according to 2007 police-
reported data, 97% of persons accused of 
sexual o!ences were male, higher than the 
representation of males among persons accused of 
all other types of violent crime (78%). (Statistics 
Canada, 2008, p. 13, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-eng.pdf )
Generally, charges are less likely to be laid by 
police in cases of sexual o!ences than other types 
of violent o!ences. In 2007, charges were laid in 
almost half of other types of violent crime, but  
 
 

only in over a third of sexual o!ences reported to 
police. (Statistics Canada, 2008, p. 10,  
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-eng.pdf )
44% of all sexual o!ences against women 
committed in 2011 were unsolved, meaning that 
an accused was either not identified or there was 
deemed insu"cient evidence to lay a charge. 
(Statistics Canada, 2013, p. 2, http://www.gov.
nl.ca/vpi/facts/VAW_EN_Fact%20Sheet_Sexual_
Violence.pdf )
The majority (81%) of self-reported sexual assault 
incidents took the form of unwanted sexual 
touching while sexual attacks accounted for 
approximately 1 in 5 incidents (19%), according to 
the 2004 GSS. (Statistics Canada, 2008, p. 11,  
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-eng.pdf )
More than half (51%) of sexual assault incidents 
occurred in a commercial or institutional 
establishment, followed by a residence or 
surrounding location (31%), a street or other 
public place (12%), or in another location 
(6%), according to the 2004 GSS. (Statistics 
Canada, 2008a, p. 14, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-eng.pdf )
In police-reported data in 2011, women knew their 
sexual attacker in three quarters of incidents: 
45% as a casual acquaintance or friend, 17% as an 
intimate partner and 13% as a non-spousal family 
member. One quarter of sexual assaults against 
women were committed by a stranger. (Statistics 
Canada, 2013, p. 2, http://www.gov.nl.ca/vpi/facts/
VAW_EN_Fact%20Sheet_Sexual_Violence.pdf )
“The direct costs of sexual assault are estimated 
to be more than $546 million a year. If pain and 
su!ering are calculated at the rates given for 
sexual assault in the Justice Canada report, 
that number rises to $1.9 billion. With more 
information about prevalence and impact 
this number will only rise.” (McIntur!, 
2013, p. 7, http://www.policyalternatives.ca/
sites/default/files/uploads/publications/
National%2O"ce/2013/07/Gap_in_Gender_Gap_
VAW.pdf )
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ABORIGINAL PEOPLES

“Systemic violence against Aboriginal women 
(VAAW) and girls, their communities and their 
nations is grounded in colonialism and the lack 
of recognition of the  collective human rights of 
Indigenous Peoples” (Native Women’s Association 
of Canada, 2007, p. 3, http://www.laa.gov.nl.ca/laa/
naws/pdf/nwac-vaaw.pdf ).
There are more than 600 missing and murdered 
Aboriginal women in Canada (Mas, 2013, http://
www.cbc.ca/news/politics/aboriginal-leader-
shawn-atleo-warns-of-grave-human-rights-
crisis-1.1912552).
Rates of sexual assault on Aboriginal reserves 
were 7 times higher compared to the rest of 
Canada in 2004. (Brzozowski, Taylor-Butts & 
Johnson, 2006, p. 10, http://publications.gc.ca/
collections/Collection-R/Statcan/85-002-
XIE/85-002-XIE2006003.pdf ?)
1817 incidents of sexual assault and other sexual 
o!ences were reported to police on-reserve in 
2004. (Brzozowski, Taylor-Butts & Johnson, 
2006, p. 25, http://publications.gc.ca/collections/
Collection-R/Statcan/85-002-XIE/85-002-
XIE2006003.pdf ?)
In 2004, 21% of Aboriginal people reported having 
experienced some form of physical or sexual 
assault by a spouse in the 5 years preceding the 
GSS; this is a rate 3.5 times higher than that of the 
non-Aboriginal population. (Brzozowski, Taylor-
Butts & Johnson, 2006, p. 1, http://publications.
gc.ca/collections/Collection-R/Statcan/85-002-
XIE/85-002-XIE2006003.pdf ?)
Aboriginal women in the provinces reported a rate 
of violent victimization that was about 2.5 times 
higher than the rate for non-Aboriginal women 
(279 versus 106 per 1,000 population). This was 
the case for spousal violence, as well as violence 
perpetrated by other family members, friends, 
acquaintances and strangers. (Statistics Canada, 
2013, p. 19, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-
002-x/2013001/article/11766-eng.pdf )

Up to three quarters of sexual assaults survivors 
in Aboriginal communities are young women 
under 18 years old. 50% of those are under 14 years 
old, and almost 25% are younger than 7 years old. 
(NWAC, 2007, p. 5, http://www.laa.gov.nl.ca/laa/
naws/pdf/nwac-vaaw.pdf )
90% of federally-sentenced Aboriginal women 
report having been physically and/or sexually 
abused before incarceration. (NWAC, 2007, p. 5, 
http://www.laa.gov.nl.ca/laa/naws/pdf/nwac-
vaaw.pdf )

CHILDREN 

More than 50% of the sexual assault survivors 
reported to police in 2007 were children 
and youth under the age of 18. (Statistics 
Canada, 2008, p. 6, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-eng.pdf )
Girls (under the age of 18) are survivors of 
family sexual assault 4 times as often as boys 
(102 vs. 25 incidents per 100,000 population). 
(Statistics Canada, 2008, p. 7, http://www.
womensdirectorate.gov.yk.ca/pdf/family_
violence_2008.pdf )

CRIMINALIZED PERSONS

The Correctional Services of Canada and 
Statistics Canada do not record instances of 
sexual assault in prisons. However, Correctional 
Services Canada reported in 2006-07 that they 
received 556 complaints of assaults on sta! and 
inmates (Ellenbogan, 2009, p. 346).
Personal accounts of some former inmates at 
Kingston Penitentiary say that they were raped 
or “used a sex slaves” during their time in prison 
(Ellenbogen, 2009, p. 346).
80% of federally sentenced women had 
experienced physical abuse and 53% had 
experienced sexual abuse before being 
incarcerated. (CAEFS, 2013, p. 8, http://www.
elizabethfry.ca/eweek2011e/factsht.htm)
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“Histories of physical and sexual abuse are 
commonplace among incarcerated women. Women’s 
violent o!ences tend to be reactive in nature. As a 
result, violent crimes [which land women in prison] 
are more often committed against intimates, not 
strangers.” (CAEFS, 2013, p. 1,  
http://www.elizabethfry.ca/eweek2011e/factsht.
htm)
“Young women in police and youth custody report 
abuse and mistreatment such as the performance 
of breast and gynaecological exams as part of their 
psychiatric assessments.” (CAEFS, 2013, p. 9, 
http://www.elizabethfry.ca/eweek2011e/factsht.
htm)
“Federally sentenced women have high rates of 
childhood sexual abuse, commonly incestuous, 
violent, extended over a long period of time, and 
with multiple perpetrators. They also have high 
rates of re-victimization at the hands of violent 
men. As a result, the mere presence of men doing 
their bed checks, being forced to speak to male 
sta! about their abuse and related triggers, being 
monitored by male sta! and being strip searched, 
especially when male sta! are present, also serves 
to re-victimize women in prison.” (CAEFS, 2013, 
p. 4, http://www.elizabethfry.ca/eweek2011e/
factsht.htm)

ELDERS

In 2005, sexual assault was the only violent 
o!ence for which senior women had higher rates 
of victimization than their male counterparts 
(6 versus less than 1 per 100,000). (Statistics 
Canada, 2007, p. 10, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2007014-eng.pdf )

LGBTTIQQ2 SPECTRUM PERSONS 

“LGBT people are more likely to be physically 
and verbally victimized than the general 
population. This is especially true for those who 
do not fit gender norms, such as the gay man 
who is e!eminate or the lesbian who is butch. 
For trans people, the dangers are even more 
extreme.” (Rainbow Health Ontario, 2013, http://
www.rainbowhealthontario.ca/lgbtHealth/
lgbtHealthIssues.cfm)

According to the 2004 GSS, gays and lesbians 
experienced violent victimization (including 
sexual assault, robbery and physical assault) at 
a rate that was almost 2.5 times higher than the 
rate for heterosexuals (2425 violent incidents per 
1,000 population). The rate for bisexuals was 4 
times higher than the rate for heterosexuals (4155 
versus 99 violent incidents per 1,000 population). 
(Statistics Canada, 2008, p. 8, http://www.statcan.
gc.ca/pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008016-eng.pd)
A literature review of existing studies on 
violence against bisexual people found that 
“bisexuals reported higher rates of experiencing 
violence, physical abuse and sexual abuse than 
heterosexuals, and higher than or similar to gay 
men and lesbians” (Dobinson, 2010, http://www.
rainbowhealthontario.ca/admin/contentEngine/
contentDocuments/RHO_conference_
presentation_FINAL_for_submission.pdf ).
40% of gay students and 33% of lesbian students 
reported being sexually harassed in Canadian 
schools. (Egale, 2011, p. 8, http://egale.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2011/05/EgaleFinalReport-web.
pdf )
40% of gay students and 33% of lesbian students 
reported being sexually harassed in Canadian 
schools. (Egale, 2011, p. 8, http://egale.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2011/05/EgaleFinalReport-web.
pdf )
49% of trans students in Canada reported 
experiencing sexual harassment in school. 
(Egale, 2011, p. 8, http://egale.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2011/05/EgaleFinalReport-web.pdf )

LOW-INCOME WOMEN 

“Low-income women who are victims of sexual 
assault or domestic violence are caught in a lethal 
catch 22. They are caught between legitimate 
concerns for their safety as women and their well-
founded distrust of the police. Young women who 
see their neighbours and friends roughly treated 
by police are less likely to call for help or report 
assaults.” (Khosla, 2003, pp. 32-33, http://dawn.
thot.net/csvaw/Low_Income_Women_of_Colour_
Aug.pdf )
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“Violence against women is the leading cause of 
women’s homelessness in Canada. Every year, 
violence and abuse drive over 100,000 women and 
children out of their homes and into emergency 
shelters. Many more - often young women - never 
make it to shelter at all. They live on the streets of 
our cities, in poverty and exposed daily to sexual 
harassment and violence.” (YWCA Canada Rose 
Campaign, 2011, p. 1)

MEN AND BOYS

While women and girls account for the majority of 
sexual assault survivors in Canada, men and boys 
are also frequently survivors of rape, sexual abuse, 
and sexual assault, with the perpetrators usually 
being other men.
Because sexual assault against men is often about 
“policing” masculinity, queer men, trans* men, 
racialized men, and men coming from other 
marginalized communities may be survivors of 
male violence more often than white, cisgender 
men. For example, racist or homophobic sexual 
assault may be a way of “disciplining” men 
who fall outside of accepted white masculinity 
(Whitehead, 2005).
Among male survivors of sexual assault in Canada, 
rates are highest for boys 3 to 14 years of age 
(Statistics Canada, 2003, p. 7, http://www.statcan.
gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/85-002-x2003006-eng.pdf ).
In 1999, men and boys made up 29% of child (<12) 
survivors, 12% of youth (12-17) survivors, and 8% 
of adult (18+) survivors (Statistics Canada, 2003, 
p. 1, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/85-
002-x2003006-eng.pdf ).

MILITARY 

The Federal O"ce of the Ombudsman for Victims 
of Crime’s 2009-10 report included a section on 
Sexual assault & Harassment in the Canadian 
Military, which stated: “There is research from 
the United States that suggests that one in seven 
service women in the U.S. military will experience 
sexual assault while in the military and that more 
than 80 per cent of these will not be reported. 

One-third of female veterans seeking health care 
through Veterans A!airs have experienced rape 
or attempted rape during their service. While 
direct comparisons to the U.S. experience cannot 
be drawn, the Ombudsman felt that there were 
enough similarities to cause concern. Despite 
improvements to the environment for women 
in the [Canadian] military, it is impossible with 
current data to determine the reality of sexual 
assault and harassment in the [Canadian] Forces 
and how secure victims feel in coming forward.” 
(O"ce of the Federal Ombudsman for Victims of 
Crime, 2010, http://www.victimsfirst.gc.ca/media/
news-nouv/bg-di/20110919.html
The legal branch of the Canadian Forces, the 
Judge Advocate General, released a report for 
2009-2010 in which it was stated that there 
were 84 charges of a sexual nature laid against 
51 accused dealt with by court martial. (Lorincz, 
2013, http://vowpeace.org/presentation-by-
tamara-lorincz-canadas-invisible-war-exposing-
violence-against-women-in-the-canadian-
military/)
“The Military Police also looked at the cases of 
sexual assault in the cadet program. These are 
young women who are particularly vulnerable 
under an older male chain of command. 
From 2004 to 2008, there were 219 reported 
incidents resulting in 156 charges laid for sexual 
interference, luring a child, sexual assault with 
a weapon, aggravated sexual assault, invitation 
to sexual touching, and procuring prostitution.” 
(Lorincz, 2013, http://vowpeace.org/presentation-
by-tamara-lorincz-canadas-invisible-war-
exposing-violence-against-women-in-the-
canadian-military/)
In January 2011, the Canadian Forces Provost 
Marshal, who oversees the Forces’ Military Police, 
released an internal report on criminal charges 
filed against soldiers and civilians associated with 
the military that revealed a high rate of sexual 
assaults against children and child pornography. 
(Lorincz, 2013, http://vowpeace.org/presentation-
by-tamara-lorincz-canadas-invisible-war-
exposing-violence-against-women-in-the-
canadian-military/)
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NEWCOMER WOMEN AND  
NON-ENGLISH SPEAKERS

4.2% of immigrant and visible minority women 
reported experiencing physical or sexual abuse by 
a current or ex-partner in the 1999 General Social 
Survey. (CCSD, 2004, p. 18, http://ccrweb.ca/files/
nowhere_to_turn.pdf )
A 2004 study found that only one in 10 immigrant 
and visible minority women who had experienced 
partner abuse had reported the abuse to police. 
(CCSD, 2004, p. 19, http://ccrweb.ca/files/
nowhere_to_turn.pdf )
There are unique vulnerabilities facing women 
who immigrate to Canada: “the women may not 
speak either of Canada’s o"cial languages. And as 
one frontline worker said: ‘How can women who 
cannot speak English call 9-1-1?’ They may not be 
familiar with their rights in Canada, or the way law 
enforcement and the court systems work. It was 
reported that many women fear being deported by 
immigration authorities if they talk about abuse. 
They may be deliberately misinformed about their 
rights and status by the abusive partner. These 
women can be incredibly isolated in an unfamiliar 
environment where there seems to be no safe 
place, not even at home. The loss of traditional 
supports of extended family, friends and advisors 
from their country of origin weighs heavily on 
some of these women and compounds their 
isolation. Some wives have never experienced 
abuse until they come here, when the trauma of 
adjusting economically and socially to the new 
country disrupts family life. Other families come 
from societies which believe that the man is 
entitled to dominate and physically ‘discipline’ 
his wife. Many ethnocultural communities are 
small and tight-knit in Canadian cities. Depending 
on attitudes, some women who leave an abusive 
situation may be cut o! from their whole 
community.” (CCSD, p. viii, http://ccrweb.ca/files/
nowhere_to_turn.pdf )

PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES AND  
DEAF PERSONS 

“Probably the single biggest factor a!ecting the 
incidence of family violence against women 
with disabilities is the extent of these women’s 
‘families.’ Women with disabilities must often 
depend on a variety of people to provide them 
with assistance in carrying out their everyday 
lives… This large number of people and the 
intimate physical and emotional contact involved 
in the care they provide, greatly increase the risk 
of abuse to persons with disabilities. Women 
who live in institutional settings, and women 
who are multiply or profoundly disabled, are 
most vulnerable to abuse because they are more 
dependent upon even larger numbers of people, 
and less able to get away… While a disability can 
make it more di"cult for a woman to escape or 
report abuse, social attitudes towards persons 
with disabilities are probably a bigger factor in 
her increased vulnerability to violence.” (DAWN, 
2013, http://dawn.thot.net/violence_wwd.html)
“The way in which society views persons with 
disabilities handicaps these women in many ways: 
they tend to be viewed and treated as children, 
as lacking intelligence; they may be trained to 
be compliant and are sometimes punished for 
assertiveness or for challenging authority figures. 
This is in direct contrast to the street-proofing 
taught to many children in schools; women with 
disabilities are considered to be non-sexual and 
are often not given sex education, which can result 
in an inability to distinguish between abusive 
behaviour and normal or necessary forms of 
touching; they may be considered incompetent 
witnesses by police and the courts, particularly 
if they have di"culty or require assistance in 
communicating; and when they do report abuse, 
they may not be believed” (DAWN, 2013, http://
dawn.thot.net/violence_wwd.html)
“The degree of risk of sexual abuse of persons with 
disabilities appears to be at least 150% of that 
for individuals of the same sex and similar age 
without disabilities.” (DAWN, 2013, http://dawn.
thot.net/violence_wwd.html)
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“It is estimated that only 20% of the cases of sexual 
abuse involving disabled people are ever reported 
to the police, community service agencies, or other 
authorities.” (DAWN, 2013, http://dawn.thot.net/
violence_wwd.html)
“Women with disabilities were… 3 times as likely 
to be forced into sexual activity (i.e., be threatened, 
held down, or hurt).” (Vecova, 2011, p. 7, http://
www.canadianwomen.org/sites/canadianwomen.
org/files/PDF%20-%20VP%20Resources%20
-%20Vecova_CWF_%20Women%20with%20
Disabilities_%202011.pdf )

PERSONS WITH PRECARIOUS  
IMMIGRATION STATUS 

“Being sponsored into a country or immigrating 
to join a spouse does not cause violence against 
women, but it can be used as a weapon by some 
male sponsors of immigrant, refugee and visible 
minority women. In such cases, a male sponsor 
can deliberately distort the truth about the 
sponsorship process and he can threaten the 
woman with deportation if she disobeys. During 
the waiting period for the immigration status 
to be established, these women are extremely 
vulnerable and they don’t want to do anything 
that could potentially jeopardize their position.” 
(CCSD, p. 25, http://ccrweb.ca/files/nowhere_to_
turn.pdf )

RURAL COMMUNITIES 

Violence against women in rural communities 
is a!ected by their personal, financial, and 
geographical isolation, as well as community 
complicity and gossip, lack of transportation 
or anonymity, and anxieties about an abuser’s 
status: “One woman stated that other people’s 
employment was dependent on her husband, 
therefore they wouldn’t want to believe her. 
Another pointed out that her husband was highly 
placed in their church and she didn’t want him 
to be embarrassed before them.” (Biesenthal & 
Sproule, 2000, p. 15)

“Given that isolation is a key risk factor for 
violence  the situation of immigrant and refugee 
girls in rural areas is in one sense, worse than their 
urban counterparts. The sheer lack of alternatives 
often forces these girls and young women into 
either internalizing the violence and rejection 
they experience or fitting into peer groups that are 
not always accepting of their di!erence” (Berman 
& Jiwani, 2011, pp. 71-72).

SEX WORKERS

The threat of arrest makes many women [sex 
workers] reluctant to report attacks to the police 
or cooperate with police investigations. As a result, 
the perpetrators may be encouraged by the belief 
that they are likely to get away with their crimes.” 
(Amnesty International, 2004, p. 9, http://www.
amnesty.org/en/library/asset/AMR20/001/2004/
en/48f05a31-d589-11dd-bb24-1$85fe8fa05/
amr200012004en.pdf )
45.8% of respondents in a study of street-involved 
sex workers in Vancouver had been forced to have 
sex against their will without a weapon. 40.7% had 
been forced to have sex against their will with a 
weapon. (PACE Society, 2001, p. 62, http://www.
pace-society.org/library/sex-trade-and-police-
response.pdf )
A survey of street-involved sex workers in 
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside revealed that 
62% had been sexually assaulted on the job during 
the previous six months. (Currie, Lalibertie, & 
Bird, 1995)
A study of sexual assault survivors presenting to 
local hospital emergency departments and police 
between 1993 and 1997 found that one in five was 
a sex trade worker. These survivors were also 
more likely to be severely injured and younger 
than other sexual assault survivors. (Dumont & 
McGregor, 2004)
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WOMEN OF COLOUR

A 2003 report on low-income women of colour 
in Toronto found that “sexual assault, rape and 
sexual abuse within families are even more rarely 
discussed in low-income communities where 
public policy and resources are increasingly being 
concentrated into preventing young people, largely 
men, from committing crimes.” Community 
workers in low-income neighbourhoods see 
“young women who are, once again, becoming 
dependent on their sexual relationships with 
boys for their sense of self worth. Low self esteem 
and lack of community and social supports for 
their independent pursuits also encourages them 
to internalize sexual assault and abuse in their 
relationships and families as being their own 
fault.” Despite this trend, there is an “absolute 
lack of discourse on sexual assault and gender 
inequalities that exists in most poor areas.” 
(Khosla, 2003, p. 57, http://dawn.thot.net/csvaw/
Low_Income_Women_of_Colour_Aug.pdf )
“Racialized women are often sexualized in 
racist ways. This is one of the ways racism and 
sexism can combine. For women of colour, sexual 
harassment can be racialized. A man might 
sexually harass a woman of colour by making 
racist comments or assumptions about her 
sexuality… It is possible that women of colour 
face more sexual harassment and may be more 
vulnerable to sexual assault because of racist 
stereotypes. In addition, if they are harassed or 
assaulted, racist stereotypes on the part of the 
police and the courts mean they may have less 
access to justice.” (CRIAW, 2002, http://www.
criaw-icref.ca) 

YOUTH

Youth under 18 represented 22% of the Canadian 
population in 2004 but made up 58% of victims 
of sexual o!ences.  For males, being under 12 
years old heightens their vulnerability to sexual 
o!ences. (Statistics Canada, 2006, http://
www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/2013001/
article/11766-eng.pdf )
Young women under 25 show the highest rates 
of sexual assault and criminal harassment. 
(Statistics Canada, 2006, http://www.statcan.
gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/2013001/article/11766-eng.
pdf )
54% of Canadian girls under the age of 16 have 
experienced some form of unwanted sexual 
attention. 24% have experience rape or coercive 
sex and 17% have experienced incest (Holmes & 
Silverman, 1992).!
The 2004 GSS demonstrated that sexual 
victimization rates were dramatically 
higher among those aged 15 to 24, compared 
to those 55 and over. (Statistics Canada, 
2008, p. 6, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2008019-eng.pdf )
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Aboriginal, Provincial  
and National Resources 
ABORIGINAL: 

Native Women’s Association of Canada  
http://www.nwac.ca
Native Youth Sexual Health Network  
http://www.nativeyouthsexualhealth.com/
List of Aboriginal Transition Houses and  
Family Violence Crisis Lines in B.C. from The 
Healing Journey  
http://www.thehealingjourney.ca/inside.asp?279

ALBERTA:

Association of Alberta Sexual Assault Services 
http://www.aasas.ca

BRITISH COLUMBIA:

Ending Violence Association of BC 
http://www.endingviolence.org

MANITOBA:

List of sexual assault services in Manitoba from 
Canadian Association of Sexual Assault Centres: 
http://www.casac.ca/node/50

NEW BRUNSWICK:

Directory of services for victims of abuse from 
Public Legal Education and Information Services 
of New Brunswick 
http://www.gnb.ca/0037/report/Directoryeng.pdf
Fredericton Sexual Assault Crisis Centre  
http://www.fsacc.ca/

NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR:

Newfoundland and Labrador Sexual Assault  
Crisis and Prevention Centre  
www.nlsacpc.com

NORTHWEST TERRITORIES:

Sexual Assault: A Help Book for Teens in the 
Northwest Territories (includes a directory of 
services on final page)  
http://www.justice.gov.nt.ca/VictimServices/
documents/EnglishSexualAssaultBookforTeens.
pdf
List of sexual assault services in Northwest 
Territories from Canadian Association of Sexual 
Assault Centres:  
http://www.casac.ca/node/59

NOVA SCOTIA:

Map of sexual assault services in the  
province from Nova Scotia Domestic  
Violence Resource Centre  
http://www.nsdomesticviolence.ca

NUNAVUT:

List of sexual assault services in Nunavut from 
Canadian Association of Sexual Assault Centres: 
http://www.casac.ca/node/58
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ONTARIO:

Action ontarienne contre la violence faite aux 
femmes (AOcVF)  
http://francofemmes.org/aocvf/
Draw the Line Campaign  
http://www.draw-the-line.ca
Ontario Coalition of Rape Crisis Centres  
http://www.sexualassaultsupport.ca 
Ontario Network of Sexual Assault/Domestic 
Violence Treatment Centres  
http://www.satcontario.com
List of Ontario provincial support resources from 
the Canadian Federation of Students:  
http://cfsontario.ca/en/section/211

PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND:

PEI Rape and Sexual Assault Centre  
http:// www.peirsac.org

QUÉBEC:

Government of Québec sexual assault resources 
http://www.agressionssexuelles.gouv.qc.ca/en/
index.php

SASKATCHEWAN:

Sexual Assault Services of Saskatchewan  
http://sassk.ca

YUKON: 

List of sexual assault services in Yukon from 
Canadian Association of Sexual Assault Centres: 
http://www.casac.ca/node/60

NATIONWIDE:

Canadian Women’s Foundation  
http://www.canadianwomen.org
Canadian Association of Sexual Assault Centres 
http://www.casac.ca
Canadian Resource Centre for Victims of Crime 
http://crcvc.ca
Making a Di!erence Canada  
http://makingadi!erencecanada.ca
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