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Introduction  
About 1 in 6 women in the United States alone will experience a completed or attempted 

rape in their lifetime. Ages 12-34 are most at risk for rape or sexual assault (RAINN). And 
females ages 16-19 are 4 times more likely than the general population to be victims of rape, 
attempted rape, or sexual assault. Rape and sexual assault are a major issue and still hold 
prevalence in many countries today, both those that are more economically developed and 
those which are less economically developed.  

One of the big issues with rape and sexual assault, in general, is the stigma as sense of 
embarrassment that victims feel, preventing them from sharing their experience and thus 
disguising the true magnitude of the problem in many areas.  

Drug facilitated sexual assault falls under the more general term sexual violence or 
sexual assault and includes sexual assaults in which a drug has been used without the victim’s 
knowledge in order to increase their vulnerability towards rape or sexual assault. 

 
 
Key Terms 
Rape: To force or coerce someone to have sex when they are unwilling, using violence or 
threatening behaviour. (Adapted from Cambridge Dictionary) 
 
Sexual Assault: A wider range of victimizations, usually other than rape, involving unwanted 
sexual contact between the victim and offender. This may or may not involve force. (Adapted 
from RAINN) 
 
Date Rape Drugs: Any drug that when ingested incapacitates the potential victim in some way 
(for example, induced state of confusion, physical weakness, unconsciousness, etc.) and 
renders that person vulnerable to a sexual assault, especially rape. (It should be noted that 
alcohol is sometimes included in this group.) (Adapted from Merriam-Webster Dictionary) 
 
Drug Facilitated Sexual Assault (DFSA): “All forms of non-consensual penetrative sexual activity 
whether it involves the forcible or covert administration of an incapacitating or disinhibiting 
substance by an assailant, for the purposes of serious sexual assault: as well as sexual activity 
by an assailant with a victim who is profoundly intoxicated by his or her own actions to the point 
of near or actual unconsciousness.” (ACMD, 2007)  
 
Paralytic Drugs: a category of medications that cause extreme muscle relaxation that renders 
most muscles of the body unable to move. (Adapted from VeryWellHealth) 
 
Background Information 

It is unclear exactly when DFSA first began, however, the term “date-rape drugs” was 
popularized in the media around the 1990s. Acts of drug-related violence are not only exclusive 
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to DFSA but can also include other offenses such as robbery. For example, “Micky Fins” or 
“knock out drops” are named after a bartender who mixed chloral hydrate into drinks so that he 
could rob customers. Some common paralytic drugs that are used for drug-facilitated sexual 
assault are Rohypnol, ketamine, GHB, and ecstasy. These drugs can be ingested by the victim 
through drinks, food, or while take other drugs to which a “date rape drug” has been added 
without the victim’s knowledge. Some sources consider rape in the context of heavy alcohol 
intoxication as a drug-assisted sexual assault as well because it renders the victim 
compromised. 

There are a number of issues regarding DFSA and other offenses involving 
incapacitating drugs that contribute to the problem. The first is that it is usually relatively easy for 
offenders to access the drugs, especially in certain countries where the regulation is much less 
strict. In addition, lighter medications that are legally and readily available in many places can 
be used to incapacitate the victim, at least to some extent, when used in excess. For example, 
in most countries, there is some type of sleep medication available without a prescription, which 
could be used for harm in the context of a crime. Additionally, there is a lack of awareness 
among the public. Although a significant number of people are aware of the fact that their drink 
or food could be drugged, it is usually not the first thing that comes to mind when being served a 
drink, especially since many “date-rape drugs” are colorless and odorless. Lastly, it is relatively 
difficult to track the crime back to the offender, especially since a large proportion of DFSA 
takes place in large crowded places such as bars or clubs, and many victims remain 
incapacitated long after the assault and escape of the offender. 

Drug-facilitated sexual assault is an issue particularly for women around the world; 
according to RAINN, 90% of adult rape victims are women. out of all victims of sexual assault 
between the ages of 12 and 17, 10% were classified as DFSA (Harper). The EMCDDA states 
that according to the 2001 British Crime Survey, 5% of rape victims had been drugged in some 
way, while a further 15% reported being incapable of giving consent because they were under 
the influence of alcohol (EMCDDA). However, comprehensive data and accurate statistics are 
still difficult to find. Still today, there are many countries that do not have proper systems in 
place for tracking, reporting, or prosecuting offenders of sexual assault or rape, regardless of 
whether the incident involved drugs. Even countries where there are opportunities to report rape 
or sexual assault, many victims don’t, this is in part due to the fact that memory loss is usually 
one of the effects of many date rape drugs. Due to this, there has been increasing research to 
find the best way to medically identify DFSA. 
 
Major Countries and Organizations Involved 
European Union (EU): Efforts are being made around the EU in order to reduce sexual assault, 
including DFSA, working together with the EMCDDA (see below).  
 
European Monitoring Center for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA): Has played a big role in 
improving the legislation around sexual assault, including DFSA in the EU. In the past 20 years, 
they have been able to make rape a gender-neutral offense in 11 countries (including men in 
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the definition of rape), and in 11 countries, the rape within marriage exemption has been 
removed. 
 
United States: According to RAINN (see below), every 73 seconds, an American is sexually 
assaulted. The United States is one of the countries that have at least some data regarding 
drug-facilitated sexual assaults. One of the possible reasons for this is easier access to 
medications by the public (more “over the counter” medications) compared to other countries, 
for example those in the EU. 
 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC): In general, this UN office addresses a 
wide range of issues regarding drugs and crime, DFSA falls under this category, and has been 
mentioned in a couple of resolutions. However, this issue is not discussed very frequently or 
treated with utmost priority compared to some of the other issues that the UNODC is 
responsible for. 
 
Rape, Abuse, and Incest National Network (RAINN): RAINN is a non-profit organization based 
in the United States which provides some of the most comprehensive data on DFSA and the 
demographics most vulnerable to it. They are extremely active in raising awareness, providing 
support for victims, and working with legislative officials to improve the policies surrounding 
sexual assault, including DFSA, in the United States. 
 
Relevant UN Resolutions and Reports 
Global Database for Violence Against Women 
https://evaw-global-database.unwomen.org/en 
Includes country-specific profiles with a large variety of information and statistics about general 
sexual violence towards women. 
 
Preventing Sexual Exploitation and Abuse 
https://www.un.org/preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/ 
 
The Commission on Narcotic Drugs 
52/8 - Use of pharmaceutical technology to counter drug-facilitated sexual assault (“date rape”) 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/commissions/CND/Drug_Resolutions/2000-2009/2009/CND_
Res-52-8.pdf 
 
53/7 - International cooperation in countering the covert administration of psychoactive 
substances related to sexual assault and other criminal acts 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/commissions/CND/Drug_Resolutions/2010-2019/2010/CND_
Res-53-7.pdf 

 

3 

https://evaw-global-database.unwomen.org/en
https://www.un.org/preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/
https://www.unodc.org/documents/commissions/CND/Drug_Resolutions/2000-2009/2009/CND_Res-52-8.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/commissions/CND/Drug_Resolutions/2000-2009/2009/CND_Res-52-8.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/commissions/CND/Drug_Resolutions/2010-2019/2010/CND_Res-53-7.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/commissions/CND/Drug_Resolutions/2010-2019/2010/CND_Res-53-7.pdf


Previous Attempts at Resolving This Issue 
Several non-profit organizations have begun to make it a priority to also address issues 

within policy and legislation around the world that are hindering the ability to move away from 
drug-facilitated sexual assaults. Throughout current policy in general, drug-facilitated sexual 
assaults are usually grouped together with sexual assault or violence more broadly and are 
usually not specifically addressed on their own. 

 
 

Possible Solutions 

One of the first things that could be considered is the fact that some countries do not 
have the legislature in place to protect victims or to prosecute offenders involved in DFSA or 
sexual assaults in general. Making sure that DFSA is recognized as a significant issue and a 
crime in as many countries as possible would serve as a foundation for further developments or 
legislation regarding this issue. 

Another important aspect of decreasing the number of DFSA globally is by looking at 
prevention through raising awareness and providing education. Educating girls, and adolescents 
in general about this issue will make them more alert and aware of the dangers. Accessible 
information on what DFSA is, where and who it occurs most to, how to detect and avoid it is 
important. In addition, people should be aware of what to do, how to seek medical advice, and 
where to report such cases if they believe they have been victim to a DFSA. This type of 
education could be integrated into health courses? or communicated through public service 
announcements and campaigns. 

Lastly, it is important to increase the dialogue and support available for those who have 
to be victims of DFSA. Many victims do not speak to anyone about their traumatic experience 
afterward due to fear of judgment or blame. Although there are some who speak with intimate 
friends or family, a very small proportion of victims report their assault. One of the issues with 
this is that it prevents countries and organizations from being able to create accurate data 
regarding DFSA and validly assess the magnitude of the problem in their area. Additionally, in 
most cultures, there is a stigma around sexual assault that causes victims to stay silent, thus 
also avoiding counseling and mental help as well as medical treatment to help them cope with 
the trauma of DFSA. It is vital for both the physical and mental health of patients that they are 
able to seek help and do not blame themselves or diminish their experience with DFSA 
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The following link could be helpful, however, the survey sample size relatively small so please 
use statistics and finding with caution: https://www.alcohol.org/guides/spiked/ 
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