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In recent years there has been an increase in community awareness of male sexual 
assault. However, there are a number of beliefs, misconceptions and assumptions about 
men, masculinity, sexuality and sexual assault that present barriers to male victim/sur-
vivors disclosing their experiences, gaining recognition, receiving support and accessing 
criminal justice. While some of these assumptions intersect with some of those associ-
ated with female sexual assault, others are distinctly different and have different impli-
cations for the male victim/survivor. For example, although the 2005 Analysis of Police 
Investigations into Sexual Assault (Heenan & Murray, 2006) showed higher levels of 
community belief in reports of male sexual assault and lower rates of complaint with-
drawal with a slightly higher proportional rate of charges being laid (in comparison 
to female reports of sexual assault), recent data shows that the rate of actual report-
ing to the police is dramatically lower in males than in females. Of the sexual assaults 
reported to police in 2006, only 27% were perpetrated against men (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2007). The literature suggests that the misconceptions about male sexual 
assault have a substantial impact on under-reporting.

In this Resource Sheet we outline four central assumptions concerning male sexual 
assault, and we identify research and data that dispel these assumptions.

The misconceptions and stereotypes
 � Real men cannot be raped:

 – Men are the perpetrators of sexual assault, not the victims.
 – A man would be too strong to be raped; he would be able to fight off his assailant.

 � Only gay men rape other men:
 – Male sexual assault is a subset of homosexual behaviour.
 – A gay man would find sexual assault pleasurable.

 � Only gay men are raped.
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 � A woman cannot sexually assault a man:
 – A man would have to be aroused to be raped by a woman—and doesn’t arousal constitute 

consent?
 – Women are not naturally sexually aggressive; it is men who initiate sex.
 – When would a man refuse sex with a woman? Surely a man would always accept any sexual 

offer from a woman.

Impacts of these misconceptions
On victims:

 � A 2003 study showed that 84% of male survivors reported concerns about their sexuality, gender 
roles and/or body as a result of their experience (ACSSA, 2003, p. 16). This differs significantly 
from the responses of women survivors of sexual assault, who do not report comparable impacts 
on their own perceptions of their gender or sexuality.

 � Male survivors have reported high rates of fear that they will not be believed or taken seriously 
if they report the offence (ACSSA, 2003, p. 16).

 � Male American college students reported that a strong barrier to reporting sexual assault was a 
concern that they would be judged as gay (Sable, Danis, Mauzy, & Gallaghar, 2006, p. 157)

On cultural responses:

 � A number of studies have shown that, in comparison to heterosexual male victims, gay male 
victims of sexual assault are more likely to be assumed responsible for their assault (Davies & 
Rogers, 2006, p. 372). Respondents in other studies speculated that gay men might find sexual 
assault a “more pleasurable event” and that they would not be as traumatised by such an assault 
as heterosexual men (Mitchell, Hirshman & Nagayama-Hall, 1999).

 � Because of the cultural assumptions surrounding sexuality and heterosexual sex, heterosexual 
male victims of a female perpetrator of a sexual assault are more likely to be thought to have 
encouraged the assault than gay male victims of a female perpetrator or heterosexual male vic-
tims of a male perpetrator (Davies, Rogers & Bates, 2008). Davies and Rogers (2006) noted:

It could still be argued that women have fewer rights than men, but in some cases it is 
more acceptable for a woman to deny sexual access to a man than for a man to deny 
sexual access to a woman. (p. 372)

Countering the misconceptions
 � “Real men cannot be raped”:

 – Recorded crime statistics and victimisation survey data show that men do experience sexual 
assault. Adolescent males are especially likely to be victims.

 – Just like women, men can be coerced, tricked, forced or threatened into sexual activity that 
they do not want to engage in with another person. And just like a woman, any man can 
be overpowered, outnumbered, or threatened with a weapon, emotional blackmail or some 
other form of coercion. Men can also be rendered powerless by fear.

 � “Only gay men rape other men” and “only gay men are raped”:
 – Sexual assault is perpetrated by both heterosexual and gay men against men of either sexual 

orientation (Mitchell, Hirshman, & Nagayama-Hall, 1999, p. 369). Misconceptions around the 
sexuality of these roles are based on assumptions similar to those associated with female 
sexual assault, in which sexual assault is understood to be primarily motivated by sexual 
attraction and sexual desire. However, sexual assault is actually motivated by a desire to have 
power over another person. It is perhaps more useful to think of these acts as physical assault 
with a sexual element.
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 � “A woman cannot sexually assault a man”:
 – Sexual assault encompasses a wide range of unwanted behaviours. Again, sexual assault is 

not primarily about sexual attraction and desire, but about the exercising of power. Research 
shows that a small proportion of sexual offenders are actually women (Bourke, 2007; Lewis & 
Stanley, 2000)

Further information

For further information about sexual assault against men, please visit:

 � Living Well <www.livingwell.org.au>

Living Well is a resource that offers a range of services specifically designed to assist men who 
have experienced childhood sexual abuse or sexual assault, their partners, friends and family 
and service providers. Living Well hosts a range of useful information on their website.

Other  resources specifically for men include:

 � Survivors and Mates Support Network (SAMSN) <www.samsn.com.au>; and 

 � Service Assisting Male Survivors of Sexual Assault (SAMSAA) <samssa.org.au>.
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