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DISSERTATION PROPOSAL
Option 2 – 750 words

An investigation into supporting victims of rape and sexual violence to engage in the criminal justice process

Introduction - Research Background
In the last five years, there has been a notable decline in the number of charges and prosecutions for rape and sexual violence cases in England and Wales which has resulted in fewer convictions (HM Government, 2021). Rape and sexual violence are horrific and devastating crimes that can impact victims for the rest of their lives. When victims take the brave step of reporting the crime, they expose and may relive their deep and personal trauma, in the interests of justice and protecting others. Many of the myths surrounding sexual violence can make victims and survivors feel as though they are somehow to blame. It can also make them feel that what happened to them wasn’t ‘real’ sexual violence (Rape Crisis, 2021).

Latest estimates from the crime survey of England and Wales showed that only 16% of female and 19% of male victims of sexual violence reported it to the police (ONS, 2021). It has also been reported that one in two victims withdraw from rape investigations and that “thousands have gone without justice” as a result of “systematic failings” in the Criminal Justice System (HM Government, 2021).

A poor police response can lead to victims feeling unsupported and ashamed and this can lead victims to disengage from the criminal justice process. This compounds the problem even further as without the victim’s engagement, prosecution and conviction becomes even more difficult. 

Aims and Objectives
In order to better understand how to professionally support victims of rape and sexual assault, research is necessary to understand why victims are so reluctant to report crimes and why so many withdraw from proceedings once reported.

A recent evaluation of rape survivors’ experience of the Police and other Criminal Agencies found that one of the main reservations that victims had about reporting their case to the police was due to the legal system and a fear of not being believed. This fear is borne from hearing about other victims’ experiences of the Criminal Justice System (CJS) and their own adverse past experiences (HMICFRS, 2021). One can adduce from this that if victims were better supported through the CJS and had positive experiences, it would likely increase confidence in the CJS and increase the number of victims prepared to report rapes and sexual offences.
This investigation will seek answers to the following research question:
1. How can the police better support victims of rape and sexual violence through the criminal justice process?
The quality of the initial police response to allegations of rape and sexual violence may influence the victim’s decision to support an investigation (College of Policing, 2018). It is thereby imperative that the victim is kept fully engaged through the entire criminal justice process.

This investigation will also seek an answer to the following research question:
2. Is the engagement of the victim mainly determined by the professionalism and efficiency of the first attending officer(s)?
[bookmark: _GoBack]This research will look to prove that a more empathetic and compassionate approach when communicating with victims will make a real difference and improve victims’ experiences of the CJS and case outcomes.

Research Methods
The most appropriate approach to gathering information in order to answer the research question is to learn from victims’ past experiences. By understanding what went well for victims and what did not go so well, an understanding can be gained on how to better support victims through the CJS.

This investigation will use qualitative research methods from other written materials whereby information can be learnt from what past victims of rape and sexual violence have written and said about their experiences. The investigation will also use quantitative research methods in the form of surveys with active police officers in order to determine whether there is a vast difference of approach between individual officers to the same scenarios. The information gathered will be analysed and depicted in a graph to highlight where victims may be being let down by the differing approaches of officers.
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