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 Sexual assault v�ct�ms who are deaf  
face un�que �ssues not encountered  
by the hear�ng, accord�ng to a recent 

study funded by the Nat�onal Inst�tute of 
Just�ce.1 Researcher Jenn�fer Ob�nna and  
colleagues at the M�nneapol�s Counc�l on 
Cr�me and Just�ce �nterv�ewed 51 deaf  
c�t�zens, 15 serv�ce prov�ders (both deaf  
and hear�ng), and 10 pol�ce off�cers �n the�r 
�nvest�gat�on of the �mpact of sexual assault 
on members of the deaf commun�ty.2 In the�r 
f�nal report on the project, the researchers 
offered recommendat�ons for �mprov�ng the 
relat�onsh�p between law enforcement and 
the deaf commun�ty.

“Deaf people face spec�f�c barr�ers,”  
sa�d Ob�nna, the lead researcher on the  
project. “It’s �mportant to d�st�ngu�sh the�r 
exper�ences as sexual assault v�ct�ms from 
other sexual assault v�ct�ms.”

Ob�nna noted, for example, that when deaf 
people report sexual assault, they encounter 
stereotypes about be�ng a sexual assault  
v�ct�m and be�ng deaf. Rape v�ct�ms often 
have feel�ngs of gu�lt and embarrassment 
because of the soc�al st�gma frequently 
attached to rape. These feel�ngs can be  
compounded due to the small and gener-
ally close-kn�t nature of the deaf commun�ty, 
wh�ch, sa�d the researchers, can contr�bute  
to a hes�tancy to report a sexual assault.  
The closeness of the deaf commun�ty can 
comprom�se a v�ct�m’s anonym�ty and erode 
pr�vacy. In add�t�on, the researchers found, 
many deaf v�ct�ms of sexual assault perce�ve 
a lack of support w�th�n the deaf commun�ty,  
part�cularly �f the perpetrator �s also deaf. 
Consequently, deaf v�ct�ms can exper�ence  
a profound sense of �solat�on. 

The researchers found that another �mped�-
ment to deaf v�ct�ms seek�ng help �s a lack  
of awareness about deafness and deaf  
culture among hear�ng people. Many v�ew  
deafness from a med�cal perspect�ve,  
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focus�ng on hear�ng def�c�ts rather than 
v�ew�ng deaf people as members of a  
l�ngu�st�c and cultural commun�ty. In fact,  
the researchers found that many of the deaf 
women �nterv�ewed do not v�ew themselves 
as d�sabled, but rather as hav�ng a culture 
and way of commun�cat�ng not recogn�zed 
by the dom�nant hear�ng culture. 

Recognizing Deaf Culture

“Part of be�ng �n the deaf commun�ty �s  
deaf culture,” Ob�nna says. “We can’t 
always make assumpt�ons about how a  
part�cular culture exper�ences v�olence.  
Even though the exper�ence and many of  
the react�ons are s�m�lar, there are cultural 
d�fferences that serv�ce prov�ders and law 
enforcement must pay attent�on to. Mak�ng 
dec�s�ons about who to tell—or even whether 
to tell—�s all f�ltered through a cultural lens.”

Many hear�ng people do not know how to 
�n�t�ate a conversat�on w�th a deaf person, 
wh�ch can make encounters awkward and 
frustrat�ng and can contr�bute to a hes�- 
tancy among deaf sexual assault v�ct�ms  
to reach out for help. Also, �nterpretat�ons 
between Amer�can S�gn Language (ASL)  
and Engl�sh are �nherently �mperfect. F�nally, 
the researchers po�nt out that v�ct�ms may 
have d�fferent commun�cat�on styles: some 
l�p-read and wr�te; others are more comfort-
able w�th ASL; st�ll others may have m�n�mal 
language sk�lls, wh�ch requ�res commun�ca-
t�on to be more v�sual or tact�le.
 
Many deaf v�ct�ms may be reluctant to reach 
out to agenc�es that serve sexual assault 
v�ct�ms because most of the prov�ders are 
hear�ng and do not have systems for effec-
t�vely commun�cat�ng w�th deaf people. For 
example, deaf sexual assault v�ct�ms cannot 
count on serv�ce agenc�es hav�ng access 
to a TTY (teletypewr�ter), much less a staff 
member who knows how to operate �t. 
Even �f a soc�al serv�ce or law enforcement 
agency has an �nterpreter, deaf v�ct�ms, l�ke 
hear�ng v�ct�ms, may be reluctant to d�vulge 
�nt�mate deta�ls to yet another stranger.

Some deaf v�ct�ms of sexual assault also 
bel�eve they cannot rely on �nterpreters to 
accurately represent the�r words and exper�-
ences. Serv�ce agenc�es that do not have 

qual�f�ed �nterpreters on s�te often use the 
v�ct�m’s fam�ly or fr�ends to ass�st �n �nter-
v�ews, wh�ch can further �nh�b�t a sexual 
assault v�ct�m’s candor. 

Improving Police Response

V�ct�ms who were �nterv�ewed �n the 
M�nneapol�s study had var�ed op�n�ons  
on how helpful pol�ce could be after a sexual 
assault. Although most sa�d they regarded 
law enforcement as a resource, few had 
actually called the pol�ce after they were  
v�ct�m�zed. Many related frustrat�ng  
exper�ences when deal�ng w�th the pol�ce 
department, �nclud�ng 911 call-takers who 
could not operate a TTY mach�ne and pol�ce 
off�cers who m�slabeled a deaf person as 
drunk or mentally �ll or who m�sread body 
language as aggress�ve when a deaf person 
was s�mply mov�ng closer to l�p-read. 

Serv�ce prov�ders and deaf commun�ty  
members agreed that law enforcement 
must �mprove �ts methods for commun�-
cat�ng w�th the deaf commun�ty, whether 
they are v�ct�ms, w�tnesses, or suspects. 
They also suggested that pol�ce off�cers 
need tra�n�ng, �nterpreters, and more clearly 
def�ned agency pol�c�es. For example, 
although th�s research project revealed  
that the M�nneapol�s Pol�ce Department  
has pol�c�es for locat�ng an �nterpreter,  
�ts off�cers know very l�ttle about how  
to �dent�fy �f a person �s deaf or how to  
commun�cate w�th h�m or her �n the f�eld. 

Desp�te these challenges, the researchers 
regard the M�nneapol�s Pol�ce Department 
as a model for other jur�sd�ct�ons when �t 

The closeness of the deaf community  
can compromise a victim’s anonymity and 
erode privacy. Many deaf victims of sexual 
assault perceive a lack of support within the  
deaf community, particularly if the perpetrator 
is also deaf. Consequently, deaf victims can 
experience a profound sense of isolation.
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comes to serv�ng the deaf commun�ty. The 
researchers c�ted the department’s “Cr�me 
Prevent�on and Safety for People Who Are 
Deaf” program as foster�ng commun�cat�on 
between law enforcement and deaf c�t�zens. 
Th�s commun�ty pol�c�ng program �s based 
on the prem�se that the deaf commun�ty �s 
not �dent�f�ed by geography, but by a d�st�nct 
language and culture. The program covers 
a var�ety of cr�me and safety �ssues for the 
deaf commun�ty and for fam�l�es, churches, 
bus�nesses, nonprof�t organ�zat�ons, and 
State and local agenc�es, �nclud�ng a 10-
week course on ASL for pol�ce off�cers. 

Additional Recommendations 

The researchers offer other suggest�ons  
for �mprov�ng the relat�onsh�p between  
law enforcement and the deaf commun�ty, 
�nclud�ng:

■ Rev�s�ng pol�ce report forms to �nclude  
a category to track �nteract�ons w�th  
members of the deaf commun�ty.

■ Develop�ng the capab�l�ty for query�ng 
databases to �dent�fy cases �nvolv�ng  
deaf people.

■ Putt�ng TTY l�nks on pol�ce department 
outreach mater�als and Web s�tes.

■ Tra�n�ng d�spatchers on TTY protocols  
and et�quette. 

Although more research �s needed to  
help pol�cymakers and serv�ce prov�d-
ers meet the needs of deaf people—the 
researchers note, for example, that sexual 
abuse at res�dent�al deaf schools must be 
addressed—the f�nd�ngs of th�s study should 
lead to a greater understand�ng of how 
law enforcement and other serv�ce prov�d-
ers can better address the needs of deaf 
people who have been sexually assaulted. 
Understand�ng deaf v�ct�ms’ perspect�ves on 
sexual assault, the�r help-seek�ng patterns, 
and the gaps �n serv�ces �s v�tal to �mprov�ng 
the commun�ty response to sexual v�olence. 
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1. Ob�nna, J., S. Krueger, C. Osterbaan, J.M. 
Sadusky, and W. DeVore, Understanding  
the Needs of the Victims of Sexual Assault in 
the Deaf Community, f�nal report subm�tted to 
the Nat�onal Inst�tute of Just�ce, Wash�ngton, 
DC: February 2006 (NCJ 212867), ava�lable  
at www.ncjrs.gov/pdff�les1/n�j/grants/ 
212867.pdf.

2. Editor’s Note: W�th�n the deaf populat�on  
�n th�s country, there �s a commun�ty that 
strongly �dent�f�es �tself from a cultural— 
as opposed to a med�cal—perspect�ve; th�s 
commun�ty uses a cap�tal “D” when refer-
r�ng to the Deaf commun�ty. Nevertheless, �n 
an effort to m�n�m�ze any sense of exclus�on 
among deaf c�t�zens who do not �dent�fy as 
part of the Deaf commun�ty, th�s art�cle uses 
“deaf” to embrace all deaf people.

uSING THe ‘PAR’ meTHOD 
Jenn�fer Ob�nna and her colleagues at M�nneapol�s’ Counc�l on Cr�me and Just�ce 
used the Part�c�patory Act�on Research (PAR) method to recru�t deaf part�c�pants 
�nto the study. Us�ng PAR, the hear�ng-dom�nated team of researchers collaborated 
w�th deaf people to connect w�th deaf commun�ty members. The researchers 
reported great success �n us�ng the PAR model, attr�but�ng the success to  
several factors, �nclud�ng the part�c�pat�on of an adv�sory group w�th a d�verse 
membersh�p of law enforcement off�c�als, hosp�tal workers, and deaf and  
hear�ng serv�ce prov�ders. Us�ng the PAR model, they also recru�ted and tra�ned 
deaf �nterv�ewers and a hear�ng �nterpreter and used a v�deotaped consent form 
and scenar�o-based �nterv�ews. 
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