The Critical Role of VAWA:
Services to Victims and their Families
The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) is the cornerstone of our nation’s response to domestic violence, dating violence,
sexual assault and stalking. VAWA grant programs, administered by the Office on Violence Against Women (OVW) at the U.S.
Department of Justice, provide funding, guidance and tools to law enforcement, prosecutors, judges, victim service providers,
and communities to provide comprehensive support to victims, hold offenders accountable, and keep communities safe.
Since originally enacted in 1994, each VAWA reauthorization has been used to address the realities and needs reported by
victims themselves and those who work directly with them every day. The reauthorization process provides an invaluable
opportunity to gather critical feedback from those administering programs on the ground – law enforcement, court personnel,
advocates, and community partners – to ensure that VAWA continues to promote fully accessible and effective services for all
victims who find the courage to seek help and efforts to prevent the recurrence of victimization.
Domestic and sexual violence is widespread in the U. S., with immediate and significant impacts and
life-long health consequences for victims and their families.

While women are disproportionately impacted by domestic violence (also referred to intimate partner violence or IPV) and
sexual violence, VAWA-funded programs are also responsive to men abused in opposite-sex and same-sex relationships and
men who are victims of sexual assault. VAWA’s non-discrimination requirements1 support programs’ ongoing ability to serve all
victims who seek safety and services.
Both women and men experience domestic and sexual violence at alarming rates.2
•

Nearly 1 in 5 women (19.3%) and 1 in 59 men (1.7%)
have been raped in their lifetime.

• Approximately 1.9 million women were raped during
2009.
• 1 in 4 women (22.3%) have been the victim of severe
physical violence by an intimate partner, while 1 in 7 men
(14.0%) have experienced the same.
• 1 in 6 women (15.2%) have been stalked during their
lifetime, 1 in 19 men (5.7%).
• Among men who identify as gay, 26% report experiencing
intimate partner violence, and 40% report experiencing
sexual violence.3
Disproportionate impact
•

Women are more likely than men to experience severe
physical violence, sexual violence other than rape by an
intimate partner, stalking by an intimate partner, and
expressive aggression.4

•

Women are more than 4 x more likely than men to be
beaten, 6 x more likely to be slammed against something,
and 9 x more likely to be hurt by choking or suffocating.5
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Enhanced services to underserved populations. Victims’ experiences and a growing body of research confirm that certain
populations are victimized by violence and abuse – and report it – at different rates and may have less favorable experiences
with the criminal justice system when they report. The ways that victims experience, resist, and survive violence can be shaped
by a range of cultural, social, and economic factors.
VAWA funds authorized by Congress are used to address unique challenges that people from underserved and marginalized
populations face when they are victimized. Grantees conduct culturally and linguistically specific outreach to these populations
and develop policies, practices, and resources that ensure these victims can access the services and protections they need.
VAWA provides critical support for services to victims, an essential component of a
community’s response to domestic violence, dating violence, sexual assault and stalking.

Decades of experience and evidence-based research highlights VAWA’s effectiveness. Victims of domestic and sexual violence
face multiple physical, emotional, and financial barriers when seeking to become and remain safe from violence.6 Research has
demonstrated that providing direct services and support that recognize the impact of trauma on victims can improve outcomes.7.
Victim service providers use VAWA funds to support victims and their families as they cope with the immediate and long-term
physical, emotional, and economic impacts of their victimization. Nearly 1,900 domestic violence programs, and 1,300 rape
crisis centers provide core services such as crisis intervention and advocacy, and a broader network of organizations provide
specialized education, preventive, and culturally specific services.
As noted in OVW’s 2016 Biennial Report to Congress,8 “VAWA-funded grantees provided more than 1 million services to
victims in the 2 years covered by the report. On average, VAWA grantees provided services to 124,916 individuals – men,
women and children – during each 6-month reporting period, including an average of 111,817 primary victims of sexual assault,
domestic violence, dating violence, stalking, and/or child or elder abuse; as well as victims’ children. The services that VAWAfunded grantees provided to victims and family members most often were:

1,926,892

Housing bed nights

591,788
Hotline calls

288,858

Victim advocacy

171,831

Crisis intervention

97,534

Civil legal advocacy

85,990

Criminal justice
advocacy

The 2018 VAWA reauthorization must maintain the protections within current law while making
targeted enhancements to increase the accessibility and responsiveness of victim services.

34 U.S.C. 12291(b)(13).
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