[bookmark: _Toc303070346]
[image: ]

	
UNDERGRADUATE DISSERTATION
RESEARCH PROPOSAL FORM



 
Please complete the following research proposal and submit it to Turnitin by 23:59hrs on February 29 2024



	NAME: Thomas Connick

	STUDENT ID No.: 2318699

	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION:

“Are the risks posed by female child sex offenders given appropriate and effective investigative consideration, and how could current risk assessment methods be improved upon to mitigate these risks?”


INTRODUCTION:

There appears to be disparity in the perception of risks posed by male and female perpetrators of child sex offences. There is a well-documented higher proportion of males than females that fall into this category of offenders. In the researcher’s experience of investigating a female offender however, the perception that she posed a lower risk to children based primarily on her gender but also on her being in a position of trust, and the subsequent discovery of her serious offending, has identified a necessity for research into the lack of precedence afforded to investigations featuring female sex offence suspects.

The distinct lack of research into female child sexual offenders relative to their male counterparts appears to insufficiently reflect the actual prevalence of female offenders and the risks they pose. The female child sex offender appears to be a largely unknown, under-researched entity. Conducting targeted research into how risks are considered and managed, and exploring how existing risk assessment methods could be improved upon, could potentially assist law enforcement in mitigating and preventing these risks. This could add to a developing area of research, and to law enforcement’s approach to the management of these offenders.









	RESEARCH  AIM & OBJECTIVES: 

Aim:
The main aim of this research project is to identify improvements that can be made to the current child sex offender risk assessment process, specifically regarding female child sex offenders.


Objectives:

· Identify and Outline
The terms of the core questions the research project asks will be identified, as well as outlining the aims of utilising the results of this research to augment the current law enforcement approach to management of the risks posed by female child sex offenders.

· Explore and Discuss
A detailed exploration of the current research surrounding current risk assessment methods of child sex offenders, specifically female child sex offenders, and how these offenders are investigated. Research will be conducted into the prevalence of females as child sex offenders, and look into the reasons for this offending, considering psychological analysis and profiling.

· Analysis, Assessment and Evaluation
Collation of the gathered data is to be logically analysed, assessed and evaluated. The main goal will be to interpret the data along with the research conducted, so that what they collectively illustrate can be evaluated, and how this relates to the questions being posed.

· Plan formulation
An exploration of whether the gathered data could be used in the formulation of an improved risk assessment procedure for sex offenders that takes the gender of the offender into account. The ultimate goal would be to create a risk assessment tool, or add to existing tools, that could mitigate the risks posed by such offenders.






	LITERATURE REVIEW: (Max 700 words)

Reviewing the literature surrounding this subject shows an identifiable gap in the research, with male child sex offenders being the main subjects. Several sources identify this gap, such as Darling, Hackett and Jamie (2018), who not only assert that child sexual abuse perpetrated by women is under-researched, but also that research into women that sexually abuse children whilst working in positions of trust is limited. 

A common feature of the literature is a “culture of denial” (Tozdan, Briken and Dekker, 2019) surrounding female child sex offenders. These authors highlight the stereotype of male perpetrators of child sexual abuse, but recognise the expanding research field that identifies females as responsible. Gölge, Özgeldi, and Akdemir (2021) use the same turn of phrase – “culture of denial”, and state that there is a refusal to accept that women can be perpetrators of sex offences.

Whilst the body of research into female child sex offenders is growing, with there being an increase in relevant literature within the twenty years preceding 2022 (Augarde and Rydon-Grange, 2022); and De Motte and Mutale (2019) identifying that “the proportion of females who commit sexual offences is higher than first thought and evidences a need for greater understanding of female sexual offending”, there appears to be little in the way of research into the risk assessment of such offenders, particularly in relation to offenders that access indecent images of children online. 

Research has been conducted into male online child sex offenders, the result of this being the Kent Internet Risk Assessment Tool (KIRAT), which takes into account numerous aspects of a suspect in assessing their risk of committing contact child sex offences. A weakness of this tool is that female offenders are excluded completely, and it cannot be applied to them. The main literature surrounding KIRAT is in Long et al. (2016)’s outlining of the tool. In this journal it is explained that 374 male offenders were used for the study, with no females being used, due to research from Babchishin et al. (2011) suggesting that commission and conviction of females for such offences is rare. 

The growing body of research that is demonstrating that female child sex offending is more prevalent than has previously been thought appears to suggest that this omission of females from an essential risk assessment tool used by police forces throughout the UK is a missed opportunity to more appropriately risk assess dangerous offenders, and this will be explored and tested as part of this project.






	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 

In addition to a thorough literature review, other methods will be used to gather data. The researcher will compile questionnaires that will be posed to colleagues that investigate sex offenders, to gauge their experiences, opinions, and attitudes towards the phenomenon of female child sex offenders. Written consent will be obtained from participants before they participate, followed by appropriate debriefing, including signposting to welfare services given the potential for adverse effects of discussing such offences.

Engagement with relevant professionals has also been considered, specifically probation services, whose interaction with female child sex offenders may be beneficial to the study in helping to reveal motivations and psychological characteristics of offenders. Again, written consent will be obtained and similarly appropriate debriefing and welfare signposting implemented. If engagement with probation is not possible, this will be explained in the methodology.

As well as qualitative data gathering, quantitative examination of existing crime reports, records, and statistics is planned, as well as correlation with other data sets such as occupational information and presence of adverse childhood experiences (if available) to assess, analyse, and evaluate whether any statistical patterns can be established that may assist in offender profiling and risk assessment.

	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 

Probation and police officers that have managed or dealt with female child sex offenders will be approached to participate in the completion of questionnaires or interviews. If interviews take place, a set framework of questions (allowing for deviation given that each offender and each case will be different) will be utilised, which will seek to assist in obtaining a view of the risks of these offenders from a probation/rehabilitation perspective.

Quantitatively, crime reports and convictions of female child sex offenders will be researched and analysed, and factors such as ages, occupations, previous criminal history and any history of abuse themselves (this list is not exhaustive and may well adapt and develop during my assessment of the data) will be taken into account. These crime reports, in particular the risk assessments conducted as part of the investigations, will be critically evaluated. The aim will be the identification of any patterns in behaviour and also missed opportunities to more accurately assess risk.

This mixed methodology approach of engagement with relevant participants, literature review, and data research, is hoped to generate and produce a piece of research that will contribute to the adequate and appropriate risk assessment of female child sex offenders.






	ETHICAL ISSUES:

As this research project proposes an in-depth study of a sensitive subject matter, the researcher is cognisant of the potential for ethical hurdles. 

Confidentiality of participants is a major consideration, and care and effort will be employed to ensure anonymisation of professional participants, as well as any previous cases that are commented upon. Access to previous crime reports will be strictly with the written permission of the administering police force, and the confidentiality of all involved parties will be paramount, including suspects, victims, suspects, or police officers, so that no identification can take place.
















	TIME SCALE:

	March 2024 
	· The work for this project will commence on 01/03/2024. 
· The researcher will also be working on workbook 2, however, the foundations for this project will be established, including conducting a literature review.
 

	April 2024 
	· Possible questions to be included in the participant questionnaires will be drafted and assessed, as well as written consent sought from the researcher’s own police force to access relevant past crime reports. 

	May 2024 
	· Workbook 2 will be submitted.  
· Written consent will be sought from questionnaire participants, and questionnaires will be provided. 

	June 2024 
	· If interviews are to be conducted with participants, question sets will be compiled and reviewed, and written consent obtained before the interviews take place.  
· Research into previous crime reports and established research will continue. 

	July 2024 
	· All data is planned to have been collected by early July, and analysis and evaluation will commence. 
· The researcher will be abroad for three weeks, during which time there will be a break in work on the project. 

	August 2024 
	· Any patterns from the data will be identified, presented, and analysed, and the final document will start to be compiled, conclusions drawn and any potential plans for future action formulated. 

	September 2024 
	· The research will be reviewed and the arrangement and drafting of the final dissertation document will take place. 

	October 2024 
	· The final document will be reviewed extensively and formulated into a final draft. 

	November 2024 
	· The final document will be submitted on 01/11/2024. 
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