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Sexual Violence in Health Care 
Sexual violence in a medical setting is any non-consensual sexual act, harassment, or exploitation that 
happens while receiving medical care. This includes:1 

• Unnecessary genital examination. 
• Kissing, touching, or other sexual actions without the patient's consent. 
• Asking inappropriate sexual questions unrelated to medical care. 
• Jokes, gestures, or comments that are sexually suggestive, demeaning, or disrespectful to the 

patient. 
 

When doctors, nurses, or other medical professionals commit sexual misconduct, they are 
abusing their power and violating patients' trust.2 

Prevalence 
• A 2023 study on sexual violence in healthcare settings found:3  

o 8.96% of patients reported experiencing sexual violence perpetrated by a healthcare 
professional. 

o Vulnerable populations (including individuals with cognitive disabilities and mental 
illnesses) were at an increased risk of experiencing sexual misconduct in medical settings. 

o Patients in outpatient settings were at higher risk of experiencing sexual violence while 
receiving medical care because medical professionals were often unsupervised when 
interacting with the patients. 
 A prior report that analyzed 15 years of information from the National 

Practitioner Data Bank found that nearly 83% of incidents happen in outpatient 
settings.4 

• A 2024 study of board-certified physicians found that over half of the reported sexual misconduct 
cases involved Family Medicine, OB/GYN, or Psychiatry.5 

o 1 in 5 cases involved vulnerable patients, like minors or people with cognitive disabilities. 
o Nearly 90% of the victims of physician sexual misconduct are women. 
o 1 in 3 cases involved grooming behaviors, like boundary crossing or inappropriate 

attention or physical contact. 
• A 2023 study on sexual abuse in healthcare revealed high rates of sexual assault among individuals 

receiving mental health care: 6 
o 45% of psychiatric inpatients reported experiencing sexual violence during their stay. In 

most situations, the assaults were perpetrated by other patients. 
o An examination of Veterans Affairs’ health facilities, included in the study, found that of 

284 reported sexual assaults, 89 were patient-on-patient, 85 were patient-on-employee, 
and 46 were employee-on-patient. 
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• A 2019 study examining sexual misconduct in healthcare found that 97% of offenders engaged 

in repeated misconduct and 99% admitted their actions were intentional.7 
• A study analyzing disciplinary actions from 2016 - 2022 revealed that 8% of physicians admitted 

to sexual misconduct with patients.8 
o Some physicians who admitted to sexual contact with patients used their medical 

authority - such as writing prescriptions - to take advantage of them. 

Outcomes 

• A 2022 study examining patients' understanding and response to sexual misconduct in health care 
found that 90% of patients said they were never told what sexual misconduct looks like in a 
medical setting, with fewer than 1 in 10 patients who experienced abuse reporting it.9 

o Many didn’t report it because they were afraid, unsure of how to report, or didn’t know 
if it was misconduct. 

o A 2017 analysis of sexual misconduct cases committed by doctors revealed serious gaps 
in accountability.10 

• While 87% of doctors accused of sexual misconduct lost or gave up their licenses, 74% were later 
permitted to return to practice. 

o Only 11 U.S. states require medical boards to report sexual abuse by doctors to law 
enforcement. 

o 96% of cases involved repeated abuse. 
• A 2022 study of sexual misconduct among doctors in the U.S. revealed a troubling lack of 

accountability.11 
o 81% of sexual misconduct cases by doctors were closed with no formal action taken. 
o Only 2% led to official discipline. 
o Sanctions were often private, meaning patients had no way of knowing whether the 

doctor had been disciplined. 
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