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Sexual Violence
The exact amount of sexual violence that occurs 

in prison is difficult to ascertain, but the experiences 
of many inmates and empirical research suggest that 
it is a frequent and serious problem. In fact, as noted 
in the previous chapter, prison rape was perceived as 
important enough to warrant legislation and as early as 
the 1980s was labeled an epidemic.34 In 2003, President 
George W. Bush signed the Prison Rape Elimination Act 
(commonly known as PREA), which was applauded by 
civil rights groups and inmate advocates. The act man-
dates that the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) gather 
data on incidents and effects of rape each year. As noted 
in the last chapter, the most recent BJS report estimates 
that in 2011 and 2012, 4% of inmates housed in state 
and federal prisons were sexually victimized by another 
inmate.35

Inmates, not surprisingly, fail to report rapes 
out of concern for their own safety because they 

fear retaliation. Reporting a rape may result in the victim being labeled a snitch. Also, 
the shame and humiliation victims feel prevent them from reporting. Additionally, rapes 
may be ignored or the harm minimized by correctional staff or administrators, particu-
larly when an officer is involved and responsible for reporting. Remember, not all rape 
is inmate on inmate, and women in prison are sexually assaulted by male correctional 
staff members.36 One early research study noted that vulnerable targets in prison popula-
tions have also been identified and labeled according to prison argot: fags (homosexuals), 
queens (transsexuals), kids (young sex slaves), and punks (resistant but eventually give in) 
(Figure 12.6).37

A research project that surveyed 441 prison wardens explored the incidents of coerced 
and consensual sex.38 Wardens were asked three questions: What percentage of inmate 
sexual assaults do you believe you personally know about? In the past 12 months what 

Prison riots often result in massive destruction and the loss of 

lives for both correctional officers and inmates. In 2009, a racially-

motivated riot caused serious damage to the facility.  

What measures can be put in place to prevent prison riots?

Figure 12.6  n  Total Allegations of Sexual Victimization, by Type of Incident
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Source: Beck, A. J., & Rantala, R. R. (2014, January). Sexual victimization reported by adult correctional authorities, 2009–11, 
(NCJ 243904). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. Retrieved from http://www 
.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/svraca0911.pdf.

Note: Most recent data available.
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