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Sexual Assault Among 
Native American Women 
Living on Reservations 
in the United States
Chrystal Begay and Tinesha Zandamela 

Note: There is much discussion surrounding the terms “American Indian” and “Native Ameri-
can” and which one is more accurate and politically correct. Both phrases are used in this brief, 
depending on the source. For the most part, the phrase used is Native American. It is under-
stood that there is no agreement on which term is perfect to use, and so this paper was written 
to be as culturally sensitive as possible. 

Summary
Native American women in the United States who live on federal Native American 
reservations are disproportionately more likely to be victims of sexual violence 
than other groups living in the United States. Like many victims of sexual vio-
lence, Native women affected by sexual violence deal with adverse mental and 
physical health effects. Often, Native American women who have been sexually 
assaulted on a reservation are often unable to access necessary medical and legal 
resources because of a myriad of issues, such as poverty, child abuse, colonization, 
and complex jurisdictional issues. Education, advocacy, and legislation are the 
major models for change. 

Key Terms 
Batterer Intervention Treatment—A rehabilitation program for perpetrators of domestic 
violence.1



B A L L A R D  B R I E F —  2

Coping Strategies—The specific efforts, both behavioral and psychological, that 
people employ to deal with stressful events.2

Federally Recognized Reservation--An area of land reserved for a tribe or 
tribes.3

Federally Recognized Tribe—An American Indian or Alaska Native tribal 
entity that is recognized as having a government-to-government relationship 
with the United States. The U.S. federal government recognizes the right of these 
tribes to self govern. They are eligible for funding and services from the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs. Tribes control a reservation, with the purpose to preserve and 
protect specific lands for Natives in the U.S.4

Revictimization—The trend that “sexual victimization in adolescence signifi-
cantly increases the likelihood of sexual victimization in adulthood.”5

Sexual Assault—“Any type of sexual contact or behavior that occurs without 
the explicit consent of the recipient,” including “sexual activities as forced sexual 
intercourse, forcible sodomy, child molestation, incest, fondling, and attempted 
rape.”6

United States Attorney Offices (USAO)—The U.S. Attorney’s Office represents 
the United States in federal cases.7 

Introduction
In 2015, 5 million people living in the United States identified as American 

Indian and Alaskan Native (either alone or in combination with 1 or more 
races). Out of this number, roughly 47% identified as solely American Indian 
or Alaskan Native. Exactly 50.6% of the 5 million people were women. Native 
American women are disportionately more likely than other races in the United 
States to be victims of sexual assault. While there is a lack of comprehensive 
data comparing violence against Native American women on and off reserva-
tions, Native women living on reservations do face the highest rates of sexual 
assault in the nation: one in every three Native American women will be the 
victim of sexual violence .8

Understanding Native American reservations in the United States is 
an important part of understanding sexual assault among Native American 
women. The creation of federal Indian reservations started in 1778. Until 
1871, the United States and Indian American tribes conducted decision making 
through treaties, or agreements. One of the agreements was the Indian 
American tribes’ decision to give their land to the U.S in exchange for protec-
tion.9 The U.S. Constitution gives Congress authority over tribal governments. 
The primary legal relationship for tribes is with the federal government, mean-
ing that many tribal cases are handled by federal courts.10

In 2010, 78% of the American Indian and Alaska Native alone-or-in-com-
bination population lived outside of the federal- and state-designated 
American Indian and Alaska Native lands.11 The other 22% resided on res-
ervations: American Indian areas (20.5%) or Alaskan Native areas (1.5%).12 
Native Americans are not the only people allowed to live on federal or state 
reservations. Of the total 4.6 million people in Native American areas, 77% 

Sexual assault

Any type of sexual contact or 
behavior that occurs without the 
explicit consent of the recipient, 
including sexual activities 
as forced sexual intercourse, 
forcible sodomy, child 
molestation, incest, fondling, 
and attempted rape.

Federally recognized 
reservation

An area of land reserved for a 
tribe or tribes.
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did not identify themselves as American Indian or Alaskan Native.13 There are 
presently 567 federally recognized tribes and villages.14 As of 2010, the 
Navajo Nation is the largest American Indian reservation with a population of 
174,000 residents.15

 The interplay between Native American reservations and the federal gov-
ernment complicates the prosecution of perpetrators of sexual assault. Native 
Americans who live on federal Indian lands are citizens of the United States 
and are afforded the same rights and obligations as citizens of other ethnic 
backgrounds, including voting, paying taxes, and receiving Social Security and 
welfare.16 Native American tribes can self-govern, meaning they can make and 
enforce laws. Some legal cases are handled by the tribal government and some 
by the federal government. Tribal governments can address dating violence 
or domestic violence. Other crimes, such as rape committed by a stranger, are 
handled by the state or federal government.17 This distinction explains the 
complexity of charging a perpetrator with sexual assault on a reservation. 
Prosecution also can be difficult because of a lack of resources. 

According to the U.S. Justice Department, one in three Native American 
women who live off or on Native American reservations report being raped 
during their lifetime. By comparison, nationally about one in six women report 
being raped in their lifetime.18 Native Americans are roughly 2.5 times more 
likely to experience sexual assault compared to all other races.19 On average, 
Native Americans ages 12 and older experience 5,900 sexual assaults per year.20 
Sexual assault victims may often suffer from mental illnesses, economic insta-
bility, and physical illnesses. 

The perpetrators of sexual violence crimes against all Native American vic-
tims are predominantly white men. According to comprehensive data from 1992 
to 2001, white men committed approximately 80% of the crimes.21 This data 
provides sufficient aggregate information about victimization against Native 
Americans over an extended period to indicate the role of white males as a 
major contributor to the issue and is the most recent comprehensive dataset for 
this issue to date.22 

Many Americans misunderstand Native American history and therefore 
fail to advocate effective change with the Native American community. The 
story of Native Americans in the United States did not start in 1492 with the 
arrival of Christopher Columbus. Native Americans inhabited the area that is 
now the United States of America long before European colonization. There 
were at least 2000 diverse cultures, along with many languages, practices, and 
traditions.23 Even though these tribes and societies were different and existed 
independently, they interacted with one another, especially for trading pur-
poses.24 These tribes were complex and advanced in fields such as politics, 
economics, architecture, medicine, and technology.25 The lack of pre-Columbian 
written sources limits how much we know about these groups.26

Native American women were highly esteemed and played an invaluable 
role in their communities pre-Columbian colonization.27 Pre-colonial Native 
American women actually might have been subject to less physical and sexual 
violence than post-colonialism;28 domestic violence was punished severely.29 

However, colonization drastically changed the lives of Native Americans, 
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They are eligible for funding 
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Indian Affairs. Tribes control a 
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to preserve and protect specific 
lands for Natives in the U.S.
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including the shift toward European male-dominated culture. The subservient 
roles of women were a European construct. Along with their views on gender, 
Europeans subjected Natives to forced assimilation, committed genocide 
against the Natives, and raped and forcibly sterilized Native women. Many of 
these atrocities were sanctioned by the U.S. government.30 Acceptance of this 
abuse continues to this day by the lack of adequate and available resources 
provided by the government to the Natives. 
 

Factors Contributing to  
Sexual Assault 

Currently, understanding and studying the issue of sexual assault in 
Native American communities presents some large issues: the difficulty of 
sufficient data collection and the complexity of U.S.-Native American relations. 
Collecting adequate data is difficult because of the number and diversity of 
tribes and cultures; not one solution is ideal for each tribe. While it is possible 
to collect and use data from Native Americans across the U.S., not all informa-
tion gathered can be generalized. The history of the U.S. and Native Americans 
also impacts sexual assault rates on reservations. Sexual assault in Native 
communities is not just about Native women—it directly involves federal leg-
islation and enforcement. Finding solutions includes more than simply doing 
more research and changing certain laws; it requires examination into history, 
context, and culture. 

Race and Colonization 
Race and colonization play an undeniably large part in the sexual violence 

epidemic against Native women. Rape was a tool that white European colonizers 
used when settling the land now known as the United States and other areas 
around the world. Rape is about power.It is a widespread tactic for subjecting 
opposing populations. Although white European settlers did not establish the 
precedent, during the expansion of the United States, rape was a way to dehu-
manize the indigenous people. The consequences of colonization are still seen 
today. Racist and colonialist mindsets are manifested in the epidemic of non-Na-
tive white men targeting Native women, especially on reservations.31 

As mentioned previously, caucasian males commit the majority of sexual 
assaults against Native American women. Currently, there is no solid quanti-
tative research that identifies why. The fact that Native American women are 
the racial group most likely to marry outside of their race may contribute to 
this trend. In 2013, 61% of Native American women married men of another 
race.32 However, many of stranger-involved attacks are attributed to white men 
as well.33 The National Crime Victimization Survey (1992–2001) found that 
Native Americans were more likely than other races to be sexually assaulted 
by a stranger or acquaintance, rather than a family member or intimate part-
ner.34 This finding suggests that interracial marriages do not account for all the 
sexual violence.
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There are many speculative reasons why white men commit a high 
number of sex crimes against Native women. Although there are no conclusive 
reasons, the history of European colonization and intermarriage rates probably 
play a role. They may not merely be factors; they may be causes. Indian coun-
try has been described by some non-Native sexual predators as a “free-for-all,” 
as a place to rape someone and get away with it because many non-Natives 
understand they will often not be charged for sexual violence crimes on Native 
lands.35 

Jurisdictional Issues
Prosecuting sexual assault crimes, especially when they involve non-Na-

tives, can be incredibly difficult and complex. This complexity leads women 
who have been sexually assaulted to be reluctant to report; as Natives, they 
often know the limitations of the tribal police and justice system. Few perpetra-
tors of sexual violence are charged for their crimes.

Tribal police departments often lack crucial resources, such as adequate 
funding to hire more law enforcement to assist Native women who have been 
assaulted.36 Officers are often undertrained, leading to a severe lack of sen-
sitivity toward tribal cultures and rape victims within the law enforcement 
departments.37 

Tribal courts can only try non-Natives who live or do business on federal 
Indian reservations,38 or, in cases of sexual assault, are involved in a relation-
ship with a Native.39 Such stipulations reveal some noticeable limitations 
for prosecuting sexual assault perpetrators, since most of the offenders are 
non-Natives.40 When tribes do not have the authority, the federal government 
is supposed to prosecute the offenders. Before the Justice Department takes 
legal action, it reviews certain criteria. These considerations include the Indian 
status and residency of the victim and the perpetrator, the nature of their rela-
tionship, and the location of the assault.41

However, the federal government often does not allocate the time or 
money necessary to prosecute non-Indian perpetrators or will not seek to 
prosecute them when the resources are available.42 In 2010, United States 
Attorney’s Offices (USAOs) declined to prosecute 67% of the sexual abuse 
or related cases from Indian country that they received. The USAOs cited 32 
reasons, the most common being “weak or insufficient evidence,” “no federal 
offense evident,” and “witness problems.”43 Some of the issues surrounding 
evidence collection could be attributed to the fact that police departments work 
differently for each tribe; some tribes work with tribal police and federal law 
enforcement officers and some work with only one or the other. The confu-
sion over which department should take the case can lead to slow and poor 
responses and less substantial evidence.44 Native American women who live on 
reservations are the least likely demographic to see their sexual assault case 
investigated or taken to trial.45

Access to Resources
Lack of appropriate medical resources, including connections to mental 

health resources or lack of rape kits, discourages sexual assault victims from 

United States Attorney 
Offices (USAO)

The U.S. Attorney’s Office 
represents the United States in 
federal cases.
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seeking help, enabling perpetrators to evade punishment for their crimes and 
leaving victims to cope with the devastating effects of sexual assault on their 
own. This glaring resource insufficiency is visible in Indian Health Services 
(IHS), an agency within the Department of Health and Human Services that 
provides federal health services to Natives.46 

After a woman is assaulted, she can go to the closest IHS facility for med-
ical attention. However, many IHS facilities are severely underfunded, so they 
are not always open. If a woman is assaulted at night or on a weekend, she may 
not be able to access services for hours or days. Rape kits are often inaccessible, 
further impeding prosecution. Many facilities do not offer any form of counsel-
ing nor provide victims with adequate mental health resources, like a therapist, 
in order to assist with their mental and emotional state.47 Confidentiality 
remains one of the biggest concerns of Native American women. Many women 
do not want their communities to know that they have been sexually assaulted. 
Because many other tribe members also access health resources through IHS, 
women can rarely maintain anonymity in IHS facilities. Lastly, cultural barriers 
and insensitivity against tribal culture from the doctors and employees in med-
ical facilities is also cited as a reason many women do not seek help.48

Poverty 
As of 2015, Native American women and black women faced the most 

poverty in the nation: one-fourth of each group is affected. Comparatively, 
10.8% of white, non-Hispanic women were in poverty.49 The median individ-
ual income for women who identified as American Indian or Alaskan Native 
alone was $20,838,50 as compared to the national median individual income of 
$32,298.51 Research shows that people living in poverty are at a greater risk for 
sexual violence; the World Health Organization identifies poverty as one of the 
risk factors for victimization and perpetration of sexual violence.52 Women in 
poverty, especially those with dependents, experience more stressors in meet-
ing basic needs and rely on others for assistance. Such dependency can lead to 
an inability to recognize when victimization has occurred or that intervention 
is needed.53 

Gender Inequality
Native American women are reportedly disproportionately affected 

by sexual assault than are Native American men. The National Crime 
Victimization Survey (1992–2005) found that 13% of Native Americans and 
Alaskan Natives who reported being raped or sexually victimized were men. 
The remaining 87% of victims were women.54 

Women’s status in society, including the following aspects, plays a major 
role in sexual assault rates. 

•	 �Educational status (participation and integration in higher educational 
institutions).55 Native women’s educational status is largely a function 
of history. Traditionally, women in many tribes played an instrumental 
role in teaching children, but the U.S. government intervened in the 
educational process for Native Americans by forcing them to attend 
boarding schools in order to force assimilation.56 In 2016, 17% of American 
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Indian/Alaskan Native females 25 and over had a Bachelor’s degree. This 
percentage is lower than that of all other racial demographics in the U.S.57

•	 �Occupational status (such as the number of women in the workforce that 
hold decision-making positions).58 Native American women make 57 cents 
for every dollar that white men make. Although more Native American 
women are entering the workforce and attending college, there still is a 
significant wage gap.59 

•	 �Political status (how many women hold political office).60 In 2017, only 
20 Native American women were serving as state legislators. Native 
American women were not represented in Congress, as statewide elected 
executives, or as mayors of any of the 100 largest cities in the U.S. Large 
concentrations of Native Americans do live in cities, but they do not have 
the representation in public office.61

Traditionally, indigenous women throughout the world, including the 
Americas, were respected by their tribes, though not all these women had 
equal access to education, work, or political office.Colonization introduced an 
even stronger, male-dominated structure of living for indigenous communi-
ties.62 Many women were forced to become economically reliant on the men in 
their tribes and many lost their shared land to men.63 Not all Native men rely 
on European ideas of gender roles and norms, but many men throughout the 
United States do.64 

The Girls’ Opportunity Index was created as a way to measure the status 
of girls throughout the world. The United States scored a 32 out of 144, below 
countries such as Algeria and Kazakhstan, because of significant gender dispar-
ities in the United States.65 Gender disparities do contribute to sexual assault 
rates and promoting gender equality is important in violence prevention.66 

Child Abuse and Revictimization
Many Native American women who survive child abuse will be subject to 

revictimization as adults. The rate of reported child abuse in Native American 
and Native Alaskan communities is higher than the national rate.67 In a study 
of 30 Native women sampled from one specific clinic, all 24 of the women 
who survived sexual abuse as a child were also abused as adults.68 While this 
sample size is low and does not represent all Native American women on res-
ervations, research shows an important relationship between child abuse and 
revictimization.

The coping strategies that survivors of child abuse employ affect their 
ability to fully process their traumatic experience and contribute to revictim-
ization. Child abuse victims often suffer from depression, self-blame, and poor 
self-esteem as adults. They frequently abuse substances, engage in risky sexual 
behavior, and have a higher risk of contracting STIs than women who were not 
abused as children.69 These poor coping strategies can put child abuse survivors 
at risk for revictimization. 

One poor coping strategy is alcohol abuse, which is a significant issue 
in Native communities. Alcohol consumption is a way many survivors numb 
their psychological and emotional pain, but alcohol use can also increase a 
woman’s risk for victimization.70 Alcohol lowers inhibitions, thereby making 

Revictimization

The trend that sexual 
victimization in adolescence 
significantly increases 
the likelihood of sexual 
victimization in adulthood.

Coping strategies

The specific efforts, both 
behavioral and psychological, 
that people employ to deal with 
stressful events.
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women easier targets. Because alcohol consumption is a significant issue, 
it is commonly cited as a cause of sexual abuse. However, past predatory 
behaviors are similar for men who drink and those who do not, suggesting 
that alcohol may be a more likely determinant of when someone commits an 
assault, rather than who will do it. Alcohol itself does not drive someone to 
assault others.71

Although women are not to blame for their victimization, effectively 
addressing child abuse could potentially lower revictimization rates by improv-
ing survivors’ mental state and their ability to cope with past trauma in a 
healthy way.

Consequences
The effects of sexual assault are significant. Because Native American 

women are disproportionately sexually assaulted, they experience the devastat-
ing effects in higher numbers than other races. Effects can include, but are not 
limited to, the following:

Physical Effects72

•	 pregnancy
•	 sexually transmitted infection (STI) 

There is no exact statistic about how many rapes end in a pregnancy in 
the United States. However, it is certainly a risk, especially if protection was 
not used.73 Native women are also at an incredibly high risk for contracting 
HIV because sexual assault does not grant them the choice to use protection.74 
Research suggests that there tends to be a higher rate of STIs among all child-
hood and adult abuse survivors as compared to those who have not suffered 
abuse, regardless of race.75 Additionally, with the exception of Black women, 
Native American women are at risk to be diagnosed with an STI at higher rates 
than other groups. This trend can be attributed in part to sexual assault.

Economic instability76

•	 homelessness 
•	 unemployment

There is a clear cyclical link between poverty and sexual assault;77 those in 
poverty are more likely to be victims of sexual violence and sexual violence can 
lead to homelessness, unemployment, and poverty.78 In 2010, Native Americans 
and Alaskan Natives living in Minnesota made up 11% of the state’s homeless 
population.79 Sexual assault victims can become homeless or unemployed. Poor 
coping mechanisms and mental or physical disabilities relating the the sexual 
assault can lead to serious economic instability.80

Psychological and emotional disorders81

•	 suicidal thoughts
•	 depression
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•	 eating disorders
•	 post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
•	 flashbacks
•	 substance abuse

One study reports that out of 30 Native American women surveyed, 26 
of them had experienced sexual assault at some point in their lives; half of 
the survivors reported that they had attempted suicide. The high number 
of suicide attempts among Native American survivors of sexual assault is 
attributed to the amount of violence to which Native American women are 
subjected collectively. Sexual assault survivors are at a high risk for death by 
suicide.82 Native women suffer from depression more than any other racial 
group of women. Trauma often leads to poor coping strategies, which include 
drugs and alcohol.83 The aforementioned study indicates that more than 
half of the women who suffered child abuse had a history of drug or alcohol 
abuse.84 

Practices
Legislative Efforts

The federal government has passed legislation to prevent violence in 
Native American communities. Two acts specifically address Native American 
women and sexual violence.

Tribal Law and Order Act (2010): This act requires the Federal Bureau 
Investigation (FBI) and the USAOs to report all investigations and prosecu-
tions on Indian federal land.85 The act established more community programs, 
increased funding for the programs, added more protocol for coordination 
between agencies, and emphasized the need to collect more data and research 
on Native American crime than had been done previously.86

Violence Against Women Reauthorization Act of 2013 (VAWA 2013): This act 
was largely implemented in 2015. Many people celebrated the law’s passage, 
claiming it was an important step towards reducing sexual violence because 
it allowed Native Americans and non-Natives to be tried in tribal courts for 
crimes of domestic and dating violence and violations of protective orders. 
Previously, non-Natives not living or working on the reservation could not be 
tried for dating or domestic violence. Domestic violence under the VAWA 2013 
is very specific.87 The violence must be committed by the following: a current 
or former spouse, an intimate partner of the victim, a person with whom the 
victim shares a child in common, a person who is cohabiting or has cohabited 
with the victim as a spouse or intimate partner under the domestic or family 
violence laws of an Indian tribe that has jurisdiction over the Indian country 
where the violation occurs.88

If the defendant is a non-Native, he or she must have ties to the Indian 
tribe, meaning reside on the Indian land, be employed in the specific Indian 
country, or be involved in a relationship (as defined above) with a Native.89 
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Impact

Tribal Law and Order Act (2010): In 2014, the Department of Justice (DOJ) 
published an Indian Country Investigations and Prosecutions report, detailing 
that more cases were approved by the FBI and then referred to USAOs than 
ever before and more cases were resolved by the USAO. However, USAOs still 
declined to prosecute 34% of the cases they received from Indian lands, a rate 
that has remained steady over the past several years.90 

Violence Against Women Reauthorization Act of 2013 : Three tribes in the U.S.—
one in Arizona, one in Washington, and one in Oregon—participated in a pilot 
study of the new statutes under the VAWA 2013 before they were enacted.These 
tribes were given permission to enact the laws early and report on their results.

•	 �The Confederated Tribes of Umatilla Indian Reservation had 4 cases 
which resulted in 4 guilty pleas. They were subjected to tribal probation 
and a batterer intervention treatment program provided by the tribes. 

•	 �The Tulalip Tribes had 6 cases and 4 cases resulted in guilty pleas. All 6 
of these offenders were non-Indians who collectively had 88 documented 
tribal police contact. There was 1 referral for federal prosecution, and 1 
dismissal of a case.

•	 �Pascua Yaqui had 18 cases with 15 different offenders. There were 5 guilty 
pleas, 10 dismissals.91 

While the pilot program demonstrates that there is not a 100% conviction 
rate, this program clearly results in higher rates of prosecution, and it allows 
the tribal courts to take more action in their communities to convict these 
offenders, most of whom are non-Native offenders. 

Gaps 

Legislation is an important part of solving this issue. However, neither of 
these acts fully addresses the problem. Each fails to address certain essential 
factors. 

•	 �While more cases are being accepted in order to seek justice for the 
victims, which was caused by the Tribal Law and Order Act, show 
improvement, the report admits that these declination rates are not the 
best way to measure justice or success within the departments.92 

•	 �Much of the responsibility and funding for these programs was granted 
to the federal government. Because of the government’s continued 
deprioritization of Native American issues, funding was authorized for 
tribes through VAWA 2013, but funds were not appropriated moving 
forward.93 

•	 �Rules about which court will prosecute which crime on Indian lands are 
still unclear in relation to sexual assault. This ambiguity complicates 
investigating crimes and prosecuting offenders. 

On paper, these Acts appear to accomplish much, but they do not ulti-
mately address the root causes of sexual assault. A simple solution would be 
to transfer all jurisdiction of sexual crimes to tribal courts. At the very least, 
allowing for concurrent jurisdictional power would improve the situation by 
giving tribal courts more power to convict sex criminals when the federal gov-
ernment declines.94

Batterer intervention 
treatment

A rehabilitation program 
for perpetrators of domestic 
violence.
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Education on Sexual Violence
Many groups, including groups founded by Native Americans, approach 

combating sexual violence by educating tribes and tribal leaders on sexual 
violence and poverty. These groups approach education in a variety of ways: 
education via the internet, school-based education, and community outreach 
and awareness.

The Tribal Access Program for National Crime Information (TAP) launched 
in 2015. This education program is primarily for educating leaders of the 
tribe about the of violent crimes in their specific communities. This approach 
allowed tribes to access more data about sexual assault; the project continues 
to expand, giving information to more tribes. As the program grows, tribes will 
be able to register sex offenders.95 

Other regional and local groups follow an outline similar to the National 
Indigenous Women’s Resource Center (NIWRC), a non-profit organization that 
seeks to address domestic violence in indigenous communities; these include 
Native Americans, Native Hawaiians, Native Alaskans. As per its website, the 
NIWRC works to do the following:

•	 Support grassroots efforts
•	 Provide national leadership
•	 Develop educational and programmatic materials
•	 Provide direct technical assistance
•	 Build capacity of Indigenous communities

The website provides resources for educators and youth to watch and 
use.96 Additionally, the NIWRC’s magazine, Restoration of Sovereignty and Safety, 
highlights issues that Native women face. Other organizations have similar 
approaches: newsletters, magazines, flyers, videos, and community groups dedi-
cated to educating others about domestic violence. 

Another organization addresses the gaps in medical care by education. 
SAFESTAR, created by the Southwest Center for Law and Policy, is a curriculum 
and model of care for tribal communities that cannot access a sexual assault 
nurse examiner (SANE). Tribes must apply to receive this training; if they are 
accepted, they receive the training for free.97 The training gives sexual violence 
victims access to medical care. The director of IHS explained that this training 
is meant to be a temporary fix until additional medical forensic experts are 
available more widely.98

Impact

There is currently no conclusive data of the results of education on sexual 
assault rates. Each tribe is different. There are different groups that approach 
the issue differently depending on the tribe. It is also hard to quantify how 
significantly different ways of education impact rates of sexual violence. 
Additionally, many of these programs are fairly new, therefore comprehensive 
data does not exist. 

Gaps

•	 �Some of this education is helpful for specific groups, without addressing 
the issue comprehensively. For example, TAP may be useful to tribal 



B A L L A R D  B R I E F —  12

leaders and courts, but it does not change the laws that prevent tribes 
from prosecuting non-Natives for sexual assault, and its real utility is 
limited to those who need the data TAP provides.99 The same limitations 
apply for SAFESTAR, which gives training to those who already have 
medical knowledge. This excludes other members of the community who 
are not in the medical field. 

•	 �Many people lack the time or access needed to attend informational 
trainings or watches online videos. In fact, many people on reservations 
do not have access to the internet. When it is available, it is more 
expensive than it would be off a reservation.100 

•	 �Education for tribal leaders is not necessarily the best approach because 
it targets the wrong audience: police and other non-Natives who deal 
with sexual assault victims need the bulk of the education.

The most important takeaway from education: in order to provide any 
kind of education, there must be knowledge and awareness about the Native 
American tribes and cultures that each organization is working with. Education 
must be fully accessible to everyone.

Support for Victims
While the ultimate issue is preventing and eliminating sexual assault, 

complete elimination is not an easy task. In concert with efforts to prevent and 
eliminate sexual assault, there must be support for those who are affected by 
sexual violence. Advocacy for sexual violence victims in Native communities 
must be approached with cultural sensitivity and an understanding of the laws 
and barriers that prevent Native women from reporting and seeking help. 

Supporting victims is done through advocacy. There are a few types of 
advocacy services offered to victims of sexual violence: medical, legal, and 
personal advocacy. Medical advocates work to make sure victims receive 
appropriate medical care, including STI testing, pregnancy testing, and rape 
kits. Legal advocates assist victims and families to navigate the legal system 
with support and guidance. They often work as liaisons with other agencies in 
behalf of the family. Personal advocates are trained to help the victims create 
safety plans, find good coping skills, and access other counseling and medical 
resources. These resources are specific to individual tribes through different 
organizations.101 

A national advocacy resource for Native American sexual assault and 
domestic violence victims was created in March 2017. Victims can call the 
StrongHearts hotline, a confidential and culturally sensitive hotline for women 
who have been affected by dating or domestic violence,. from 9:00 a.m. to 5:30 
p.m. (CST) to be connected to a StrongHearts advocate who can help the caller 
receive support, create a safety plan, and figure out a way to live a life free from 
abuse. According the website, each advocate is knowledgeable about Native 
American cultures and tribal laws. 

Impact 

NIWRC was instrumental in creating the StrongHearts Helpline. The 
hotline is too new to offer any concrete data on how many women have been 
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helped by the hotline and what effect the hotline has had on Native women.102 
There is very little quantitative evidence to show how advocacy in general has 
affected each tribe in the United States. It would be too difficult to attempt to 
generalize this data, so it would be necessary to assess each tribe. 

When working with Native American communities, culturally sensitive 
programs are said to be most effective. While there is no quantitative evi-
dence to prove this, Native Americans from many tribes working with this 
issue mention cultural sensitivity as one of the most important attributes an 
organization can have when helping sexual assault survivors who are Native 
American women. Most, if not all, of the observed organizations emphasize cul-
tural sensitivity as a priority. Many of them were founded by Native Americans 
from the tribes that they serve and employ other tribe members, further aiding 
in cultural awareness.

Gaps

•	 �Measuring the effectiveness of advocacy work is difficult, and there needs 
to be more research to better assess how these advocacy issues impact 
Native American women. For example, measuring how many women 
were helped by the hotline or specific advocacy center, while useful, does 
not provide an accurate representation of how useful the services were to 
the women. 

•	 �While women in the United States are all disproportionately at risk for 
sexual assault or domestic violence relative to men, some women are 
more at risk and not all communities experience gender-based violence 
in the same way. There is a need for “targeted and culturally appropriate 
solutions.”103 
 

Key Takeaways 
•	 �One in three Native American women report being raped during 

their lifetime at a rate 2.5 higher than other groups. 

•	 �White men commit a large percentage of the sexual assault 
crimes against Native Americans.

•	 �Sexual assault has serious physical, emotional, and economic 
effects.

•	 �Jurisdictional issues, lack of resources, gender, poverty, race, 
and child abuse all play a part in the issue. 

•	 �There are serious limitations with finding one solution and 
model for Native women across the United States--there are 
many different experiences, cultures, tribes, and demographics. 
Each tribal nation must approach sexual violence survivor 
advocacy differently because of the vastly different laws and 
cultures throughout tribes in the United States. 
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•	 �While it is helpful to do research on general ideas for Native 
women--for example, culturally sensitive advocates--each tribe 
must be researched in more detail. Research and prevention 
efforts must include children who have been sexually abused.104 

•	 �There is little evidence of the outcomes and progress currently, 
and there has not been reviews on these programs. That 
seems to be an important step forward; collecting data on the 
feasibility and effectiveness of these programs. 

•	 �The issue of sexual assault on reservations cannot be 
approached without fully understanding the history of Native 
Americans, the complicated jurisdictional issues, and the vastly 
different tribes and cultures across the United States.
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Additional Resources
If you are looking at a print version of this document, please find 
this brief at ballardbrief.org to access links.

Coalition to Stop Violence Against Native Women (CSVANW): 
https://www.csvanw.org/

�#NotInvisible: This hashtag seeks to shed light on the violence Native 
American women face. 

�Mending the Sacred Hoop is a group that does work to end sexual violence 
against Native women. They also have included a list of additional resources: 
http://mshoop.org/resources/

NIWRC’s List of Tribal Coalitions: http://www.niwrc.org/tribal-coalitions
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