
Article

1700 Am J Psychiatry 164:11, November 2007ajp.psychiatryonline.org

History of Past Sexual Abuse in 
Married Observant Jewish Women

Rachel Yehuda, Ph.D. 

Michelle Friedman, M.D.

Talli Y. Rosenbaum, P.T.

Ellen Labinsky, Ph.D.

James Schmeidler, Ph.D.

Objective: The authors examined in-
stances of past sexual abuse and related
demographic characteristics in the self-re-
ports of a select group of married obser-
vant Jewish women.

Methods: Orthodox Jewish marr ied
women (N=380) ages 19 to 58 responded
to advertisements asking them to com-
plete an anonymous questionnaire about
sexual experiences, including sexual
abuse.

Results: Sexual abuse was reported by
26% of the respondents surveyed, with
16% reporting abuse occurring by the age
of 13. More ultra-Orthodox Jews reported

abuse than modern-Orthodox Jews.
Women who were raised observant re-
ported significantly less childhood sexual
abuse than those who became observant
later in life. Sexual abuse was associated
with increased treatment-seeking for de-
pression, marital counseling, or other
emotional or psychological problems.

Conclusion: While observant Jewish
women live in a culture defined by a high
degree of adherence to specific laws of
conduct, including rules designed to regu-
late sexual contact, sexual abuse of vari-
ous types still exists among them.

(Am J Psychiatry 2007; 164:1700–1706)

Most studies investigating religiosity and sexual
abuse have examined whether religiosity ameliorates the
negative consequences of sexual trauma (1–4), rather than
whether religiosity affects the occurrence of sexual
trauma. There are currently no statistics regarding the life-
time prevalence of sexual abuse within religious commu-
nities. Accordingly, it is not possible to know whether cul-
tures that constrain sexual activity protect individuals
from sexual abuse, increase occurrence of such abuse, or
have no effect at all. In Orthodox Judaism, there are major
constraints on sexual behavior compared with U.S. cul-
tural norms, including a strict prohibition of premarital
and extramarital physical contact of any sort (5). We ex-
amined the lifetime prevalence of sexual abuse in a group
of self-reporting married Orthodox Jewish women. Data
on abuse were collected as part of a larger study investi-
gating sexual behavior and dysfunction. Because the sub-
jects were recruited by advertisements, they were more
self-selecting than subjects in a sampling frame-based
survey. Thus, those who chose to participate may not be
representative of the population.

Participants were categorized as either modern-Ortho-
dox or ultra-Orthodox based on their self-reported reli-
gious affiliation. This subdivision reflects a debate within
the Orthodox Jewish community. Unlike modern-Ortho-
dox Jews, who actively participate in the general culture,
haredi Jews, or ultra-Orthodox Jews, embrace a theologi-
cally conservative outlook that advocates substantial sep-
aration from secular culture (haredi literally means “one
who trembles before God”) (6). This issue of openness ver-

sus insularity provided an additional basis for comparison
within the subject group.

Method

Participants

Respondents were Jewish married women (N=380) ages 19 to
58. To be included in the study, the participant had to report regu-
lar use of a ritual bath (i.e., Mikvah), reflecting adherence to Ortho-
dox Jewish law, which proscribes sexual contact during menstrua-
tion and for seven days thereafter (7). Subjects responded to a flier
or advertisement asking married women to consider participating
in an important research study conducted by the Mt. Sinai School
of Medicine examining sexual life in marriage among observant
Jewish women. The advertisements emphasized that the goal of
the study was to gain a better understanding of sexual attitudes
and practices, and that the study investigators believed that such
knowledge could inform premarital education (Kallah) classes, as
well as be useful for medical, mental health, and rabbinic profes-
sionals who treat and counsel observant Jewish women. 

Design

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of
the Mt. Sinai School of Medicine. Participants completed the
questionnaire anonymously and without financial reward and re-
turned it by postal or electronic mail. To obtain a diverse group of
observant Jewish women, subjects were sought across a large
range of religious Jewish communities by advertising through
synagogue bulletins, Jewish organizations, newspapers, Jewish-
oriented web sites and Listservs, and a network of medical profes-
sionals (e.g., obstetricians/gynecologists, nurses, and pediatri-
cians) whose practices consisted of sizable numbers of Orthodox
Jewish women. The design of this study did not allow us to esti-
mate the number or characteristics of women who heard about
the study and refused participation.
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Questionnaire

The questionnaire developed for the participants was compa-
rable to that used in the National Health and Social Life Survey (8,
9), administered by the Sociometrics Corporation, with addi-
tional questions regarding religious affiliation and other specific
questions related to sexual life within Orthodox Jewish communi-
ties. These additional questions were based on questions de-
scribed comprehensively in documents available from the Socio-
metrics Corporation. This section of the questionnaire began by
asking respondents the question “Did anyone ever touch you sex-
ually in a way that made you feel uncomfortable?” and, if so, re-
questing a brief account of the incident. We excluded responses
where the account itself concluded that abuse had not occurred,
such as 1) when the situation was consensual, although uncom-
fortable (e.g., “Past boyfriends sometimes pushed too much. I do
not consider it abuse, so maybe my original answer should be
changed to no”), 2) when the account was of a nonconsensual but
inconsequential event (e.g., “My father’s friend wanted to have
sex with me,” or “A stranger fondled my backside on the street”),
or 3) when the respondent did not describe the event in the fol-
low-up questions used in the analyses (e.g., characteristics of the
perpetrator[s], number of times abused, age of respondent and
perpetrator at the time of abuse, and whether the abuse involved
forced touching of genitals and/or penetration).

The National Health and Social Life Survey used examiners to
ask further details about each experience; in this study, the ques-
tionnaire asked for personal relevant details.

Statistical Analysis

Chi-square tests were used to compare sociodemographic
characteristics of the participants based on religious affiliation
(modern- versus ultra-Orthodox) and whether the respondent
was raised observant or became observant later in life.

Three dichotomous variables relating to sexual abuse were also
considered: presence or absence of a history of sexual abuse,
whether genital contact occurred in the abuse, and age at time of
first abuse (“13 and below” versus “other”). We also examined char-
acteristics of the abuse itself and its disclosure. Sexual behavior
within the marriage was noted but not assessed for possible abuse.

Results

Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the re-
spondents, as well as subgroup comparisons between
modern- and ultra-Orthodox Jewish women and between
women who were raised observant and those who became
observant later in life. There were no significant differences
between modern- and ultra-Orthodox respondents in age,
birthplace, income, or prior marriages. However, com-
pared with modern-Orthodox women, ultra-Orthodox
women were more likely to have ended their education
with high school or 1 year of religious seminary and were
less likely to pursue graduate education, although the per-
centage of those with graduate education was higher
among ultra-Orthodox women who were not raised obser-
vant (became observant: !2=11.4, df=3, p=0.10; raised ob-
servant: !2=36.8, df=3, p<0.0001). Although there were no
differences in income level, ultra-Orthodox women were
more likely to report being the sole wage earner or being
supported by a source other than self or spouse. Ultra-Or-
thodox women were also more likely to be married by the
time they were 22 years old and more likely to have six or

more children than were their modern-Orthodox peers.
Very few of the women reported experiencing domestic vi-
olence. More ultra-Orthodox women endorsed being
forced by their husbands to have sexual relations.

The proportion of women who reported being raised
observant did not differ between modern- (63%) and ul-
tra-Orthodox (65%) women (!2=0.186, df=1, p=0.66).
There were no differences in birthplace or income be-
tween respondents who were raised observant and who
became observant later in life. However, there was a signif-
icant effect of age, as a greater proportion of younger par-
ticipants were raised observant, and a greater proportion
of participants between the ages of 35 and 49 reported be-
coming observant. Women who became observant were
also significantly older at the time of marriage and had
more often been married before.

Twenty six percent of respondents reported experienc-
ing at least one instance of sexual abuse. There was signif-
icantly greater reporting of sexual abuse by ultra-Ortho-
dox women compared with modern-Orthodox women
(!2=5.88, df=1, p=0.015). The comparison was repeated
and the women reporting abuse were subdivided into two
groups: those abused by the age of 13 and those abused af-
ter this age. More ultra-Orthodox women than modern-
Orthodox women reported their first abuse at or before
the age of 13 (!2=7.37, df=2, p=0.025). Report of sexual
abuse was nearly twice as high among Jewish women who
became observant compared with those raised observant
(!2=6.98, df=1, p=0.008). More incidents of abuse were re-
ported by ultra-Orthodox women than modern-Orthodox
women, both for those raised observant (!2=4.06, df=1, p=
0.04) and for those who became observant and for whom
the abuse preceded increased religiosity (!2=4.23, df=1, p=
0.04) (Figure 1). As seen in Figure 1, religious affiliation
and being raised observant were not related. When con-
trolling for whether or not the subject was raised obser-
vant, stepwise logistic regression showed a higher propor-

FIGURE 1. Prevalence of Sexual Abuse According to Reli-
gious Affiliation and Upbringing
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tion of sexual abuse for ultra-Orthodox women than
modern-Orthodox women (!2= 7.79, df=1, p=0.005), and a
higher proportion of abuse for those participants who be-
came observant later in life, whether affiliated with ultra-
or modern-Orthodox Judaism (!2=12.59, df=1, p<0.0005).

Table 2 shows the characteristics of the sexual abuse for
the respondents who reported being abused. Among those
who reported sexual abuse, half reported a single incident
of abuse and half reported multiple incidents. Regarding

the nature of the abuse, 48% reported genital contact/pen-
etration, whereas 52% reported incidents of molestation
(e.g., inappropriate fondling of the breasts and buttocks or
attempted rape, which the respondent reported success-
fully fleeing). For 23% of sexually abused women, the abuse
was perpetrated by a stranger. For 40%, the abuse was per-
petrated by someone known to the respondent but not a
family member, and for 30%, the abuse was perpetrated by
a relative. Only 35% of respondents disclosed the abuse to

TABLE 1. Demographic Characteristics

Characteristic

All Subjects 
(N=380)

Modern-Orthodox 
(N=208)

Ultra-Orthodox 
(N=172) Analysis

N % N % N % !2 (df=1) p
Agea 0.893 0.640

19–34 179 47 100 48 79 46
35–49 159 42 83 40 76 44
50+ 42 11 25 12 17 10

Born in United States 297 78 162 78 126 78 0.020 0.887
Educationb 47.62 < 0.0001

High school 25 7 6 3 19 11
Post-high schoolc 60 16 14 7 46 27
College 124 32 70 34 54 31
Graduate school 171 45 118 57 53 31

Incomeb 5.32 0.150
<$20,000 60 16 27 13 33 19
$20–50,000 115 30 60 29 55 32
$50–100,000 115 30 64 31 51 30
$100,000+ 90 24 57 27 33 19

Wage earnerb 8.39 0.039
Wife 23 6 9 4 14 8
Husband 141 37 73 36 68 40
Both 176 46 108 53 68 40
Other 34 9 14 7 20 12

Married previously 32 8 14 7 18 10 3.05 0.384
Married before age 22 212 56 98 47 114 66 14.02 < 0.0001
Number of childrenb 30.86 < 0.0001

None 49 13 27 13 22 13
1–2 170 45 109 52 61 35
3–5 116 30 64 31 52 30
6+ 45 12 8 4 37 22

Spousal violence 20 5 7 4 13 8 3.28 0.070
Forced sex by husband 9 3 1 1 8 5 7.04 0.008
a df=2.
b df=3.
c Non-secular seminary for religious studies. Respondents in this category did not go to secular college or graduate school.

TABLE 2. Characteristics of Sexual Abuse in Subjects Reporting Abuse

All Subjects 
(N=96)

Modern-Orthodox 
(N=41)

Ultra-Orthodox 

(N=55) Analysis

N % N % N % !2 (df=1) p
Number of times 3.45 0.06

Once 48 50 25 61 23 42
Multiple 48 50 16 39 32 58

Genital contact 0.462 0.50
No 50 52 23 56 27 49
Yes 46 48 18 44 28 51

Perpetratora

Stranger 22 23 9 22 13 24 0.038 0.84
Known 38 40 16 39 22 40 0.009 0.92
Relative 29 30 12 29 17 31 0.030 0.86

Reported toa

Anyone 34 35 12 36 22 45 1.23b 0.54
Mother 12 13 4 19 8 24 0.20 0.65
Father 6 6 1 5 5 15 1.40 0.24

a Sum of responses does not equal 100% since respondents could endorse multiple answers or endorse none.
b df=2.
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another person, with 13% disclosing the event to their
mother and 6% to their father. When the respondents were
subdivided on the basis of whether they were raised obser-
vant, those raised observant were more likely to have been
abused by strangers and were more likely to report inci-
dents involving genital contact/penetration than those
who become observant later in life.

Fifty one percent of the respondents reported receiving
mental health treatment during their lifetime. The specific

conditions for which respondents sought treatment were
depression (22%), anxiety disorders (17%), eating disor-
ders (4%), marital problems (21%), and other emotional or
psychological problems (14%). Analyses based on reli-
gious affiliation and upbringing did not yield significant
results, with the exception that persons who became ob-
servant sought more treatment for other emotional or psy-
chological problems. Table 3 shows that respondents who
reported sexual abuse were more likely to report seeking
mental health treatment than those who did not report
abuse, with significant differences for depression, marital
problems, and emotional or psychological problems in
general. Whether or not the abuse involved genital contact
did not differ between those who did and did not report
mental health treatment.

Discussion

While observant Jewish women live in a culture with a
clearly prescribed set of laws designed to regulate sexual
contact, sexual abuse still exists in these communities. In-
deed, 26% of the participants in this study reported lifetime
sexual abuse, with 16% reporting abuse occurring by the
age of 13. Almost a third of the participants reported sexual
abuse perpetrated by relatives, and less than a quarter re-
ported sexual abuse perpetrated by strangers. These esti-
mates are consistent with data from several national sur-
veys, in which 25%–27% of women, regardless of marital
status or religious affiliation, reported sexual abuse (10–
12). A meta-analytic study by Gorey and Leslie concluded
that approximately 22% of women report childhood sexual
abuse, a figure slightly higher than was noted in the present
study, with about one-third reporting genital penetration
(13). Additionally, more ultra-Orthodox women reported
sexual abuse than modern-Orthodox women.

Although health professionals may be reluctant to in-
quire about sexual abuse in order not to offend patients
for whom such topics are considered improper, it may be
particularly important to screen for sexual abuse, since
only one-third of the participants in this study reported
disclosing the abuse to someone else. However, while the
possibility of past abuse should be probed, it is also criti-
cally important to understand that the threshold at which
someone may feel the victim of sexual abuse may be lower
for those living in a more restrictive religious community.
Approximately half of the reported incidents of abuse in
this study did not involve genital contact. Since many re-
searchers have historically defined sexual abuse as genital
contact or even penetration (14), there might be a ten-
dency to minimize the significance of reported experi-
ences that do not involve genital penetration. Recent ob-
servations—which found that the effect of sexual trauma
may depend less on the characteristics of the abuse itself
and more on factors such as the relationship of the victim
to the perpetrator and the family and community environ-
ment within which the abuse occurs—support the use of

Raised Observant 
(N=243)

Became Observant 
(N=137) Analysis

N % N % !2(df=1) p
8.90 0.012

128 53 51 38
89 37 70 51
26 11 10 11

194 80 103 75 1.11 0.292
5.55 0.136

20 8 5 4
43 18 17 12
77 32 47 34

103 42 68 50
1.39 0.709

39 16 21 15
69 28 46 34
74 31 41 30
61 25 29 21

7.57 0.056
13 5 10 7.5

101 42 40 30
102 43 74 55

24 10 10 7.5
13 5 19 14 8.24 0.004

158 65 54 39 23.29 < 0.0001
2.82 0.419

32 13 17 12
114 47 56 41

67 28 49 36
30 12 15 11
9 4 11 8 3.23 0.072
4 2 5 4 149 0.222

Raised Observant 
(N=47)

Became Observant 
(N=49) Analysis

N % N % !2 (df=1) p
0.042 0.84

24 51 19 49
23 49 14 51

5.01 0.03
19 40 31 63
28 60 18 37

15 32 7 14 4.22 0.04
17 36 21 43 0.449 0.50
15 32 14 29 0.127 0.72

18 44 16 39 4.21b 0.12
8 27 4 17 0.771 0.38
5 17 1 4 2.10 0.15
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less restrictive criteria, particularly if the goal of such stud-
ies is to determine the impact and health consequences of
sexual abuse (15, 16). Indeed, for the respondents in this
study, a history of abuse was related to a greater preva-
lence of mental health treatment, including treatment for
depression, marital problems, and some other emotional
and psychological problems, consistent with reports (17,
18). There were no differences in seeking mental health
treatment between sexually abused women who did and
did not report abuse involving genital contact.

The higher proportion of reported abuse among women
who became observant versus those raised observant is
also significant. For Jewish women, the decision to be-
come observant of the dictates of Orthodox Judaism in-
volves a comprehensive change in lifestyle, which almost
always includes a manifest restriction in sexual behavior.
Furthermore, those who choose to affiliate with ultra-Or-
thodox Judaism undertake an additional isolation from
the surrounding culture (6). While the decision to increase
religious observance may be motivated by many factors, it
is noteworthy that of the respondents who became obser-
vant later in life and were not sexually abused, 60% were
affiliated with modern-Orthodox Judaism, while among
those who were sexually abused, only 43% were. Thus,
women who are sexually abused or threatened may be
more likely to seek out a more structured and sexually re-
stricted lifestyle.

A major limitation of this study is that it was not feasible
to obtain a representative sample of observant Jewish
women, since no sampling frame was available. It was also

not feasible to limit a representative sample of the general
population to just observant Jewish women. This study
used a wide variety of recruitment methods to provide cov-
erage of the target population, which was married Jewish
women who observe the strict laws associated with Ortho-
dox Judaism, namely proscribed sexual activity except
within marriage. We do not, therefore, claim that this study
group is representative of all observant Jewish women. On
the contrary, the high level of education, even among the
ultra-Orthodox, suggests a sampling bias that may be asso-
ciated with a willingness to participate in research. Fur-
thermore, there was a high proportion of subjects receiving
mental health treatment in this group, which may also re-
flect an openness to discussing sensitive topics with others.
Despite these potential sampling biases, the respondents
were unquestionably from a population that is substan-
tially different from normative Western secular culture. To
obtain a more complete picture of the role of sexual abuse
in the Orthodox Jewish community, it would be necessary
to also examine sexual abuse among unmarried observant
women, since a history of sexual abuse is known to affect
the capacity for intimacy or trust in close relationships (14–
16). Similarly, since more than half of Jews who were raised
Orthodox no longer affiliate with Orthodox Judaism as
adults (19), it would be necessary to examine the lifetime
prevalence of sexual abuse in Jewish women who were
once observant but are no longer so. For all of these rea-
sons, the estimates of prevalence of sexual abuse reported
here are not the actual prevalence of sexual abuse among
Orthodox Jewish women.

TABLE 3. Mental Health Treatment of a Select Group of Married Observant Jewish Women

Mental Health 
Treatment

All Subjects Subjects Reporting Abuse Only

No History of 
Sexual Abuse 

(N=276)

History of Sexual 
Abuse 
(N=94) Analysis

No Genital Contact 
(N=49)

Genital Contact 
(N=45) Analysis

N % N % !2(df=1) p N % N % !2(df=1) p
Any mental health 

treatment 7.21 0.007 0.45 0.30
Yes 129 47 59 63 29 59 30 67
No 147 53 35 37 20 41 15 33

Treatment for 
depression 6.76 0.009 0.16 0.12
Yes 52 19 30 32 12 25 37 38
No 262 81 64 68 27 75 28 62

Treatment for 
anxiety 0.16 0.69 0.94 0.58
Yes 45 16.5 17 18 9 18 8 18
No 228 83.5 76 82 40 82 37 82

Treatment for 
eating disorder 2.31 0.13 0.11 0.12
Yes 10 4 7 7.5 5 10 1 2
No 262 96 86 92.5 44 90 44 98

Counseling for 
marital problems 10.74 0.001 0.16 0.12
Yes 47 17 31 33 13 26.5 18 40
No 226 83 62 67 36 73.5 27 60

Other emotional 
or psychological 
problem 3.94 0.05 0.57 0.38
Yes 33 12 19 20 11 22 8 18
No 239 88 74 80 38 78 37 82
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Despite these limitations, we are not aware of any other
study examining sexual abuse in the Orthodox Jewish
community or in any other similarly insular religious soci-
ety. This may be due to laws governing modesty, which
discourage public or even private discussions of sexuality
(5). We have received numerous comments on the survey
from respondents expressing gratitude for this forum and
suggesting support for further discussion in this area (Par-
ticipant Perspective).
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