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Abstract
The objective of this research project was to investigate the reasons behind the underreporting of sexual offences or rapes against victims to the police. It was observed that only about one in every six victims actually report these incidents. Additionally, the project aimed to provide recommendations on how to motivate women to report these kinds of crimes when they happen. 
The research was conducted using surveys with the general public and interviews with members of Gwent Police to address the aforementioned objectives. The responses revealed reasons such as victims' fear of being blamed or judged, the limited availability of evidence, and apprehension towards the court process, among others, in relation to the first objective. To address the second objective mentioned earlier, suggestions were made regarding the investigation procedure to prevent any loss of evidence and to ensure that investigations were handled promptly and efficiently. 
The primary study was supported by many pieces of literature, which are discussed in the dissertation. These sources offer a comprehensive overview of the public opinion on the subject. 
The research successfully achieves the objectives outlined in Chapter 1 of the dissertation. Participants in the study and the supporting literature suggest recommendations, including further training for first responders and allocating more resources to units such as CID or Public Protection Units. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 Background
This dissertation aims to examine the issues pertaining to the underreporting of sexual assault and rape incidents involving both males and females in the United Kingdom, Stewart, Sophie, et al, (2023). Although both are classified under the Sexual Offences Act 2023, there exists a notable distinction between both offences (Crown Prosecution Service,2021). Rape is the deliberate act of purposely inserting a penis into another person's vagina, anus, or mouth without their consent (Metropolitan Police,2019). Consent must be provided volitionally, and the lack of opposition does not constitute consent. Furthermore, the law recognises that an individual may not always possess the ability to provide consent owing to circumstances such as intoxication, compulsion, mental capacity, and unconsciousness (Crown Prosecution Service,2021). 
Wieberneit, Michelle, et al, (2024) state, sexual assault is an increasing concern impacting individuals of both genders, yet underreporting represents a major obstacle in effectively dealing with the matter. Although public focus frequently focusses on the experiences of female victims, male victims have significant barriers, leading to the underreporting of their experiences. Comprehending the variables that lead to underreporting in sexual assault incidents for both genders is essential for formulating more effective interventions, guaranteeing justice, and offering suitable assistance to victims (Tan, Sze Eng, and Katie Kuschminder, 2022).

Nevertheless, Sexual assault is legally defined in the Sexual Offences Act 2003 as the deliberate physical contact or touching of another person in a sexual manner, without their agreement, and when the perpetrator does not have a reasonable belief that the other person has given consent (Gov.uk, 2003). A touch can encompass any bodily part, whether through clothing or direct contact, with or without an item, and is deemed sexual if a rational individual would see it as such. 
On an international scale, sexual offences are now acknowledged as one of the most greatly underreported crimes (Dworkin, Emily R., et al, 2010). The phenomenon of sexual assaults being insufficiently reported to police is well-documented throughout this paper and is shaped by a multifaceted interplay of social, cultural, psychological, and systemic elements. Notwithstanding the gravity of these offences, a significant proportion of both male and female victims choose not to disclose them, resulting in significant repercussions for both individual justice and the broader societal welfare (Walker, Sarah-Jane Lilley, et al, 2019).
A Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) provided crucial information into the frequency of sexual assault in England and Wales, using both continuous and annual data. 

During the year ending March 2022, 2.3% of adults aged 16 and over (3.3% of women and 1.2% of men) experienced sexual assault, including attempts. This corresponds to an estimated 1.1 million adults. 798,000 of them being females and 275,000 thousand men (Office for National Statistics,2023). 
16.6% of adults (about 7.9 million individuals) aged 16 and older had encountered sexual assault (including attempts) after reaching the age of 16. Among these, 1.9 million individuals were victims of rape, constituting 7.7% of women affected by this crime and 
0.2% of men. While the number of cases of sexual assault amongst individuals aged 16 to 59 remained relatively stable from March 2020 (2.2%) to March 2022 (2.7%), there has been a substantial increase since March 2014, when the prevalence was 1.5%. This augmentation corresponds with patterns in police-reported crime (Office for National Statistics,2023).


Survey data from Rape Crisis England and Wales reveals that roughly 25% of women, amounting to 6.54 million individuals, have encountered rape or sexual assault throughout their adult years. Among the 6.54 million documented incidents, about half of the rapes are perpetrated by the victim's current or previous spouse, and six out of seven rapes are carried out by someone known to the victim (Rape Crisis England and Wales, 2023). The fundamental rights of women encompass the ban of illegal sexual conduct and the eradication of all manifestations of violence and manipulation. 


Nevertheless, Amnesty International, women and girls worldwide still face discrimination and unfair treatment based on their biological sex and gender. The existence of gender inequality is the basis for a multitude of problems that have a greater impact on women and girls, such as domestic and sexual abuse (Amnesty International, 2022). Although men may also experience sexual assault, women generally face higher incidence and more serious injuries, a fact that has garnered considerable global recognition during the twenty-first century (Li, Liqing, et al,2023). 

While sexual offences and rape can happen at any time and involve anybody, it is common for victims of sexual offences to be assaulted by those they are familiar with, such as family members, spouses, former intimate partners, friends, and acquaintances. 
A 2021 publication by the Office of National Statistics revealed that one out of every two rapes against women are perpetrated by their current or former partner. 5 out of every 6 instances of rape against women are perpetrated by someone they are acquainted with. 
In order to understand the causes of this inadequate reporting, the author of this paper intends to examine current research by exploring the historical, social, and legal aspects, as well as conducting their own primary survey to determine what has contributed to the current situation (Hansen, Maria, et al, 2020),

1.2 Objectives 
The dissertation focuses on the following aims by conducting a literature review and initial investigation utilising surveys with the general public and interviews with members of Gwent Police. 
The purposes will be consistent with the overarching goal of improving the statistics mentioned previously by promoting women and men to report sexual incidents to the Police. 

1. To calculate the recorded statistics of sexual offences in England and Wales in relation to the reported number of sexual offences to the Police. 

2.To have an understanding of the cultural barriers that make it difficult for victims to come forward and report. 

3.To gain an understanding of the impact of psychological obstacles and trauma that victims are subjected to and what support is available to them.

4. To gain an understanding of the overall lack of trust in the criminal justice system and concerns surrounding the lengthy legal process. 

5. To carry out primary research in order to truly understand the factors that hinders victims from reporting sexual offences to the Police. 











Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1 Introduction 
Brunton-Smith, Ian, et al, suggest the under-reporting of sexual offenses remains a significant concern in England and Wales, contributing to the gap between the true prevalence of these crimes and official statistics (Brunton-Smith, Ian, et al.2020). This literature review aims to explore and critically evaluate the reasons why victims often choose not to report sexual offences to the police. By examining a broad spectrum of offences, ranging from low-level sexual assaults to more serious crimes such as rape, this review seeks to uncover the multifaceted factors that influence reporting behaviours (Dalton, Charlotte T., et al, 2022).

This investigation is crucial for understanding the real scale of sexual violence and for identifying the social, cultural, and institutional barriers that hinder women from seeking justice. In doing so, the research will not only highlight areas where the criminal justice system may be failing but also provide insights into how support services and legal frameworks can be improved to better serve victims (Varghese, Femina P., et al, 2019). Through a comprehensive analysis of existing studies and reports, this review will contribute to the ongoing discourse on sexual violence and help to inform future policies aimed at reducing under-reporting and supporting victims more effectively.



2.2- Culture 
Cultural factors exhibit significant impact on the formation of attitudes towards sexual assault and can give rise to obstacles that hinder victims from reporting such offences to the police. The influence of cultural norms and values on views of shame, honour, and justice can subsequently impact the willingness of individuals to report incidents of sexual assault (Ajayi, Chinyere Elsie, et al,2021). This essay analyses the manner in which cultural elements can impede victims from reporting incidents of sexual assault to law enforcement. It investigates the interaction between honour, stigma, gender norms, and community dynamics.
An omnipresent cultural element that significantly influences reporting is the notion of honour and shame. Personal and family honour holds highest significance in numerous civilisations. Sexual assault can be regarded as a significant challenge to this sense of dignity, not just for the individual who has been assaulted but also for their family (Mulvihill, Natasha, et al,2019) In many societies, a sexual assault may be perceived as a public disgrace that detracts from the reputation of the entire family or community. The concern of causing disgrace to one's family might serve as a potent discouragement to reporting (Mayeza, Emmanuel, 2022). Victims may experience concerns about being subjected to judgement or social exclusion by their community, which can result in significant pressure to remain silent (Wemmers, Jo-Anne, et al,2022).

For example, throughout several South Asian societies, the preservation of family honour is intricately linked to the conduct of its female members. Submission of a sexual assault report might be perceived as a means of disrespecting the family, resulting in significant social consequences (Mansoor, Nasreen,2015). In order to safeguard the family's reputation, victims may be urged to maintain silence, even if it entails enduring hardship without expressing their emotions. Many times, the cultural focus on maintaining family reputation takes precedence over the legal and moral obligations to disclose and confront the crime (Bates, Lis,2020).
Das, Sarbopriya, et al 2020, states, sexual assault on men, especially by another man, can be seen as emasculating. The act may be regarded as depriving the survivor of power and dominance, both of which are essential components of masculine identity. This power dynamic is particularly evident in cases of same-sex assault, where the survivor may believe the attack weakens his manhood (Kar, Anindya, et al, 2022). The social stigma associated with male-on-male assault can heighten emotions of bewilderment, isolation, and shame. Patriarchal societies frequently place men in dominant roles and women in subservient roles, which can normalise sexual abuse and make it more difficult for survivors to come forward (Scott-Storey, Kelly, et al,2022). Male survivors suffer additional challenges because to cultural notions of masculinity. Men are expected to be tough, stoic, and invulnerable, making it difficult for men to confess their vulnerability. Reporting sexual assault may be perceived as a weakness or disrespect to one's manhood (Westmarland, Nicole, and Stephen Robert Burrell,2023).
Community and social dynamics can significantly influence whether victims choose to report incidents of sexual assault. Within tightly knit communities is often a significant focus on maintaining social cohesiveness and preventing public controversies. Publicly reporting incidents of sexual assault might be perceived as undermining social cohesion and drawing unwelcome scrutiny (Mulder, J., et al,2021)
For instance, among specific ethnic and minority groups, there may be a notable sense of internal cohesion and a reluctance to interact with external governing authorities. This may be driven by a desire to resolve matters privately or a lack of faith in the legal system that is perceived as unjust or prejudiced against their community. Minority groups frequently encounter systematic racism and bigotry while interacting with the police and the justice system (Hetey, Rebecca C., and Jennifer L. Eberhardt, 2018). This fosters a perception that the system does not serve its objectives, making survivors unwilling to speak up. According to a study carried out by Savanta ComRes for the RSA, with 2,600 participants in Great Britain, which includes an equal sample of 1,000 individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds, reveals: 
Discrimination in local services is significantly higher among ethnic minorities: 52% of Asian and 50% of Black respondents have experienced discrimination when utilising local services, in contrast to 19% of the white population. The police, legal system, and UK government are perceived as unsupportive by Black and Mixed communities. 25% of Black respondents and 20% of individuals from mixed ethnic origins indicated that the police 'actively complicate my life,' as contrast to merely 9% of white respondents. In evaluating the efficacy of the police and judicial system, 42% of white respondents asserted that the police 'perform their duties,' but Black respondents and individuals of mixed ethnicities were more inclined to indicate that improvements are necessary or that the system is inadequate (RSA, 2021). With statics as compelling as this there is no wonder that ethic communities mistrust the police. 
In addition, marital home sexual offences, addressing these instances can be especially difficult since they include an amalgamation of marital behaviour and cultural expectations. Various cultural beliefs minimise or don't criminalise marital rape (Singh, Vijay P, 2021). Because traditional marital customs perceive sexual intercourse as a marital responsibility rather than a consented act, marital rape is rarely considered a serious crime (Deosthali, Padma-Bhate, et al, 2022). Sexual offences in marriage are typically trivialised or considered private due to normalisation.
Historically, multiple legal systems conformed to the idea of implied consent, which maintained that by entering into marriage, a woman was considered to have granted lifelong assent to sexual contact with her husband (Eatherstone, Lisa, et al,2023). This legal premise negated the idea of marital rape, positing that sexual access was an intrinsic right of the husband (Deosthali, Padma-Bhate, et al,2022). The concept that a wife might deny sexual relations or allege her husband of rape was largely unacknowledged in numerous legal systems until the late 20th century (Cody, Lisa Forman, 2022)
Until recently, most Western nations, including the United States and the United Kingdom, failed to acknowledge marital rape as a criminal offence. Legislation began to evolve in the 1970s and 1980s that recognised marital rape as a criminal offence (Featherstone, Lisa,2021). This has effectively resulted in the individuals not actually believing are victims of crime. Cultural gender roles can subordinate women in marriage. Sexual offences may be accepted or excused if wives are expected to be dependent and serve their husbands' sexual desires. These positions may inhibit women from speaking out. 
The Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) for the year ending March 2020 projected that 1.6 million adults aged 16 to 74 had been sexually assaulted by rape or penetration (including attempts) since the age of 16. The analysis of the nature of these assaults is based on CSEW data from March 2017 to March 2020, and it is confined to adults aged 16 to 59. Nearly half (49%) had been a victim more than once. More than four out of ten (44%) were sexually assaulted by their partner or ex-partner (Office for National Statistics,2021).
Cultural diversity factors are of extreme significance in moulding attitudes towards sexual assault and determining the willingness of victims to disclose these offences. The complex interaction of honour, stigma, gender norms, community dynamics, and distrust of police forces gives rise to a multifaceted setting in which the act of reporting sexual assault might introduce numerous difficulties. Overcoming these cultural obstacles necessitates a comprehensive strategy that encompasses education, assistance, and structural changes to establish a setting in which victims of sexual abuse feel secure, assisted, and empowered to report such incidents and pursue legal recourse (Dickson, Nicola, 2021).











2.3 -Trauma
Sexual Assault survey in England and Wales report that approximately 25% of women, totalling 6.54 million, have experienced rape or sexual assault in adulthood. Among the 6.54 million recorded instances, fifty percent of rapes are executed by the victim's current or former spouse, and six out of seven rapes are performed by an acquaintance (Rape Crisis England and Wales, 2023).
 In 2023, another Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) reported that 275,000 male victims have encountered some sort of sexual assault since the age of 16. Annually, approximately 12,000 men (ages 16-59) are victims of rape in the UK. It is essential to acknowledge that the actual figures are likely significantly higher, as some victims may not have reported the rape to the police (Criminal Injuries Helpline,2023). 
The numbers clearly indicate the widespread problem of sexual assault in society, impacting both women and men, predominantly within interpersonal or familiar settings. The figures also highlight the pervasive underreporting of these crimes, which perpetuates the obscurity of the problem's true magnitude.
Nevertheless, women and men internationally endure prejudices and biases, based on their sex and gender. The disparity in gender underpins other issues that disproportionately affect victims, such as domestic and sexual abuse (Hazel, Kelly L., and Kerry S, 2019). Although men can also experience sexual assault, women generally face greater incidence rates and more serious injuries, a fact that has garnered considerable global attention since the twenty-first century (Farahi, Narges, and Morgan McEachern, 2021)

Experiencing sexual assault or rape frequently leads to significant and enduring psychological trauma, impacting all facets of an individual's existence. Trauma from such experiences might manifest in various manners, compromising emotional, physical, social, and mental health. Survivors often have a complex range of obstacles in managing the aftermath of the assault (Crivatu, Ioana M., et al,2021). Sexual assault represents a deeply distressing event that can profoundly erode an individual's sense of trust and security. Self-blame represents a profoundly troubling and prevalent psychological reaction that numerous individuals encounter. Despite the inherent illogic and injustice of this reaction, many victims might undergo a cognitive process that leads them to justify the assault (Brown, Sarah J, et al,2019). This can be accomplished through navigating through an array of emotions, which will ultimately cultivate a sense of responsibility. This is often clarified by a victim's tendency to deflect blame to themselves in an effort to reclaim the sense of control they believe was forfeited during the initial assault (Harsey, Sarah, and Jennifer J. Freyd, 2020). This can be significantly harmful to the victim, as it fosters the notion that alternative actions or responses might have produced a different result.
This point of view has a complex relationship to the cultural phenomenon of victim blaming. This belief is profoundly entrenched in many different groups and cultures and as survivors they are compelled to perceive themselves as responsible for the assault based on their actions, behaviour, clothing, or perceived vulnerabilities (Gobel, Matthias S., et al, 2018). This detrimental perspective often leads survivors to engage in self-blame and self-destruct behaviours regarding the incident. Rather than fostering the confidence and building the resilience needed to acknowledge their victimisation and seek support from the police or other services that can assist them (Jankowitz, Sarah E, 2017). Beecher, Ruth, and Stephanie Wright, that this perspective may result in sexual crime suspects going unchallenged. This could encourage criminals to view their behaviour as acceptable, hence heightening their likelihood of ongoing criminal activity (Beecher, Ruth, and Stephanie Wright, 2023).

Self-blame may adversely affect mental health and impede recovery. Survivors who engage in self-blame are more susceptible to a deterioration in their mental health, thereby heightening the probability of having symptoms of anxiety, depression, and PTSD. Sexual assault represents a profound violation of an individual's physical autonomy and sense of security. The psychological consequences of victimisation can be devastating. Certain victims may experience just transient stress, whilst individuals facing prolonged trauma will notice a deterioration in their quality of life (O’Doherty, Lorna, et al,2023). 
Individuals often initiate self-isolation as a result of their fear of judgement and the weight of shame they carry. This detrimental mindset may dissuade survivors from pursuing help, causing them to perceive themselves as unworthy of support and subject to judgement. The failure to address the fundamental origin of the trauma, specifically the assault, will impede the victim's advancement in the journey towards healing. Over time, unresolved guilt can impede individuals from reclaiming their self-esteem and self-trust (Muldoon, Orla T., et al, 2019)

Individuals who have endured a sexual assault may find themselves reliving the traumatic event as a consequence of PTSD. This may present itself through recollections, distressing dreams, and heightened levels of anxiety associated with the traumatic event. The ramifications of sexual assault on survivors extend profoundly into their mental health, leading to persistent psychological trauma that often lingers well beyond the resolution of physical injuries (Henin, Sally, and Lauren Page Black, 2021). Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, anxiety, despair, and diminished self-esteem represent a myriad of challenges that survivors face in their efforts to rebuild their lives (Bryant, Richard A,2019). Although victims are urged to pursue assistance through therapy, support groups, or conversations with loved ones, this does not necessarily imply that they will feel at ease reporting the incident to the police. The underlying trauma and PTSD resulting from victimisation might add to the fear of recounting the occurrence, perhaps leading to subsequent trauma for the victim.
An extensive range of methods of therapy exists for individuals who have endured sexual assault and rape, each tailored to confront the complex psychological, emotional, and physical traumas that survivors face. These therapies are meticulously designed to assist survivors in navigating and understanding their trauma, they include, CBT, EMDR and DBT (Khan, Ali M, et al,2018)
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is a prominent, evidence-supported therapeutic approach that emphasises the recognition and modification of detrimental thought patterns and behaviours. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy aids in confronting and reassessing distorted beliefs surrounding the assault, such as tendencies towards self-blame. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy imparts various coping mechanisms and assists the individual in reclaiming mastery over their cognitive processes and emotional responses (Curtiss, Joshua E., et al,2021). 
Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR) is a systematic therapeutic approach designed to assist individuals in processing and recovering from traumatic experiences through the application of guided eye movements or alternative methods of bilateral stimulation, such as tapping. EMDR demonstrates notable efficacy in the treatment of PTSD. This approach assists individuals in navigating unsettling recollections and diminishes the emotional weight associated with those experiences, facilitating recovery without the necessity of repeatedly confronting the trauma (Geusau, van, et al, 2023)
Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT) represents a synthesis of cognitive-behavioural methodologies and mindfulness practices. DBT assists individuals who have experienced sexual assault in managing overwhelming emotions, navigating distress, and fostering more constructive interpersonal connections. This approach proves especially beneficial for those facing challenges with emotional regulation, self-harm, or suicidal thoughts, often stemming from experiences of sexual trauma (Oppenauer, Claudia, et al,2023).
While specific statistics comparing the mental health outcomes of sexual assault survivors who undergo therapy versus those who do not, are not universally standardised, research consistently indicates that therapy markedly diminishes the probability of severe mental health issues, including PTSD, depression, and anxiety, among these survivors.

Research from 2021, suggested that one-month post-sexual assault, 75% of survivors exhibited evidence for PTSD. Forty-one percent of survivors reflected the requirements for PTSD twelve months post-sexual assault. Whereas trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioural Therapy indicated that 50-60% of survivors who finished the treatment had substantial improvement in trauma symptoms, in contrast to those who did not undergo therapy. (Dworkin, Emily R., et al,2021).
Furthermore, an additional study from Dworkin, Emily R., et al implies that persons subjected to sexual assault (SA) have markedly elevated rates of suicidality relative to those who have not experienced such trauma. In a study, subsamples subjected to sexual assault had a suicidality prevalence of 27.25%, in contrast to 9.37% to those who weren’t a victim of sexual assault. This significant disparity underscores the deep psychological impact that sexual assault can impose on survivors. The study emphasises the necessity of acknowledging the increased suicide risk in sexual assault survivors and executing proactive, continuous mental health interventions to mitigate the severe psychological repercussions of this trauma (Dworkin, Emily R., et al,2020).


2.4- Distrust in the Criminal Justice System.
The disillusionment with the criminal justice system and concerns over the lengthy legal procedures involved in reporting sexual assault or rape are closely linked problems that mirror wider systemic barriers. Victims of sexual assault and rape often possess considerable sceptical thinking in the criminal justice system, which significantly contributes to the underreporting of these offences (Charman, Sarah, and Emma Williams,2021). The following reservations is multifaceted and can be attributed to various sources, including individual experiences, societal perceptions, and institutional problems within the justice system. Comprehending these elements is essential for overcoming the obstacles to reporting and enhancing support for survivors (Mifsud, Rebekah, and Gordon Sammut, 2023).
Survivors may have experienced prior adverse interactions with law enforcement or the legal system, thus fostering a lasting perception of animosity or apathy. Experiences of dismissive treatment, insensitivity, or being blamed for the assault may deter individuals from reporting the incident. Numerous victims apprehend that revealing their experiences may subject them to additional scrutiny or judgement, resulting in hesitance to disclose the crime (Lorenz, Katherine, et al, 2019). Prior encounters with police or the legal system may have had adverse effects, resulting in a persistent perception of animosity or apathy. When victims perceive dismissal or trivialisation during initial interactions, it significantly deters them from reporting subsequent incidents (Hopkins, Anna, 2023).

Survivors frequently recount experiences of insensitivity from the police or judicial authorities, including being perceived as exaggerating or fabricating their accounts. Such dismissive attitudes can significantly erode a survivor's trust and sense of safety within the system (Franklin, Cortney A., et al, 2019).
Experiences of being held accountable for the assault either through explicit remarks or implicit attitudes can result in survivors feeling guilt and a sense of responsibility for the incident. This may deter individuals from pursuing assistance or justice, since they could fear retaliation or additional victimisation.
Distrust in the legal system frequently originates from historical injustices. Numerous marginalised communities, encompassing racial and ethnic minorities, LGBTQ+ individuals, and individuals from lower socioeconomic strata, have enduring experiences of discrimination and violence inflicted by state authorities (Lehmann, Peter S., and Anna I. Gomez, 2021). These historical settings engender a persistent distrust of police forces and the Criminal Justice System. Individuals from these cultures may view the judicial system as an instrument of oppression rather than a safeguard.

The criminalisation of specific communities and systematic racism have led to considerable adverse encounters with the police. Allegations of racial profiling, brutality, and insensitivity have reinforced the perception that the justice system is biassed and unreliable. This historical trauma influences both individual perspectives and community attitudes around criminal reporting, including sexual assault (Shaw, Jessica, and HaeNim Lee. 2019).
Systemic deficiencies within the legal framework further exacerbate distrust. Notable instances of sexual violence that culminate in acquittals or dismissals, especially those involving celebrities or popular personalities, may engender cynicism regarding the probability of achieving justice. Survivors may perceive the system as biassed towards offenders, particularly when the criminal proceedings prioritise the rights of the accused over the experiences and needs of victims (Holder, Robyn, et al, 2020).

Furthermore, discrepancies in the handling of sexual assault cases police might result in feelings of dissatisfaction and uncertainty. For example, victims may observe that certain cases receive priority over others, resulting in feelings of favouritism or bias. The absence of uniformity in the training of police officers concerning sexual assault cases frequently leads to inconsistent reactions, exacerbating victims' feelings of distrust and abandonment (Maguire, Linda, et al, 2024).
A major obstacle to reporting sexual assault is the perceived inefficacy of the legal system in obtaining convictions. Survivors frequently encounter discussions regarding low conviction rates and the difficulties inherent in pursuing sexual assault cases. These numbers may engender a sense of despair, since victims would perceive their prospects of attaining justice as minimal The worry that their case may not result in a successful prosecution can deter individuals from reporting the incident (Wieberneit, Michelle, et al, 2024).
Prosecuting sexual assault cases is notably difficult due to several variables, including the necessity for corroborative evidence, complexities related to permission, and the inherently private nature of the offence (Gore, Ashlee, 2020).
The legal proceedings for sexual assault cases can be protracted and intricate, frequently encompassing several phases of investigation and trial. Survivors may be inundated by the thought of traversing a system that seems formidable and antagonistic. The intricacy of the situation, along with the emotional burden of revisiting their trauma via criminal process processes, may deter numerous individuals from seeking justice.

The legal intricacies of proving guilt beyond a reasonable doubt can induce emotions of despair in survivors, as they may fear their case lacks adequate evidence for a successful conviction (Ho, Hock Lai, 2021). To address the perception of inefficacy within the legal system and motivate further survivors to disclose sexual assault, various tactics may be employed, enhancing understanding of the realities surrounding sexual assault prosecution and emphasising successful cases can alter opinions regarding the efficacy of the Criminal Justice System. Thorough training in trauma-informed methodologies can furnish police forces and legal experts with the competencies required to address sexual assault situations with sensitivity and efficacy. Promoting alterations in the legal framework, such adjustments to evidentiary standards or the establishment of specialised divisions within police forces, can improve the system's responsiveness to sexual assault cases (Brodie, Zara P, et al, 2023).
A high-profile case such as, The Sarah Everard case, which tragically underscored concerns regarding violence against women and police behaviour, has profoundly influenced public image of the legal system, especially in relation to the handling of sexual assault and violence. Sarah Everard's case, characterised by a brutal kidnapping and murder, elicited widespread apprehension regarding women's safety and the efficacy of the police and legal systems response to such offences (Lowerson, Ashley J, 2022). 

The End Violence Against Women Coalition commissioned national research indicating that 47% of women and 40% of men felt a decrease in their confidence in the police amid the disclosure of information regarding the rape and murder of Sarah Everard by serving Metropolitan Police officer Wayne Couzens. It was releveled a staggering Seventy-six percent of women, along with seventy-one percent of all surveyed adults, believe that the policing culture must undergo transformation to more effectively address violence against women and girls. 10% of women would be less inclined to disclose sexual assault to the police subsequent to the Sarah Everard case. Sixty-five percent of individuals believe the government need to enhance efforts to decrease violence against women and girls (End Violence Against Women,2021).
Additionally, the mistrust of the police is not limited to women and girls, men also experience it, as emphasised in the "Gay Rape" case alludes to a series of assaults directed at gay males, which garnered public notice in 2019. This case underscored critical concerns regarding the treatment of LGBTQ+ victims by the police and the wider societal ramifications of violence against marginalised communities this is a summary of the case and its implications (Girardi, Rachele, 2021). The incident intensified preexisting apprehensions over police management of violence allegations involving LGBTQ+ individuals. A significant number of community members voiced doubts about the police's dedication to comprehensively investigating hate crimes and sexual assaults (Flores, Andrew R., et al,2022). Survivors expressed concerns about not being taken seriously or encountering bias when recounting their experiences, so exacerbating a culture of mistrust.

2.5 Summary and areas for further study
The literature reviewed in this study, alongside additional sources, reveals a clear consensus on the primary reasons for the under-reporting of sexual offences, highlighting systemic failures within the Criminal Justice System (CJS). Survivors' disillusionment stems from personal experiences, societal stigma, and institutional inadequacies, which collectively hinder their access to justice. The cultural, racial, and socioeconomic backgrounds of individuals significantly shape their perceptions and interactions with the legal system, further complicating the reporting process and influencing their overall experiences when seeking justice.
 Additionally, the significant psychological effects endured by survivors requires a reaction that supersedes legal procedures. Emotional, emotional, physical, and social well-being are all adversely affected, and survivors frequently struggle with a diminished sense of control over their life.
Despite these identified needs, existing research has not provided effective solutions for many of these problems. This highlights a critical gap in understanding and responding to the complex issues surrounding sexual offence reporting. Therefore, further qualitative research is recommended, particularly through interviews with individuals working within the CJS. Such research could illuminate operational inefficiencies, identify challenges in victim care, and explore the dynamics between law enforcement and prosecuting authorities.
By delving deeper into these areas, future studies can generate actionable insights that will not only enhance the reporting process for survivors but also foster a more supportive and effective criminal justice system. This could ultimately lead to improved outcomes for victims of sexual assault and rape, reinforcing the justice system's role as a protector rather than a barrier.













Chapter 3 Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 
Sexual offences and rape remain a somewhat controversial and complex topic, so it was chosen to approach this dissertation with research conducted in libraries. Secondary research is the use of results and research obtained from previously conducted studies, including books, journals, and other publications. To obtain access to different journal articles and books, several methods were employed, one of which was utilising the Trinity David online Library, which offers a compilation of relevant publications. Additionally, Google Scholar is a valuable tool that enables users to get several books and periodicals that are considered pertinent to the specified keywords. Through the analysis of several studies, solid evidence was collected to substantiate the dissertation question and conclusion. 

This literature study found several areas with inadequate research, particularly with deficiencies in the investigation process for addressing sexual offences. If the approach was more effective, conviction rates for sexual assaults might rise and victims would feel more empowered to report such offences to the police. Another topic that necessitates additional investigation pertains to the public sentiment regarding the reporting of sexual offences and the reasons victims may hesitate to disclose such incidents. 




3.2 Research Strategy 
This primary research has to deal with the following two objectives, 
1. To comprehend the factors that inhibit victims from reporting sexual offences to the Police. 
2. To propose strategies for encouraging victims to disclose sexual offences to investigators. 

This study examined the two objectives; however, current studies may offer new insights and depth to inform the research. Recent empirical studies, case analyses, and newly released data may elucidate emerging trends, legal reforms, or shifts in cultural views that influence the underreporting of sexual assault. Furthermore, incorporating recent studies facilitates a more contemporary comprehension of how legislation, cultural transformations, and institutional practices persistently influence reporting rates and the experiences of survivors within the criminal justice system.

Likewise, undertaking primary research customised to the particular requirements of this study has distinct benefits. Lim, Weng Marc (2024) suggests primary research facilitates a tailored methodology that closely corresponds with the research objectives and generates information directly pertinent to the researcher's emphasis. By formulating targeted questions and methodologies aimed at addressing deficiencies in current literature or investigating under-explored domains, primary research can produce new perspectives and practical findings that transcend the limitations or focal points of previous studies (Goorts, Kaat, et al, 2021). This customised data gathering allows the researcher to refine conclusions and recommendations to better align with the project's aims. The study methodology consisted of a survey conducted with members of the general population and qualitative discussions with professionals in the Criminal Justice System who specialise in sexual offences. 

The survey was be disseminated via online platforms to maximise public participation, targeting roughly 30 respondents. The survey aimed to gather current responses from the general population regarding the reasons victims do not report sexual assaults to the police, as well as any experiences they may have encountered when making these disclosures. No identifiable information from volunteers was solicited, and they were be advised against disclosing any sensitive information in order to prevent ethical concerns. The surveys were distributed through a social media platform, ensuring they were accessible to a diverse group of participants. This method enables the survey to reach individuals of various ages, genders, and life experiences, contributing to a broader and more representative sample (Reveilhac, Maud, et al,2022).
By allowing participants to share the survey on their profiles, the potential reach expands even further, increasing the likelihood of engaging a wider audience. This approach has been chosen for its efficiency, as it allows for the collection of responses from a large number of participants quickly and without the time-consuming need to engage with each person individually. Social media offers an accessible and convenient way for participants to complete the survey at their own pace, and the ability to reach a diverse population enhances the reliability and inclusivity of the data (Wong, Adrian, et al,2022). 
In addition, the viral nature of sharing on social media ensures a snowball effect, where the survey might reach populations that the researcher may not have direct access to, such as marginalized groups or individuals hesitant to engage with more formal survey methods. This broad dissemination can provide a well-rounded dataset that enhances the study's validity generalisation (Yang, Bo, et al, 2023). 
The interviews were be carried out with two primary people of the Criminal Justice System (CJS) engaged in sexual offence investigations. The participants consisted of Police Constables, Sexual Offences Liaison Officer (SOLO), Detectives responsible for initial investigations. The research strived to offer a thorough understanding of the obstacles and issues encountered at all phases of the investigation, support, and prosecution process by including persons from diverse roles throughout the Criminal Justice System (Kubrin, Charis E,2022). This research methodology was selected for its ability to provide comprehensive answers to questions concerning sexual offence investigations. 
This approach ensures that multiple perspectives are considered, rather than focusing solely on one group (e.g., the police), which could result in a skewed representation of where responsibility for potential systemic issues lies. By involving professionals from across the process, including those who support victims, (SOLO) and those who prosecute cases (CPS), the study will be able to identify where breakdowns occur and how different roles within the CJS contribute to the overall handling of sexual offence cases. This multifaceted perspective helps avoid the common issue of one part of the system placing blame on another, ensuring a more balanced and insightful analysis of the barriers and challenges faced in securing justice for sexual offence victims (Davies, Pamela Ann, and Paul Biddle, 2017).
This research methodology has been selected for its ability to comprehensively analyse the challenges associated with sexual assault investigations. The interview questions will be pre-structured to maintain focus and organisation, however they will be flexible, enabling the interviewer to ask additional questions in response to participants' answers. This adaptability is vital for unveiling intricate thoughts and acquiring comprehensive responses. The capability to alter questions depending on interviewees' responses enables for the study to explore particular difficulties that may not have been initially foreseen (Cairns-Lee, Heather, et al,2021). This method not only gathered factual data but also uncovers the reasoning, attitudes, and emotions behind actions and decisions within the criminal justice process, providing a more holistic view of the challenges faced in sexual offence investigations. This makes it particularly valuable in research that seeks to understand the complexities of human behaviour, institutional practices, and the interactions between various components of the justice system.

3.3 The collection of data and Analysis 
Data collection was conducted through a combination of online questionnaires and interviews with members of the Criminal Justice System (CJS). The surveys predominantly produced quantitative information through standardised question formats to collect statistical information. For instance, enquiries may require participants to evaluate their concurrence with particular assertions on a scale from 1 (disagree completely) to 5 (agree completely). This method facilitates the measurement of attitudes and views concerning sexual offence investigations.

To improve data presentation, responses were documented using graphs and tables. This visualisation will enhance comprehension and interpretation of the results. The visual representations are included into the data analysis chapter of the dissertation, facilitating accessibility and comprehension.

The combined use of quantitative survey information with qualitative interview findings will result in an extensive understanding of the pertinent topics. The quantitative information gathered will facilitate statistical analysis, while the qualitative insights obtained from interviews will enhance results by providing complexity and context, so bolstering the entire research narrative. The combined methods enhanced reliability and provided a comprehensive analysis of the underreporting of sexual assault and the factors affecting victims' experiences in the criminal justice system.

The interviews were structured to gather qualitative information from those who participated. The qualitative information was systematically arranged into subject tables that categorise responses according to primary topics including the reporting process for sexual assaults, evidential requirements, support accessible to victims, and other relevant issues.

Each table outlines the views and insights of different interviews regarding the chosen topics, facilitating a concise and straightforward comprehension of the various perspectives on the topic in question. Analysing the responses in a format that helps in identifying recurring issues and possible solutions for improving the sexual offence investigation procedure.

3.4 Limitations and Potential Problems
The research may encounter multiple challenges throughout the information gathering phase due to participant availability and scheduling difficulties. Concerning the surveys, there exists a risk of obtaining an inadequate number of responses from willing participants on social media platforms. To alleviate this difficulty, the survey was accessible for an extended duration. Furthermore, it was disseminated widely, encouraging others to share it within their social circle, including colleagues to enhance engagement and participation.

A limitation regarding the survey is that responses may be mainly gathered from specific populations, including those categorised by age, gender, and employment. This socioeconomic bias may be affected by the composition of friends and followers on social media. The strategies listed above attempt to mitigate this possible issue by encouraging a diverse array of participants.  
Administering surveys on sensitive subjects such as sexual assault presents further difficulties in guaranteeing the accuracy and reliability of the responses provided by participants. Given that surveys depend on personal information, it is essential to adopt strategies that bolster the credibility and reliability of the responses. Basic approaches to enhance the reliability of participants' responses include fostering honesty, creating clear and structured questions, and conducting pilot testing to verify the survey's validity and precision.

The purpose of the interviews is to involve various individuals within the Criminal Justice System, including police officers, Sexual Offence Liaison Officers (SOLO), and CPS investigators. Nonetheless, participant involvement is solely police officers. Time limitations presented a barrier, as both the surveys and interviews were completed and analysed expeditiously. 

Chapter 4: Research Analysis 
4.1 Introduction 
The primary research aimed to achieve the following objectives through the execution of surveys and interviews: 
1. To comprehend the factors that inhibit victims from reporting sexual assaults to The Police.
2.To examine the cultural barriers that victims encounter when reporting sexual assaults to law enforcement authorities
3.To develop an understanding of the extent of victims' knowledge regarding the availability of support services and therapeutic interventions

4.2 Analysis of Surveys  
The methodology chapter previously specified a target of approximately 30 survey participants. nevertheless, the study successfully reached 107 people via social media engagement. The enhanced number of samples allowed a more comprehensive and accurate data set, providing a more extensive and broad range of responses. Therefore, the expanded sample of 107 respondents accurately represents the diversity of the general population than the initially expected 30 respondents. The survey response enabled the completion of the initial target, as detailed below. 
After the surveys were completed two interviews were conducted: One with a female Response Officer and another with a female Detective Sargent. This smaller sample provides a more comprehensive and representative insight into the officer views, thereby enhancing the reliability of the findings related to the first objective.
The survey results are documented below, demonstrating the fulfilment of the first objective. The findings from the interviews accomplished the second purpose, since the participants provided proposals to enhance the investigative process, hence increasing prosecution rates. This should subsequently motivate victims of sexual offences to notify police of these incidents as they arise.

To initiate the survey, participants were presented with the following question: What do you think are the reasons victims may hesitate to report sexual offenses or rapes to the police? 
According to Gravelin, Claire R., et al (2019), the fear of not being believed is the most significant reason preventing victims from reporting sexual offences to the police. This was also echoed in the primary research indicating that this concern ranks as the most prevalent reason, with 70 respondents selecting this option. Notably, participants identified the Concerns About Reliving the Trauma as a more substantial barrier to reporting incidents to the police.

Supporting this finding, Goodman-Williams, Rachael, et al (2023) highlights the disparity in how victims' do not wish to report sexual assault for fear of re living the trauma. This reinforces the notion that victims choose to protect their mental health over wanting to bring offenders to justice (Gekoski, Anna, et al, 2023). 
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Q. What do you think are the reasons victims may hesitate to report sexual offenses or rapes to the police? Please select all that apply.
Table 1
	Reason for Not Reporting
	Number of Responses
	Percentage

	1. Fear of Not Being Believed
	70
	65.4%

	2. Fear of Being Blamed
	40
	37.4%

	3. Lack of Faith in the Police
	60
	56.1%

	4. Fear of Repercussions from the Offender
	50
	46.7%

	5. Court process 
	45
	42.1%

	6. Fear of Public Exposure
	35
	32.7%

	7. Fear of Family Reaction
	25
	23.4%

	8. Belief That the Justice System Favors Perpetrators
	55
	51.4%

	9. Perception of the Police's Attitude Toward Victims
	48
	44.9%

	10. Concerns About Reliving the Trauma
	30
	28.0%

	11. Cultural or Religious Beliefs
	20
	18.7%

	12. Shame and Stigma
	42
	39.3%

	13. Fear of Impact on Personal Relationships
	27
	25.2%

	14. Uncertainty About What Constitutes Sexual Assault
	33
	30.8%

	15. Lack of Awareness of Reporting Procedures and support
	22
	20.6%

	Total Responses
	107
	100%



The findings that 33 participants were unsure about what constitutes sexual assault underline a critical issue that may be influenced by cultural and societal factors. This lack of clarity around the definition of sexual assault could contribute to underreporting, as victims may not realize their experiences fall within the legal definition of an offence. The confusion may arise from:
· Cultural norms that obscure the boundaries of consent.
· Limited education on sexual rights and assault in certain communities.
· Assumed societal beliefs that normalise certain non-consensual behaviours.
As highlighted by Kalra, Gurvinder, and Bhugra (2013), cultural barriers and societal perceptions play a crucial role in shaping attitudes toward reporting sexual offenses. Their research emphasises the importance of culturally sensitive education and intervention efforts to break down these barriers. In light of this, the uncertainty expressed by participants underscores the urgent need for more comprehensive education on sexual assault and the broader societal changes necessary to support victims in recognising and reporting these crimes.
By addressing these cultural barriers through targeted awareness programs, community outreach, and legal clarity, victims can be better informed and feel more empowered to report their experiences without fear of judgment or misunderstanding. This approach aligns with the need for systemic shifts in both societal attitudes and the way sexual offences are addressed within various cultural contexts (Hulley, Joanne, et al, 2022).








Table 2
	Reason for Not Reporting
	Number of Responses
	Percentage

	11. Cultural or Religious Beliefs
	20
	18.7%

	12. Shame and Stigma
	42
	39.3%

	13. Fear of Impact on Personal Relationships
	27
	25.2%

	14. Uncertainty About What Constitutes Sexual Assault
	33
	30.8%

	15. Lack of Awareness of Reporting Procedures and support available 
	22
	20.6%



Furthermore, respondents were questioned about their understanding of what constitutes as sexual assault and the lack of awareness of reporting procedures and support, as well as the potential influence this may have on their willingness to report incidents to the Police (see Appendix A, Q,14 and Q 15). 22 of the 107 respondents said that they have limited knowledge on the reporting procedures to the police and a staggering 33 participants stated that they were unsure what constitutes as sexual assault. According to Baldwin-White, students aged 18 to 25 "are inconsistent in their knowledge about sexual assault. They possess both accurate and problematic understandings of sexual assault." This statement suggests that while university students may have some correct information, there are still misconceptions or misunderstandings that need to be addressed, particularly in the context of prevention and education efforts (Baldwin-White, Adrienne,2020).
Pie chart 1
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When considering the result illustrated in the above pie chart and The Victims' Code, a framework in the UK delineating the rights and entitlements of crime victim, we understand a lack of clarity in support available. “The Victims Code” seeks to guarantee that victims receive equitable treatment, are respected, and that their interests are considered throughout the criminal justice system (Ministry of Justice,2024).
The Victims' Code constitutes the UK's dedication to enhancing the treatment of victims in the criminal justice system. Law enforcement and other entities must comply with these standards to guarantee that victims obtain the necessary support and information.

The Victims' Code functions as an essential foundation to guarantee that victims are acknowledged and treated with dignity and respect during their interactions with the criminal justice system. This approach aims to empower victims and facilitate reporting, therefore fostering justice and healing (Ministry of Justice, 2024). Along with the Victims Code there is also Victim Support who is dedicated service to providing victims of crime with the necessary support to recover and manoeuvre through the intricacies of the criminal justice system. They provide a range of emotional, practical, and educational assistance to empower victims, assisting them in reclaiming their agency and obtaining the support essential for healing (Victim Support,2024).
The literature review revealed a significant gap in the exploration of how the availability of support affects victims’ willingness to report sexual offences. While existing studies often address the emotional and psychological barriers faced by victims, there is limited reflection on the crucial role that accessible support systems play in influencing reporting behaviour.
To address this gap, the primary research was conducted, which included surveys and interviews with 107 participants. The findings indicate an even divide in perspectives regarding support availability, underscoring its importance in the decision-making process of victims. Notably, a substantial portion of respondents nearly half expressed that they would only consider reporting incidents if they were assured of adequate support. This insight suggests that enhancing awareness and accessibility of victim support services could be a key factor in encouraging victims to come forward.
The data points to the need for increased awareness campaigns focused on victim support resources. By informing potential victims about the various forms of support available such as counselling, legal guidance, and emotional assistance there is a potential to foster a more supportive environment that empowers victims to report incidents without fear or hesitation.
Additionally, collaboration between Police forces, CJS, support organisations, and community groups could further facilitate the dissemination of information about support services, ensuring that victims feel recognised and supported in their experiences. This proactive approach could not only enhance reporting rates but also contribute to a broader cultural shift in how society addresses sexual offences and supports victims.

4.3 Analysis of Interviews 
Given that both the primary and secondary research indicates a lack of successful prosecutions deters victims from reporting sexual offences and rapes to the police, two officers (one response officer and one detective sergeant) were interviewed to gain an understanding of the underlying issues and potential solutions. When asked about the major challenges within the investigation process (see Appendices B and C, Q2), both interviewees identified victim withdrawal as a significant factor, citing issues such as the lengthy nature of investigations and intimidation from either the offender or the court process. Murphy-Oikonen et al, emphasised comparable findings, suggesting that victim’s disengagement, evidential difficulties, and lack of resources are the primary components leading to increased rates of attrition in sexual offence cases (Murphy-Oikonen et al, 2022). These issues substantially hinder case progression, thereby impacting overall conviction rates.
Respondent one, a response officer, highlighted that insufficient knowledge and training regarding the early evidence kit can significantly hinder the investigation process. Similarly, Respondent two (detective sergeant) emphasised the critical nature of proper execution of the early evidence kit, noting that a lack of training may result in errors that could compromise the integrity of the investigation. Smith et al. (2014) suggest that early evidence kits are an effective tool for DNA recovery, emphasizing that the timely collection of evidence in the early stages of the investigation can significantly improve the likelihood of obtaining crucial forensic material. This, in turn, enhances the overall effectiveness of sexual assault investigations. (see Appendix B, Q2 and Appendix C Q2). 
Both respondents highlighted concerns about the extended duration of the investigation process, noting that it often becomes a source of frustration for victims (see Appendix B, Q7; Appendix C, Q11). They observed that, although officers avoid providing specific time frames for the investigation, there is a tendency to set unrealistic expectations for victims regarding the length and complexity of the process. This miscommunication can lead victims to feel disillusioned and disheartened, potentially resulting in their disengagement from the investigation, which may consequently hinder its progress or lead to its discontinuation. Holder (2023) asserts that "victim participation is essential to a functioning system of criminal justice," emphasising that the active involvement of victims is crucial for the effective operation of the legal process. Victims play a pivotal role by providing essential information and evidence, which form the foundation for investigations and prosecutions. Without their engagement, cases may lack the necessary support to proceed, potentially resulting in lower conviction rates and an overall reduction in the effectiveness of the criminal justice system.
In conclusion, both the interviews and literature point to the need for systemic reforms. Improved communication with victims, realistic expectations about the investigative process, better training for officers, and enhanced collaboration between police and prosecuting bodies like the CPS are essential to address the issues that currently impede justice in sexual offence cases. Victim participation is vital for the criminal justice system to function effectively, and any reform must prioritise fostering and maintaining this engagement to improve conviction rates and ensure justice is served.
Chapter 5: Research Results
Upon analysing the quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews, several significant trends emerged that closely align with the findings of the literature review. This chapter will systematically examine each of these themes, drawing on insights from both primary and secondary research. Following this analysis, the chapter will provide recommendations aimed at addressing the critical issue of under-reporting of sexual offences and rapes to the police.

Theme one
The first theme directly addresses the research question regarding the factors that influence victims' decisions not to report sexual offences or rapes to the police. The survey data indicates that a significant barrier to reporting is the fear of not being believed, coupled with a lack of confidence in the likelihood of a successful prosecution. Other prevalent concerns include the fear of being blamed for the incident and apprehension regarding potential repercussions from the offender.
Additionally, the research reveals that many victims hesitate to report incidents due to the emotional burden of re-living the trauma associated with the assault and the complexities involved in navigating the court process. In instances where women do choose to report RASSO (Rape and Sexual Assault) incidents, victim withdrawal emerges as a critical factor contributing to the low rates of successful prosecutions, likely influenced by the aforementioned fears. To gain deeper insight into this issue, further investigation into the causes of unsuccessful prosecutions was conducted.
Theme two
The second theme identified pertains to the increased attrition rates in Rape and Sexual Assault (RASSO) cases. Supporting data indicate that victim withdrawal, largely attributed to the protracted nature of investigations and evidential challenges, plays a significant role in the low rates of successful prosecutions. Participants in the primary research underscored the existing resource shortages, which further exacerbate these issues.
Moreover, subsequent analysis revealed that inadequate training for response officers often leads to inconsistencies during the initial phases of investigations. Such errors can result in the loss of critical evidence, particularly forensic materials, thereby impeding the potential for successful prosecution.










Chapter 6: Conclusion 
The under-reporting of rape and sexual assault remains a pressing issue that significantly undermines the effectiveness of the criminal justice system. Factors such as trauma, mistrust in the justice system, and cultural barriers contribute to the reluctance of victims to come forward. The psychological aftermath of these crimes often leaves victims feeling isolated, fearful, and doubtful about the likelihood of a favourable outcome, leading to a pervasive sense of mistrust towards law enforcement and the judicial process. Many victims grapple with the emotional toll of reliving their trauma during investigations and court proceedings, further deterring them from reporting these offenses.
Cultural barriers, including societal stigma and victim-blaming attitudes, exacerbate these challenges. Many victims face the additional burden of navigating a landscape where they may fear judgment or discrimination, particularly in communities where sexual violence is not openly discussed. This lack of support and understanding from both society and the justice system creates an environment where victims feel vulnerable and unsupported.
To combat these issues and promote confidence among victims in reporting sexual offenses, a multi-faceted approach is essential. Firstly, prioritising trauma-informed training for officers and the (CJS) to enable a better understanding of the psychological complexities faced by victims. This training should include education on dismantling rape myths and addressing biases that can hinder investigations. Furthermore, enhancing communication and transparency in the reporting process is crucial.
Additionally, the implementation of dedicated victim support services within police departments can provide victims with the guidance and emotional support they need throughout the process. Collaborating with community organisations to conduct outreach and awareness campaigns will help to foster trust and encourage victims to come forward.
It is also vital to simplify the reporting process and ensure confidentiality protections are in place to create a safer environment for victims. By advocating for policies that prioritise victims' rights and offering resources such as counselling and peer support networks, empower survivors and facilitate their engagement with the justice system. Addressing the under reporting of rape and sexual assault requires a concerted effort to dismantle the barriers that victims face. By fostering an environment of support, trust, and understanding, we can encourage more victims to report these crimes, ultimately leading to a more effective and responsive criminal justice system and more conviction rates.

Chapter 7: Limitations and Recommendations 
7.1 Limitations
During the original research, certain restrictions were identified that may have affected the results. A notable concern was the lack of personal enquiries in the surveys pertaining to respondents' age, gender, race, and other pertinent attributes. This information would have enhanced the sample's validity by ensuring it accurately represented the broader population (Fink, 2003). Furthermore, incorporating these demographic characteristics would have enabled an investigation of whether particular groups encountered unique problems or maintained divergent viewpoints regarding the reporting of sexual offences.

In the secondary research phase, it was evident respondents recognised some challenges in the investigative process, there was a notable absence of practical ideas for enhancement. As a result, numerous recommendations outlined in Theme 3 of the research findings may not correspond with established literature, so constraining the incorporation of these findings into wider academic discussions.

Furthermore, the restricted quantity of interviews undertaken is a considerable limitation. Owing to time constraints, only two interviews were conducted, which may not sufficiently represent the varied experiences and perspectives of police professionals. Engaging in supplementary interviews with a wider array of seasoned officers would result in a more thorough comprehension of policing viewpoints and offer further suggestions for improving the investigative process.


7.2 Recommendations
Given the identified restrictions, it is advisable to undertake additional primary research that includes demographic enquiries regarding age, gender, and ethnicity. This method would provide a more refined comprehension of public perceptions and reveal patterns in experiences or opinions across various demographic groupings.

Additional research should be conducted on the topic of motivating women to disclose sexual assaults to The Police. Gaps in research include both primary methods, such as supplementary interviews with criminal justice system (CJS) professionals, and secondary methods, comprising an extensive literature review. Engaging with police officers and other criminal justice system stakeholders, including Independent Sexual Violence Advocates (ISVAs) and Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) prosecutors, could yield a wider array of views and recommendations to impact the reporting of such crimes and smooth process for victims through the Criminal Justice System. 
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Appendices
Appendix A
Q1. What do you think are the reasons victims may hesitate to report sexual offenses or rapes to the police? Please select all that apply.
	Reason for Not Reporting
	Number of Responses
	Percentage

	1. Fear of Not Being Believed
	70
	65.4%

	2. Fear of Being Blamed
	40
	37.4%

	3. Lack of Faith in the Police
	60
	56.1%

	4. Fear of Repercussions from the Offender
	50
	46.7%

	5. Court process 
	45
	42.1%

	6. Fear of Public Exposure
	35
	32.7%

	7. Fear of Family Reaction
	25
	23.4%

	8. Belief That the Justice System Favors Perpetrators
	55
	51.4%

	9. Perception of the Police's Attitude Toward Victims
	48
	44.9%

	10. Concerns About Reliving the Trauma
	30
	28.0%

	11. Cultural or Religious Beliefs
	20
	18.7%

	12. Shame and Stigma
	42
	39.3%

	13. Fear of Impact on Personal Relationships
	27
	25.2%

	14. Uncertainty About What Constitutes Sexual Assault
	33
	30.8%

	15. Lack of Awareness of Reporting Procedures and support
	22
	20.6%

	Total Responses
	107
	100%





Q2 How likely are you to report a sexual assault or rape to the police if it were to occur?
[image: Output image]




Q3. What are the reasons that would encourage you to report a sexual offense to the police?
[image: Output image]











Q4. How knowledgeable are you of all the support that is available that is to you?

· Very Knowledgeable: 20
· Somewhat Knowledgeable: 35
· Neutral/Unsure: 25
· Somewhat Unaware: 15
· Completely Unaware: 12


Q5. What challenges or concerns might you face if you were to report a sexual offence?

1. Fear of Not Being Believed: 44
2. Retaliation from the Offender: 21
3. Emotional Trauma: 9
4. Social Stigma: 3
5. Lengthy Legal Process: 21
6. Impact on Relationships: 2
7. Fear of Further Victimisation: 3
8. Don’t know: 4
 
Q6. How much faith do you have in the police and the criminal justice system to successfully secure convictions?

· Highly Likely: 11
· Somewhat Likely: 18
· Unsure: 35
· Somewhat Unlikely: 24
· Highly Unlikely: 19


Q7. What do you believe are the main reasons behind the widespread distrust in the police?
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Q8. Would uncertainty about the duration of an investigation and its progression to court discourage you from reporting a sexual assault to the police?

· Yes: 44
· No: 39
· Unsure: 24

Q9. In your opinion, how adequately trained are police forces to manage sexual assault cases during their initial training?

· Highly Likely: 25
· Somewhat Likely: 30
· Unsure: 20
· Somewhat Unlikely: 18
· Highly Unlikely: 14

Q10. Would a lack of knowledge regarding the support available deter you from reporting sexual assault?
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Q11. Do you believe cultural beliefs could prevent victims from reporting sexual assault to the police?
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Q12. What do you believe are the cultural belief barriers that prevent individuals from reporting sexual assault to the police?
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Q13. Are you aware of the trauma informed therapy available to you?

[image: Output image]


Q14. If you had to choose a specific type of therapy, which one would you choose?

[image: Output image]

Appendix B: Interview of Respondent 1
Q1: Can you explain the sexual assault/rape investigation process?
A: It starts with a report, and response officers go out to take the first account, secure forensics, safeguard the victim, and identify the offender. They then prepare a handover for CID or the rape team, who take over from there.
Q2: What are the major issues in this process?
A: Response officers deal with a wide variety of incidents and may not always be in the right mindset for sensitive cases like rape. The lack of knowledge/ training regarding early evidence kit could negatively impact the case if done incorrectly. SOLO officers are often unavailable. The handover process between multiple officers’ response, SOLO, CID creates inefficiencies. It would be better if CID handled cases from the beginning to ensure consistency and avoid unnecessary repetition of accounts.
Q3: Do you think response officers are adequately trained to handle sexual assault cases?
A: Not really. There is a tendency to send female officers to female rape cases, but male officers often feel uncomfortable and lack confidence in handling such cases. A dedicated team dealing with these cases daily would be much more effective. Response officers are not always equipped to answer victims' questions, which can negatively impact the victim's trust in the process.
Q4: Would CID or Rape Investigation Teams (RIT) being first responders improve the process?
A: Yes, having CID respond from the start would make the process smoother. Victims would likely feel more comfortable with trained professionals handling their case from the outset, rather than uniformed response officers who pass the case along. This approach could also prevent victims from losing faith in the system.
Q5: How would you describe the police response to sexual offences?
A: It's often disorganized, relying on whoever is available. Response officers handle initial enquiries like filling out ONYX booklets but lack confidence with more specific tasks like handling forensic kits. The training on these issues is insufficient, and a more unified approach, with CID handling cases from the start, would yield better results.
Q6: Would increasing the number of SOLOs improve the process?
A: Yes, more SOLOs or training CID officers to also be SOLOs would help. This would provide more flexibility and ensure that the first responders are consistently trained and qualified to handle sensitive cases.
Q7: Do response officers know enough about support services for victims of sexual assault?
A: No, we don’t know enough about specialised support like ISVAs (Independent Sexual Violence Advisors) or Rape Crisis services. We often refer victims to generic mental health or domestic violence services because that is all we know. Having more knowledge about these resources could improve the victim’s experience and their likelihood to continue with the prosecution.
Q8: What evidential challenges are faced in rape investigations?
A: It’s a highly intimate offence, and most evidence is either forensic or based on the victim’s account. Consent becomes a major challenge since it’s often one person’s word against the other. If victims refuse to provide forensic evidence or go to the SARC (Sexual Assault Referral Centre), we have very little to work with. In cases of intimate partner violence, where the defence of consent is raised, it’s even harder to prosecute.
Q9: Does an officer’s workload impact the investigation?
A: For response officers, not as much, since we pass the case to CID. But CID officers with multiple rape cases on their workload can feel overwhelmed. When they repeatedly see cases result in no further action (NFA), it can affect their morale and commitment to the next case, which can lead to missed opportunities or delays.
Q10: Are communication issues between agencies affecting the process?
A: Yes, especially with the CPS (Crown Prosecution Service). Communication is poor and inconsistent, which makes it hard to get guidance during investigations. This hampers prosecution efforts and contributes to the rocky relationship between police and CPS.
Q11: Why do victims often withdraw from the process?
A: The process is not explained well to victims from the start. Response officers may not have the knowledge or time to set realistic expectations, therefore they become frustrated with the process and loose hope of a conviction. When CID eventually takes over, the process may seem slow, leading victims to lose faith. By the time CPS asks for more evidence to pursue a case without the victim’s cooperation, it often feels too late, and the system isn’t built to deal with victim withdrawals well.
Q12: What recommendations do you have for improving the investigation process?
A: CID officers should all be SOLO-trained and act as first responders. This would ensure consistency, speed up the process, and ensure a more sensitive approach from the start. Response officers could focus on other aspects of the investigation, such as dealing with suspects, while CID handles the victim.
Q13: How can communication between police and CPS be improved?
A: It would be helpful to have a dedicated CPS advice line for officers during the investigation, rather than waiting until the end. Better communication and collaboration between police and CPS are essential for more effective prosecutions.

The recommendations from Interview Respondent 1 
1. CID officers, or specialised Rape Investigation Teams (RIT), should respond to sexual assault cases from the start. This would ensure consistency, provide victims with trained professionals from the outset, and avoid the inefficiencies caused by multiple handovers between officers.
2. The number of SOLOs (Specially Trained Officers) should be increased. Additionally, CID officers should be trained as SOLOs to provide greater flexibility and ensure the first responders are consistently trained to handle sensitive sexual offence cases.
3. Response officers need more comprehensive training, particularly in the areas of sexual offences, forensics, and victim support services. This would reduce the discomfort male officers may feel and improve the overall quality of the first response.
4. Response officers should be more knowledgeable about specialised support services such as ISVAs (Independent Sexual Violence Advisors) and Rape Crisis services. This would enhance the support provided to victims and increase the likelihood of victims continuing with the prosecution.
5. Ensuring victims are encouraged to provide forensic evidence and visit Sexual Assault Referral Centres (SARC) is critical. More proactive engagement in this area would address challenges related to lack of forensic evidence.
6.  Workload distribution needs to be addressed to prevent CID officers from being overwhelmed with multiple rape cases. This would help maintain their morale and focus on each case.
7. The police and CPS (Crown Prosecution Service) need better, more consistent communication. A dedicated CPS advice line should be established to provide officers with real-time guidance during investigations, rather than waiting until the final stages of the process.
8. The process needs to be explained more clearly to victims at the outset, particularly by response officers, to set realistic expectations and reduce the chances of victims losing faith and withdrawing from the process.








Appendix C – Interview with Respondent 2 (Detective Sargent)
Q1: Can you explain the process for investigating sexual assault/rape cases?
· The victim reports the incident to the police.
· Response officer responds or if a SOLO is available, they would be dispatched however, more than likely it’s a response officer who is first with the victim. 
· ONYX is used for live RASSO (Rape and Serious Sexual Offences) cases.
· Forensic evidence is gathered in live cases, such as gathering clothing taking the victim to the SARC.
· Golden Hour Tasks: CCTV collection, house-to-house enquiries, , Identify, and Eliminate suspects.
· The suspect is to be arrested 
· DNA and forensic swabs are obtained.
· An Achieving Best Evidence (ABE) interview is conducted after building rapport with the victim, ensuring they are ready to discuss the incident.
·  Information from medical records, social services, and other relevant third parties (if applicable).
· Statements are collected from any relevant witnesses.
· Bail conditions if applicable
·  External agencies, such as social services, IDVAS and the rape crisis team to support the victim.
· The suspect’s phone is examined for evidence of contact or discussions with the victim.
· Clothing seized from the suspect is forensically analysed.
· Guidance is sought from the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) early in the process.
· A case file is compiled for CPS review and potential charges.
· Files are updated for Crown Court proceedings if charges are pressed.
· The police and CPS discuss the case and trial preparation. Close collaboration between the two is key in RASSO cases.
· The case proceeds to its initial court hearing.

Q2: What are the main challenges in this investigation process?
·  Victims may feel intimidated or scared of the offender, or overwhelmed by the court process, causing them to withdraw.
· Victims’ credibility is often scrutinised, particularly if they have a history of offences like theft, which can be portrayed as dishonesty in court.
· In cases where the offender claims consensual sex, it becomes one person’s word against the other, diminishing forensic evidence.
· Historical cases often lack forensic evidence.
· The defence may focus on undermining the victim by questioning their actions post-assault, such as maintaining a normal life for their family's sake.
· The lengthy investigation process can make it difficult for victims to stay engaged.
· It’s challenging to gather enough evidence to meet the threshold for court proceedings.
· The nature of the final questions at trial makes obtaining convictions difficult.
· Lack of police and forensic resources slows down investigations.
· Delays in obtaining crucial information from external agencies like social services or paramedics can slow down investigations.
· Inexperienced officers can make mistakes, such as improperly collecting swabs or not securing crime scenes this can have a detrimental effect on the investigation. 
Q3: How effective is the initial police response to sexual assault cases? Are response officers adequately trained?
· No, they are not sufficiently trained. Investigating sexual offences requires experience, which many response officers lack. Frontline officers, who often have little experience, aren’t trained in how to handle cases involving sexual offences (e.g., completing ONYX forms, collecting forensic evidence, etc.). Many response officers feel intimidated by the complexity of the process, leading to mistakes in evidence collection or storage.
· There’s often insufficient forethought regarding the need to secure crime scenes or preserve forensic evidence, and officers sometimes fail to consult CID (Criminal Investigation Department) or RIT (Rapid Investigation Team) for advice.

Q4: Would increasing the number of SOLO officers improve the investigation process?
· Yes, absolutely. More SOLOs would provide better victim support, reduce pressure on officers, and ensure that evidence is collected and preserved correctly. There are many cases where SOLOs are unavailable, and this could have a detrimental impact on the case progressing. 
Q5: What is your opinion on the support available to victims of sexual offences? How does this impact their decision to support the prosecution?
· Victims can receive support from organisations like ISVAs, New Pathways, Women’s Aid, MIND and the Rape Crisis team. Although the police can refer victims to support services, there’s a lack of immediate support available from police at the first point of contact. However, Post-reporting, ABE officers can guide victims through the process and inform them of available support options.

Q6: What do you think of the ISVA’s role in supporting victims?
· I think the ISVA’s play a vital role in advocating for victims and acting as a bridge between victims and the police. Many victims feel more comfortable expressing concerns or asking questions via their ISVA rather than directly contacting the police.

Q7: What evidential challenges arise throughout the investigation process?
There are many evidential challenges faced throughout the investigation process, the most challenging one I have face is victim disengagement due to the lengthy court process. Another challenge is often one person’s word against another, especially when forensics are lacking as 9/10 the perpetrator is often a partner or ex-partner of the victims. 
Q8: Does an officer’s workload affect the success of an investigation?
· Yes, unfortunately. Although it shouldn’t, the high demand on officers can lead to elongated investigations and a lack of focus on each case. Threats, risk, and harm from newer incidents often take precedence over ongoing investigations.

Q9: How does communication between agencies within the Criminal Justice System impact the investigation and prosecution processes? Dedicated RASSO Unit: 
There’s a specialised CPS unit for RASSO cases, but cooperation depends on the individual prosecutor assigned. Having contact details for the CPS lawyer significantly simplifies communication and coordination between agencies.

Q10: What recommendations do you have for improving the investigation process for sexual offences and rapes?
Improving the investigation process for sexual offences and rapes requires a lot of agencies that addresses the complexities of these cases while prioritising victim support and effective evidence collection.  Implement comprehensive training programs focused on handling sexual offences for example the early evidence kits. Increase the number of SOLOs to ensure that victims receive specialised support throughout the investigative process and gaining a stronger partnership with organisations that provide victim support, such as ISVAs (Independent Sexual Violence Advisors), Women’s Aid, and mental health services, ensuring immediate access to help. I also think having a diverse team will help this.

Q11: What suggestions do you have for improving the prosecution process and communication within the CJS?
Improving the prosecution process and communication within the Criminal Justice System  for sexual offences and rapes is crucial to ensuring justice for victims, Assign specific liaison officers within police departments and the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) to facilitate communication, Provide all investigating officers with direct contact details for CPS prosecutors assigned to their cases, and allowing for timely communication and clarification of legal issues and lastly Develop training programs.

Recommendations
1.  Allocate more resources to investigations, including staffing and forensic capabilities.
2. Having more SOLOs available would provide better support to victims, improve evidence collection, and reduce the pressure on officers.
3. Ensure that direct contact details for the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) prosecutors are provided to the investigating officers, to facilitate smoother communication.
4. Encourage continuous communication between the police and CPS throughout the investigation process, rather than waiting until the final stages. This would ensure better collaboration and address any evidential issues early on.
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