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Sexual Violence in Correctional Facilities 

Overview 
Sexual violence occurs in all types of correctional facilities.1 It can be committed by another incarcerated 
person or by facility staff, and it affects people of all ages, genders, and backgrounds.2 Although the Prison 
Rape Elimination Act (PREA) created national standards to help prevent and respond to sexual abuse and sexual 
harassment, sexual violence remains a serious problem in correctional facilities.3 
 
Key Facts 

• Approximately 80,600 incarcerated adults experience sexual victimization each year.4 
• 4.1% of incarcerated adults experienced sexual victimization from 2023-24, with 2.3% of cases 

perpetrated by another incarcerated individual and 2.2% of cases by facility staff. 5 
• 7.1% of youth in juvenile correctional facilities reported sexual victimization in 2018. Of those 

incidents, 1.9% reported victimization by another youth, while 5.8% reported victimization by staff.6 
 
Common Misconceptions 

• Sexual violence in detention only happens between incarcerated individuals: Sexual violence in 
detention is not limited to abuse by other incarcerated individuals. Facility staff also commit sexual 
abuse and sexual harassment.7 

• Sexual violence in detention only affects women: Sexual violence in detention does not only affect 
women. People of all genders can experience sexual violence, although some groups are at higher risk 
than others. 

• Official reports capture the full extent of sexual violence in detention: Official reports do not show 
the full extent of sexual violence in detention. Many survivors never report their experiences, so 
surveys may underestimate how often sexual violence occurs.8 

• Sexual violence is just part of life in correctional facilities: Sexual violence is never acceptable or 
something that is inevitable at correctional facilities. Correctional facilities are to maintain a zero-
tolerance approach to sexual violence and investigate each report.9 

• Sexual relationships between incarcerated individuals and facility staff can be consensual: Sexual 
relationships between incarcerated individuals and facility staff are never considered consensual due 
to the inherent power imbalance. Any sexual misconduct by facility staff is a serious violation of an 
incarcerated person’s rights.10 

• False reports are common in prison because incarcerated persons want benefits or special privileges: 
Only 2-10% of reports of sexual violence are false.11 All reports need to be treated seriously and 
investigated according to PREA standards.  

• Only certain people are victimized: Anyone can experience sexual violence in detention, regardless of 
their gender, age, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or background.12 
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• Restricted housing or protective custody is always the safest option: Putting someone in restrictive 

housing should be a last resort, not the default response. Extended isolation can have negative effects 
on mental health and lead to increased isolation.13 

• People who have committed crimes do not deserve support: Sexual assault is not part of the 
punishment for being incarcerated. Every person has the right to physical and emotional safety.14  

 
People Who May Face Increased Risk of Sexual Victimization 

• LGBTQ+ individuals15 
• Women16 
• Adolescents and youth17 
• People with mental health conditions18 
• Persons with disabilities, especially individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities19 
• People in restrictive or isolated housing20 

 
Long-term Effects of Sexual Violence21 

• Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
• Depression and anxiety 
• Self-harm and suicidal thoughts 
• Physical injuries and chronic health problems 
• Difficulty trusting others and authority figures 
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