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This research proposal chapter will outline the aims and objectives of the project by first providing the historical background to the topic area of research. It will then highlight the key objectives of the research and provide a structure for how it will be carried out. It will lastly summarise the research proposal in the conclusion.

The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate what the police can do to help victims of rape and other sexually violent offences engage in the Criminal Justice System (CJS). This research project is required to consider what systems and support mechanisms are currently in place to enable victims to get justice and will critically analyse the reasons why conviction rates against people who commit rape and other sexually violent offences are so low in England and Wales today.
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For the past 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). Government statistics have shown that while there were 52,210 rapes recorded by police in England and Wales in 2020, only 843 resulted in a charge or summons. (The Guardian, 2021). These figures are the lowest on record and have fallen by 51% over the last five years (End violence against women, 2021).

Rape and sexual violence are “horrific and devastating crimes” that can have lifelong impacts on victims (HM Government, 2021). Some of the long term psychological effects can be feelings of guilt, shame, embarrassment, fear, distrust, sadness, isolation, disbelief and denial (The Survivor’s Trust, 2021). “Survivors of sexual assault also have an increased possibility of developing symptoms of Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)” (Very Well Mind, 2021). It has been estimated that over 90% of victims of rape or sexual violence develop symptoms of PTSD within the first two weeks after the incident, with approximately 50% of victims suffering long-term issues (PTSD UK, 2022). Some symptoms of PTSD include depression, anxiety, nightmares, irritability and suicidal thoughts (The Survivor’s Trust, 2021). “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” (HM Government, 2021). Many of the myths surrounding sexual violence can make victims and survivors feel as though they are somehow to blame (Rape Crisis, 2021). 

It is prudent to understand the devastating impact that rape and sexual violence can have on victims, as outlined above, before consideration can be given to supporting such victims through the CJS. Recent estimated figures 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 approximately 50% of victims withdraw from rape investigations and that “thousands have gone without justice” as a result of “systematic failings” in the CJS (HM Government, 2021). This research will seek to analyse the ‘failings’ and explore the impact that this is having on victims.
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The aim of this investigation is to seek answers to the following research question:
How can the police better support victims of rape and sexual violence through the criminal justice process?

By researching the following objectives, this investigation will look to uncover some of the reasons why so many victims that report such heinous crimes to the police are not getting the justice that they seek.

Objectives:
1. What does a victim of rape and sexual violence endure when they enter into the Criminal Justice System?

2. Why are the conviction rates against people who commit rape and other sexually violent offences so low in England and Wales today?
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This research project will be presented over five chapters.
Chapter one will present the research proposal which has outlined the historical background to the topic area of research. It will highlight the aims and key objectives of the project and provide a structure for how it will be carried out. It will lastly summarise the research proposal in the conclusion.

Chapter two will present the literature review which aims to provide an analysis of important and pertinent sources of literature that can provide the conceptual background for the research topic. In this chapter, information will be gathered from a wide range of sources and will be analysed to show why the research project is necessary. The conclusion to the chapter will summarise the analysis carried out.

Chapter three will present the research methodology which will identify the primary research techniques stemming from the research objectives. 

Chapter four will provide an interpretation and analysis of the results of the research and will depict the same in tables and graphs as appropriate.

Chapter five will provide the conclusion to the research project by synthesizing all of the information presented throughout the project in order to answer the research questions. The findings of the project will be explained and recommendations will be made.
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The Research Proposal chapter of this dissertation has introduced the background information behind the research topic of what can the police do to better support victims of rape and sexual violence to engage in the CJS. The proposal has explained that research is necessary to better understand why so many victims are being let down by the CJS and why so many withdraw from proceedings once reported. The aims and objectives of the proposal have been outlined and a structure has been provided for how the research will be carried out. 
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This literature review chapter aims to provide an analysis of important and pertinent sources of literature that can provide the conceptual background for the research topic of supporting victims of rape and sexual violence through the Criminal Justice System (CJS). This chapter will gather information from a wide range of sources including the UWTSD library catalogue, internet search engines, newspapers and journals.

By analysing the victimology for victims of rape and sexual violence, this review will seek to discover if the vulnerability of a victim is a factor in why victims have difficulty engaging in the CJS.

This review will accentuate statistical data for rape and sexual violence in England and Wales and review whether such offences have historically been difficult to prosecute. This review will also analyse the reasons why so many victims of rape and sexual violence either fail to report incidents or withdraw from proceedings and disengage after the proceedings are initiated. Lastly the review will consider alternative theories as to why the prosecution rate against alleged perpetrators of rape and sexual violence is so low.
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“Although all populations may experience some type of sexual victimisation, it is those who are deemed vulnerable that are placed at a heightened risk” (T Richards & C Marcum, 2015). In most countries, victims are often socially constructed as being females (Eigenburg & Garland, 2008). The construction of females as victims is likely due to the patriarchal views that label women as weaker than men, which therefore predisposes them to victimisation, especially in cases involving sexual assault (Hayes, Lorenz & Bell, 2013). However, it has also been reported that researchers have found that at least one in six men have experienced sexual abuse or assault as a child or adult (1 in 6, 2022). Children, both boys and girls, by their own predisposition as being young are also at risk of being sexually abused. Most children who have been abused have been targeted by someone they know (NSPCC, 2022). Evidence has also shown that those who were abused in childhood often become victims again in later life (Male-rape.org, 2019).

In view of this, it is clear that victims of rape and sexual violence are often targeted by offenders because of their vulnerability. In a study comparing mental health and general population samples in England and Wales, Khalifeh et al. (2014) found that individuals with severe mental health problems were 2.9 times more likely to have experienced sexual violence in the past year. (Hester & Lilley, 2018). The vulnerability of the victim can mean that they are less likely to report the crime and less likely to be believed (CPS, 2022). 
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In 2013, An Overview of Sexual Offending in England and Wales, the first ever joint official statistics bulletin on sexual violence released by the Ministry of Justice (MoJ), Office for National Statistics (ONS) and Home Office, revealed:
· Approximately 85,000 women and 12,000 men (aged 16 - 59) experience rape, attempted rape or assault by penetration in England and Wales alone every year; that's roughly 11 of the most serious sexual offences (of adults alone) every hour. 
· Only around 15% of those who experience sexual violence report to the police.
· Approximately 90% of those who are raped know the perpetrator prior to the offence. (Rape Crisis, 2021).
Evidence gathered by the ONS also stated that victims are more likely to report the most serious sexual offences to the police and, as such, the CJS tends to deal largely with the most serious sexual offences (HM Government, 2013).

It is understood that “Rape and serious sexual offences are some of the most complex cases the CPS prosecutes” (CPS, 2022). However in 2020, it was reported that “the criminal justice system has now reached crisis point” after 99% of rapes reported to the police in the year ending March 2020 resulted in no legal proceedings against alleged attackers (Sky News, 2020).

Questions therefore have to be asked, if the majority of the most serious sexual offences are reported to the police, how are only 1% of cases getting convictions?
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A recent study on the experiences that rape survivors had with the CJS found that one of the main reservations that victims had about reporting their case to the police was “due to a fear of not being believed” (HMICFRS, 2021). This fear is borne from hearing about other victims’ experiences of the CJS as well as 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.

Data from the Home Office revealed that in 2020, 57% of rape victims in England and Wales withdrew their support from proceedings after initially lodging their complaint with the police (BBC, 2021). It has been reported that some victims of rape have said they were “not believed” and were “belittled” by police (Independent, 2021). It has been said that most people who suffer from sexual assault do not initiate a report with the police and those that do, are dissatisfied with their treatment by the CJS (BBC, 2021). Prosecution of the offender almost never happens and victims often describe secondary victimisation which includes “victim-blaming attitudes, behaviour, and practices engaged in by community service providers, which further the rape event, resulting in additional trauma for rape survivors. Some refer to this situation as the justice gap” (Venema, 2014).
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“In 2007, American activist Tarana Burke used the term “Me Too” to raise awareness and stand with victims of sexual abuse” (Washington Post, 2020). The #MeToo movement is now a “worldwide phenomenon” and aims to see a cultural transformation by “encouraging millions to speak out about sexual violence and harassment” (Time, 2018). Conversely, there have been backlashes against #MeToo from groups of people who believe that the movement manifests a widespread concern for men who might become victims of false sexual assault accusations from women (Women’s Library, 2020). 

In response to #MeToo, backlashers started a #HimToo movement recasting #MeToo as a “widespread feminist witch hunt, forcing men to walk on eggshells” (Wired, 2018). The movement set up memes targeted at mothers which read “Mothers of sons should be scared. It is terrifying that at any time, any girl can make up any story about any boy that can neither be proved or disproved, and ruin any boy’s life” (Wired, 2018). If it was true that many victims make false reports of rape and sexual violence to the police, it could be argued that false reports account for a percentage of the cases without prosecutions.

However, it has been reported that the CPS view false rape allegations as serious but rare. They estimate that there is one prosecution for a false rape claim out of every 161 rape cases prosecuted – a rate of 0.62% (Channel 4, 2018).
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[bookmark: _GoBack]This literature review concludes that there has been a vast range of research carried out on the victimology of victims of rape and sexual violence and that the vulnerable are most often targeted. In already being vulnerable, a victim becomes even more so after being victimised and is more likely to be targeted again in future. There is a history in England and Wales where the majority of victims either do not report being sexually assaulted or withdraw their support after proceedings have been initiated. Victims who do report the crimes against them often suffer with second victimisation which means it is an additional trauma for them to pursue a complaint. Alternative reasons for low conviction rates have been considered but are somewhat unfounded.

The next chapter of this research project will consider the appropriate research methods that will concentrate on the issues highlighted in the literature review.
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