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[image: image2.png]In 1998, questions regarding sexual assault were added to the Colorado Behavioral Risk Factor
Surveillance System (BRFSS). The BRFSS is an ongoing, statewide telephone survey of
noninstitutionalized, adult Coloradans regarding their health and heaith-related behaviors. This
survey is a joint project of the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment’s Health
Statistics Section and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Respondents are selected
using random digit dialing sampling techniques. Data collected over the calendaryear are then used
to estimate the prevalence of health behaviors and preventive screening practices of Coloradans
aged 18 and older. This report highlights the resuits of the 1998 BRFSS sexual assault questions.

Methodology

The Colorado BRFSS sexual assault questions
were developed and pilot tested by the Sexual
Assault Prevention Program at the Colorado
Department of Public Health and Environment in
collaboration with the Colorado Coalition Against
Sexual Assauit. The questions were developed to
assess the incidence and prevalence of sexual
assault in Colorado (see Appendix). For this
survey, sexual assault was defined as any form
(vaginal, anal, oral, digital, object) of non-
consensual completed or attempted penetration.
The terms "sexual assault" and "rape" were
intentionally not used in the survey questions, as
respondents might not associate their experiences
with these terms. Instead, the questions asked if
respondents had experienced sex against their will
or without their consent.

In 1998, 1,802 Coloradans participated in the
BRFSS survey. Of these, 96% (1,732 total, 948
women, 784 men), answered the sexual assauit
questions. Individuals eligible for the study were
living in a private residence with a telephone
(approximately 96% of Coloradans), were age 18
and older, and spoke English or Spanish. Persons
unable to use the telephone (e.g., hearing impaired,
too ill, etc.) were not eligible for the study.

The data were weighted to the age and gender
distribution of Coloradoe. The incidence and
prevalence figures obtained are estimates of the
occurrence of sexual assault in the state.

Similar National Surveys

National surveys on the incidence and prevalence
of sexual assault differ in terms of the population
surveyed and in methodology. The BRFSS best
resembles two national surveys: the National
Women's Study (NWS)', a survey of adult women
conducted in 1989-91; and the National Violence
Against Women (NVAW) Survey?, a survey of adult
women and men conducted in 1995-96. Both of
these surveyed households nationwide using
random digit dialing. Both also used the same
definition of sexual assault as the BRFSS (i.e., any

form of non-consensual penetration), although the
definition given to respondents in the national
surveys was more explicit than the one given in
the BRFSS. The NWS asked about completed
sexual assaults only; the NVAW asked about both
completed and attempted sexual assaults.

One-Year Incidence

For this study, incidence was defined as the
number of individuals who had experienced a
completed or attempted sexual assault within the
past year.

The 1998 BRFSS survey found that
approximately 0.7% (1 in 150) Colorado women,
and 0.1% (1 in 830) Colorado men had
experienced a completed or attempted sexual
assault in the past 12 months (Figure 1). These
numbers equate to an estimated 9,730 women
and 1,710 men in Colorado who had experienced
a sexual assault in the prior 12 months®.

Nationally, the NVAW survey found that 0.3% of
women had experienced a completed or

FIGURE 1. One-Year Incidence of Sexual
Assault* by Gender of Victim:
Aduit Colorado Residents, 1998
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*Sexual assault is defined as any form (vaginal, anal, oral,
digital, object) of non-consensual completed or attempted
penetration.





[image: image3.png]attempted sexual assault in the previous 12
months. Statistically, Colorado's incidence rate for
womenwas significantly higher. The NVAW's rate
for men was 0.1%, the same as the rate found for
Colorado men.

The NWS found that 0.7% of women had
experienced a completed sexual assault during
the past year. Direct comparison with the BRFSS
was not possible, as the BRFSS incidence
question combines completed and attempted
assaults.

Reporting to Law Enforcement

To find out approximately what percent of sexual
assaults in Colorado are reported to law
enforcement, the BRFSS-estimated number of
completed and attempted sexual assaults on
adults per year was compared with the total number
reported to Colorado law enforcement agencies.
There were 1,794 sexual assaults reported to law
enforcement in 1997, the most recent year for
which statistics were available at the writing of this
report’. This is about 16% of the BRFSS estimate
of 11,440 sexual assaults on adult men and women
per year. It is important fo note that law
enforcement statistics include all ages, while the

BRFSS estimate includes only adults. Therefore,

the actual reporting rate in Colorado is likely lower

than 16%.

Nationally, the NWS found that 16% of women
who had experienced a completed sexual assault
reported the incident to law enforcement.

Lifetime Prevalence

For this study, prevalence was defined as the
number of individuals who had experienced a
completed or attempted sexual assault at any time
in their life. Survey respondents with a history of
completed sexual assault (148 women, 15 men)
were not asked about attempted assaults.

The 1998 BRFSS survey found that 24% (1 in 4) of
Colorado women and 6% (1 in 17) of Colorado

men had experienced a completed or attempted
sexual assault (Figure 2). This is equivalent to an
estimated 353,800 women and 85,440 men 3. The
NVAW national estimates of lifetime prevalence for

completed or attempted assaults were 18% for
women and 3% for men. Statistically, Colorado’s

prevalence rates for completed or attempted

assaults are significantly higher.

The BRFSS indicated that 14% of Colorado
women had experienced a completed sexual

assault at some point during their life. Nationally,
the NVAW and NWS found that 15% and 13% of
women, respectively, had experienced a completed
assault.  Statistically, the rate for completed
assaults among Colorado women was not
significantly different from these rates. Colorado’s
rate for completed sexual assaults among men was
2%, the same as the NVAW rate.

FIGURE 2. Lifetime Prevalence of

Sexual Assault* by Gender of Victim:
Adult Colorado Residents, 1998
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*Sexual assault is defined as any form (vaginal, anal, oral,
digital, object) of non-consensual completed or attempted
penetration.

Note: Those responding positively to a history of completed
sexual assault were not asked about attempted assaults.

The remainder of this report focuses on the current
health status of Colorado women who have been
sexually assaulted at any time during their life.

Physical Health

To assess physical health, women were asked how
many days during the past 30 days that their
physical health was “not good.” These data are
presented in Figure 3 as the average number of
days that physical health was not good. Women
with a lifetime history of sexual assault reported a
significantly greater number of days that their
physical heaith was not good when compared to
women without a history of sexual assauit.

Mental Health

To assess mental health, women were asked how
many days during the past 30 days that their mental
health was “notgood.” Figure 3 shows the average
number of days that mental health was not good.
As with physical health, women with a lifetime





[image: image4.png]history of sexual assault were significantly more
likely to report a greater number of days that their
mental health was not good.

FIGURE 3. Lifetime History of Sexual Assault*
and Individual Perceptions of Poor Health in the

Last 30 Days: Colorado Women, 1998
To further assess mental health, questions

regarding suicide were also asked. As shown in 6
Table 1, women with a lifetime history of sexual 5
assault were significantly more likely to have had §
suicidal thoughts in the past 12 months than were § 4
women who had no history of sexual assault. £ =
g 3 - o
TABLE 1. Suicidal Thoughts in Colorado s
Women with a Lifetime History Q 2 1 —
of Sexual Assault*, 1998 E
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Suicidal Thoughts ** g 1
in the last 12 months <,
Women with No History of 2.2% Physical Health** Mental Health**

Sexual Assault (n=704)

Women with a History of 6.8% ** [ History of Sexual Assault
S | It (n=244 .
exual Assault (n=244) [ ] NO History of Sexual Assault
Completed (n=148) 8.3% ***
Attempted (n=96) 3.4% *Sexual assault is defined as any form (vaginal, oral, anal,

digital, object) of non-consensual completed or attempted
penetration.

“*Women with a history of sexual assault were more likely
* Sexual assault is defined as any form (vaginal, oral, anal, to feel that both their physical and mental heaith were not

digital, object) of non-consensual completed or attempted good on a greater number of days during the last month
penetration. tr)an women who were never _se)'(ually assaulted. These
** Suicidal thoughts refers to serious consideration of ways to differences were statistically significant.

hurt oneself that could result in death.

*** Women with a history of sexual assault were more likely to
have suicidal thoughts than women with no history of sexual
assault. These differences were statistically significant.

APPENDIX
Colorado BRFSS Sexual Assault Questions, 1998

NOTE: Prior to asking these questions, interviewers specified that for this survey sex was defined as any type of penetration or
intercourse. A definition of lack of consent was given in the questions. If respondents asked for further clarification, interviewers
provided more detailed definitions of sex and lack of consent.

1. Has anyone ever had sex with you against your will or without your consent? This would include situations where verbal threats,
coercion, physical force, or a weapon was used or you were not able to give consent for some reason.

2. Has anyone ever attempted to have sex with you against your will or without your consent, but intercourse/penetration did not occur?
Again, this would include situations where verbal threats, coercion, physical force, or a weapon was used or you were not able to give
consent for some reason.

3. In the past 12 months, has anyone had or attempted to have sex with you against your will or without your consent?
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This report has been prepared by the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment in collaboration with the
Colorado Coalition Against Sexual Assault. For more information call the Colorado Department of Public Health and
t Environment’s Injury Epidemiology Program at 303-692-3016.





