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Consequences of Rape and Sexual Assault

Sexual assault has a very serious impact on victims, including negative physical and 
psychological health consequences (see Table 7.6). Among the physical health out-
comes experienced by sexual assault victims are physical injuries, ranging from 
scratches and bruises to broken bones and head and spinal cord injuries, various 
gynecological problems (e.g., dysmenorrhea, sexually transmitted infections), head-
aches, gastrointestinal disorders, and insomnia and disordered sleep (Martin, Macy, & 
Young, 2011). Research shows that certain psychological impacts are especially 
common among young women, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
symptoms and suicidal ideation (Martin et al., 2011; Ullman & Brecklin, 2002).

One of the most significant consequences of sexual assault victimization during 
childhood and adolescence is increased risk for re-victimization as an adult. As noted 
in Chapter 4, researchers have also found that victims of sexual abuse during child-
hood who are re-victimized when they are adolescents are at greater risk of further 
sexual victimization as adults (Ullman & Najdowski, 2011). The underlying mecha-
nisms for these re-victimization pathways are not well understood, but clearly more 
research is warranted, not only to improve responses to victims and help them heal 
from the trauma of the assault, but also to prevent later re-victimization.

Some researchers have hypothesized that re-victimization may be due in part to 
increased substance use by sexual assault victims. In other words, substance use, as 
we mentioned above, is a risk factor for sexual assault, but it is also one of the nega-
tive consequences for sexual assault victims, perhaps making them vulnerable to 
re-victimization (Martin et  al., 2011; Ullman & Najdowski, 2011). Sexual assault 
victims may use alcohol and drugs—both prescription drugs and marijuana—to 

•• Physical injuries in addition to the sexual assault itself (e.g., bruises, scratches, broken 
bones, head trauma, spinal cord injuries)

•• Gynecological problems (e.g., sexually transmitted diseases, dysmenorrhea)
•• Chronic headaches
•• Gastrointestinal disorders
•• Sleeping disorders (e.g., insomnia)
•• Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms
•• Anxiety
•• Hypervigilence
•• Depression
•• Substance use
•• Suicidal ideation
•• Sexual revictimization as an adult

Table 7.6  Consequences of Sexual Assault for Adolescent Victims

SOURCES: Gidycz, Orchowski, King, & Rich, 2008; Martin, Macy, & Young, 2011; Ullman & Brecklin, 
2002; Ullman & Najdowski, 2011.


