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2.1 Introduction 

This aim of this literature review is to consider and critically evaluate the reasons behind the under-reporting of sexual offences to Police by women in England and Wales. This research will cover all types of sexual offences, from low-level sexual assaults to serious sexual offences such as rape. 

The literature will be reviewed by theme rather than chronologically, in order to cover the relevant areas in the most efficient way, and identify the need for further research within the topic (Charlesworth, 2022). 


2.2 The varying reporting rates of sexual offences across England and Wales 

The Crime Survey for England and Wales shows 773,000 persons between the age of 16 and 74 to have become victims of sexual offences (including attempts) in the year ending in 2020 (Office of National Statistics, 2021). Out of these victims, 618,000 were women. The most recent figure of reporting rates compared to the actual believed number of offences tripled over the recent years, however dropped by 0.7% to 162,936 in the year ending in 2020. This suggests that approximately 600,000 victims did not report sexual offences to Police that year. 

The figures mentioned above are a little outdated now, however, are the most recent statistic available which have been obtained from the 2021 census, therefore can be relied upon for accuracy at the time of it being published. On the other hand, the website does document the potential issues with comparing the yearly statistics; stating that Police’ recording practises may change on a year to year basis, causing some variation in the annual statistics. 

This should, however, not take away from the overall issue which has been demonstrated.  The figures clearly highlight a discrepancy between the number of sexual offences that are occurring, compared to the number being reported. This review aims to evaluate the reasons provided in research already available, and demonstrate the requirement for further research to make recommendations on how to resolve the issue. 


2.3 Victims reasons not to report sexual offences to Police 

This section of the literature review will look to assess the specific reasons behind the under-reporting of sexual offences to Police. Three specific theories focusing on victimology will be considered among other more general victim perspectives – those being the Victim Precipitation Theory, The Lifestyle Theory, and the Deviant Place Theory (Harper, 2022). 

John Scott, in his book ‘A Dictionary of Sociology’ defines Victimology as “The study of victims of crime, including such aspects as patterns of offence, place of incident, characteristics of and relationship between victim and offender, and the like.” (Scott, 2014). 

Throughout the research completed, one of the most common reasons behind the under-reporting of sexual offences that has come to light, is the victim feeling they are somehow involved or to blame for the incident (Parti and Robinson, 2021). Given this, it seems appropriate to review certain theories of Victimology, which study the victim of the crime and the role they play in the offence that takes place. 


2.3.1 Victim Precipitation Theory 

As previously mentioned, one of the many reasons behind the under-reporting of sexual offences to Police may be the victim’s fear of being blamed for the incident taking place. The Victim Precipitation Theory explores the victim’s involvement in the incident – and whether any blame can be attributed to the victim, rather than just the offender. Hans von Hentig, who is arguably one of the leading thinkers when it comes to Victimology and the Precipitation Theory, described it as such:  
“The human victim in many instances seems to lead the evil-doers actively into temptation” (von Hentig, 1940). 

Despite von Hentig being a leading thinker of his time, the world view has perhaps since moved on, and it would appear almost dissident to suggest that victims are to blame for being raped. This journal entry was written over 80 years ago, when society was far more misogynistic, and had far less sympathy for women than nowadays (Holland and Holland, 2018). 

However, it is understandable that many victims may feel blamed for the incidents, given the way some have been treated by Police when reporting incidents. Perhaps the world has not moved on as much as it should or could. For example, BBC News shared an article in October 2022 relaying the story a teenage girl who reported a sexual assault to South Wales Police, and was told by an officer “Okay, that top is quite low-cut” (Williams, 2022). 

The article title immediately draws the reader’s attention to the Police fault in blaming the victim, however upon reading the article, the writer explains how the Police in fact stated first that the victim’s clothing had no bearing on the matter. This victim later withdrew her complaint as she did not feel she had the required support for a female in her situation. News articles are often written in such a way that the title will draw the reader in, however the article itself does not directly reflect what the title suggests. The article itself focuses largely on the lack of support available to victims of sexual offences, rather than any victim blaming done by Police. 

A journal entry released in 1967 provides a similar view to von Hentig, stating that victim precipitation may refer to the “behaviour of the victim being interpretated by the offender as a direct invitation for sexual relations or as a sign that she will be available for sexual contact if he will persist in demanding it” (Amir, 1967).  

As the article is 55 years old, this view will also likely be quite an outdated one, and potentially one that would offend the majority of women. However, it appears important to note that Amir is not blaming the victim’s behaviour, but attempting to gain an understanding of the offender’s thought process. Within the same article, he stated that precipitation is not as obvious or ‘clear-cut’ as seduction or provocation, but could be considered “undue, unwise or rash haste” where the victim does not have enough time to consider their behaviour or body-language, but is merely reacting to what is in front of them. This article is relevant to the chosen research topic, as it provides perspective on victims being partially to blame for the incidents. 

This links well with the ‘Just World Theory’, which is the idea that good things happen to good people, and bad things happen to bad people. 
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