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Barriers to Reporting Sexual Violence in 
Incarceration 
 
Overview 
About 80,600 incarcerated individuals experience sexual victimization in the United States every 
year.1 Nevertheless, sexual violence in correctional and detention facilities remains widely 
underreported, and the true number of people who experience sexual violence is likely higher than 
official estimates.2 
 
Barriers to Reporting Sexual Violence in Correctional Facilities 

• Unsure how to report sexual violence: Some survivors may be uncertain where to go, what 
options are available, or how to access support after experiencing sexual violence.3 

• Fear of retaliation: Survivors may worry about being harassed or experiencing retaliation 
from other incarcerated individuals or facility staff.4 

• Fear of lack of confidentiality: Survivors may not trust that their report will remain 
confidential or that they will be protected after reporting.5 

• Fear of not being believed: Survivors may worry that staff will not believe them, minimize 
their experience, or assume they are making a report to be transferred or receive other 
benefits.6 

 
How the Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) Helps Protect Survivors 

• Facilities must provide incarcerated individuals with multiple ways to report sexual abuse 
or sexual harassment, including contact information for outside victim advocacy 
organizations and rape crisis centers.7 

• Facilities must provide access to outside victim advocates and explain the limits of 
confidentiality. Information about a report should only be shared with those who need it for 
treatment, investigation, or safety.8 

• Facilities must protect survivors and others from retaliation after a report is made. Facilities 
must monitor for retaliation and take steps to protect anyone who may be at risk.9 

• Facilities must not automatically or routinely segregate survivors or restrict their access to 
programming or other activities or privileges. PREA limits when facilities can place survivors 
in restrictive housing for their protection. It must be used as a last resort and used for the 
shortest time possible. Survivors must continue to have access to programs and services 
whenever possible.10 
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