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OBJECTIVES 

• Review the prevalence and effects of military sexual trauma (MST).

• Assess the methodology and examine the results.

• Ponder embodiment and embodied shame. 

• Appraise the research trajectory.



MILITARY SEXUAL TRAUMA (MST)

• MST includes the “physical assault of a sexual nature, battery of a sexual nature, or 
sexual harassment” which occurred while the veteran was serving on active duty, 
active duty for training, or  inactive duty training. 

• Sexual harassment is the “repeated, unsolicited verbal or physical contact of a sexual 
nature which is threatening in character” 

• (U.S. Government Publishing Office, 2006, 38 U.S.C. 1720D). 



A GLOBAL CRISIS 

• Pakistan • North Korea 





NOVEMBER 28, 2016 



MAY 22, 2019



VETERANS LEAD 
FIGHT AGAINST 
SEXUAL ASSAULT 
IN THE MILITARY
NAN LEVINSON
JULY 1, 2016

https://wagingnonviolence.org/author/nanlevinson/


STATISTICS 

The US Department of 
Defense (2017) has 
surveyed members 

since 2012 and believe 
57% do not report, an 

improvement from 60%.

Reviews suggest sexual 
harassment occurs 55-
70% and sexual assault 

11-45% for women 
veterans. 



EFFECTS OF MST

• homelessness

• suicide 

• depression

• PTSD

• alcohol and substance abuse

• eating disorders

• chronic pain 



PARISH NURSING COMMUNITY SERVICE 
LEADS TO RESEARCH 



THE LOTUS PROJECT 

• Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of 
Galveston Houston runs this project. 

• Committed to providing services to 
homeless women veterans and their 
children.

• Homeless shelter, homes, and funds 
toward rent and utilities. 



THE LOTUS INVITATION

Can you help our women veterans?  

They have significant 

body image issues. 





STUDY METHODOLOGY 

• Ricoeur’s Hermeneutic 
Phenomenology

• Audio-taped Focus Groups 

• Sharing stories

• Analysis 
• Naïve Reading 

• Structural Analysis 

• Phenomenological Interpretation 

• Validation Meeting



PARTICIPANTS 

• 12 participants 

• Ages 26-63 (mean 44)

• 10/12 African American

• Military Service 

• 6 Army  

• 3 Marine Corps

• 3 Airforce

• Self-reported Medical Conditions 

• 4 Cosmetic disfigurement

• 10 physical conditions

• 8 psychosocial conditions 



STUDY FINDINGS 



STRUCTURAL 
FINDINGS 

11 participants 
suffered from 

MST

6 raped

11 sexual 
harassment

4 witnessed the 
after affect of 
MST in others 



RAPE

• 6 participants raped

• I ‘m not thinking I am going be attacked. We get in his room and he slams the door 
behind me…he balls up his fist and said: if you don’t take your MF clothes off, I’m 
going to bust you in your face.

• Not only did he rape me, but he abused me, I had to be rushed to the emergency 
room…I needed a hysterectomy.



SEXUAL 
HARASSMENT 

11 of 12 participants experienced 
sexual harassment 

Participants defined sexual harassment 
as 

• Public derogatory demeaning comments 
accompanied by snickering

• Humiliating words spoken in a degrading tone of 
voice

• Comrades exposing their genitals or mimicking 
the sexual act in public



WITNESS

4 participants witnessed the 
after effects of MST in others

We were very close…she 
killed herself because 
somebody raped her. She shot 
herself in the head.  



TO SPEAK UP OR NOT 

• They said that I had to prove it. 

• They tried to sweep it under the rug.

• They can mess up your case with the 
stroke of a pen. 



INVISIBLE SCARS ARE WORSE THEN 
PHYSICAL SCARS

We have invisible scars. We tend to hide 
those scars. 

Invisible scars wee hidden in each 
participant’s life experience and were 
seldom discussed. 



PHENOMENOLOGY 
FINDINGS 

Mirror Image

Society 

Intimacy 



MIRROR IMAGE

We’re always uncomfortable with the mirror. There’s 
always something, even though it’s different for 
everybody but the similarity is we can’t look at 
ourselves. 

There are things we don’t want to see. 



MIRROR IMAGE: THE STRANGER 
IN THE MIRROR 

• Viewing self in the mirror was on a 
fluctuating horizon of positive to 
negativity . 

• One veteran had not looked in a mirror in 
four years. 

• Other veterans avoided mirrors. 



SOCIETAL IMAGE: WEARING A FAKE FACE

It is like you have to take and put on this 
mask. 

You still do your job because you fake the 
face.  At the same time on the inside, you 
still go through a lot. 



INTIMACY IMAGE: I AM BROKEN

For some veterans, intimacy was non-existent. 

For others, intimate encounters were strained. 



INTIMACY 

• That’s the guard. It’s invisible but we do 
put up a guard. It tells people to stay away.

Putting up an “invisible wall”

• When I see a military guy, my mind is 
going back. Is he going to be honest and 
tell me he did sexually harass or sexually 
assault a woman? Is he going to tell me? 

Difficult trusting men



FROM MILITARY PRIDE TO 
SHAMEFUL ANGUISH 

I was an outstanding marine. . . I bought into what the 
Marine Corps said to me and I believed they had my 
back and when it came down to it, my life didn’t matter. 



SOME MOVE ON

Mirror 
avoidance 

Intimacy 
avoidance 

Societal 
avoidance  

Helping 
others 

Shifting away 
from the past 



EMBODIMENT 

• Nursing scholars stress that the focus of nursing 
should be embodiment (Draper, 2014; Marchetti, 
Peredda, & Grazia De Marinis, 2016; Mason, 2014). 

• The embodied self is the experience of being 
one’s entire being – body, mind, and spirit.



I AM MY BODY 
Merleau-Ponty, 1962



MST AND EMBODIED SHAME

MST is not just a cognitive 
event!

The shame/trauma of 
MST/harassment is 

embodied as seen in the 
experience of mirror-

viewing, society, and in 
intimacy. 



VETERAN 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Women’s Clinics in the VA Hospitals

Separate MST from PTSD

Sensitivity training videos

Group sessions 



GROUP SESSIONS  

• As the veterans listened to each other, they began 
to see similar patterns in their experiences that 
are seldom if ever discussed with others, 

• The veterans recommended group sessions that 
were like the focus groups they had participated 
in. 



THE BODY IMAGE FEELINGS WERE UNIVERSAL…

For me it’s like look at her she’s 
so pretty. She’s so beautiful. 

How could that have happened 
to her? It’s almost like, you 
know, it could happen to 

anybody, all shapes, all sizes. I 
don’t feel like I’m the only one. 

What helps the most is you look 
at each other and say wow I’m 
glad that I’m not the only one 

that is going through this.



CONCLUSION 

• This study appears to be is the first study: 

• On body image in woman veterans who have suffered MST. 

• To find a potential correlation between shame and MST.

• To uncover mirror avoidance after sexual assault.  

• Where phenomenology aimed at the body acted as an intervention for MST. 



THE 
RESEARCH 

TRAJECTORY

Design a tool to measure 
mirror avoidance 

Mirror Comfort and 
Acceptance Scale (MICAS)

Validation with 150 veterans  



THE RESEARCH TRAJECTORY

• A feasibility study of an intervention: 

• Addition of body image sessions to 
Grace After Fire’s Peer Led - Table Talk: 
Color me Camo Program 

• Grace after Fire locations: Texas, 
Indiana, South Carolina, Illinois, and 
Florida
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