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Introduction
Rape and Serious Sexual Offences (RASSO) present significant challenges for front line police constables due to these incidents requiring investigative proficiency and a trauma-informed, victim centred approach.  Despite there being advancements in training and policy reforms there are still concerns about officer skill in handling RASSO incidents. This literature review critically analyses and examines current research on officer preparedness, evaluating the effectiveness of training programs, systemic and organisational barriers, and the psychological impact associated with RASSO investigations. 

Past research
Training and Policy Initiatives in RASSO Policing
Recent reforms in RASSO policing have focussed on specialist training and policy development to improve officers’ understanding of sexual offences and victim centred approaches (College of Policing , n.d). The college of policing offers investigative and first responder training (College of Policing, 2023), while the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) (2020) promotes collaboration between police and prosecutors to ensure effective evidence gathering. However, the real-world effectiveness of these initiatives in enhancing officer preparedness and victim satisfaction remains unexplored, highlighting a gap between policy and practice.
The National Police Chiefs’ Council (2024) set a target of training 2,000 officers in RASSO specialisms, which was exceeded with over 4,500 trained. This increase responded to concerns over the lack of specialist officers and aligned with Operation Soteria Bluestone (National Police Chief's Council, n.d), a joint initiative with the CPS to improve rape investigations. Stanko (2022) highlights the impact of limited specialist knowledge on investigation quality and victim engagement. Whilse uptake in training is positive, the absence of longitudinal studies limits understanding on its long-term effectiveness and influence of officer preparedness. 
Rawdin (2023) has identified significant issues within the learning and development frameworks for officers involved in RASSO investigations. They identify these issuess as a lack of focus on best practice in training programs with them instead being centred around experiential learning and not reflective practice.  A rapid review of the literature conducted by Rawdin (2023)  has underscored the necessity for focussing on specialist knowledge and skills and measuring the impact of training intiatives. 
Soundhi et al (2025) who completed a cross sectional survey across multiple forcers found that a significant portion of RASSO investigators experience burnout and disengagement. They also found that investigators with a negative view towards specialist training and victim engagement are more likeley to experience burout and disengagement. The research goes on to suggest the need for policy and training intiatives to include wellbeing considerations to allow for officers to be equipped with the practical skills and the support network required to effectively investigate RASSO.
A systematic review of the literature by Dalton et al (2022) gathers existing literature regarding the use of specialist approach to tackle RASSO. This review found that employing a specialist approach can lead to improved efacacy in the individual components of an investigation and that policing outcomes are likely improved when officers are equiped with the necessary rescources and training tailored to RASSO investigations.

Officers’ Perceptions and prejudice towards victims of RASSO
Garza & Franklin (2021) completed a study assessing police officers’ adherence to rape myths such as victim blaiming and questioning credibility of report found that officer demographics, such as sex significantly predicted their endorsement of these myths. Notably higher levels of rape myth endorsement were associated with decreased prepardness in responding to sexual assault calls, while specialist training in sexual assault increased officer’s prepardness. 
In a different context, Cook & Lane (2012) undertook a study into correctional officers and their attitudes towars inmate-on-inmate sexual assault. The study highlighted significant differences in attitudes toward victim blaming and the percieved credibility of inmates reporting sexual assault, suggesting that these perceptions could impact officers’ confidence in their ability to respond and willingness to respond effectively to these incidents. 
Javaid (2017) found that preconceived notions about male rape victims can adversely affect officers’ attitudes and their subsequent handling of such cases, leading to a lack of confidence from officer’s in their investigative practices. 

Systemic and Organisational Challenges
For a successful prosecution of rape the prosecution must be able to provide sufficient evidence that not only the victim did not consent to the act but the perpetrator did not reasonably believe the victim consented to the act (Crown Prosectuion Service, n.d). Articles by Allen et al (2025) and Westera et al (2023) view the systemic and organisational challenges faced when investigating RASSO from different points of view.
Firstly, Allen et al (2025) highlights that the initial investigative approach by police lacks a focus on suspects and is preoccupied with victim credibility. Whereas, Westera et al (2023) states that officers face challenges when interviewing complainants, in particluar with regards to meeting evidential needs. The article suggests that this highlights a gap between training provided and the requirements of investigating RASSO. 
While comprehensive data comparing investigative practices between RASSO and different crime types has not yet been published, available evidence suggests the level of personal scrutiny applied to rape victims is not commonly mirrored in other criminal investigations. An article by Lovett et al (2024) found that no-criming rates for rate to be exeptionally high ; more than double that for other crime types (7.3 % compared to 3.1% of all recorded crime). This may indicate a unique level of skepticism towards rape allegations. 

Victim-Centred Approaches and their influence on Officer Preparedness
A victim centred approach in the context of operation Soteria Bluestone (National Police Chief's Council, n.d) refers to a policing strategy that prioritises the victim’s needs, and the experiences of victims in the investigation of RASSO. This approach aims to transform traditional investigative methods by focusing on the suspects behaviour and minimising unnecessary scrutiny on the victim (College of Policing, n.d).
Barbin et al (2025) suggests that police officers in the UK percieve RASSO specialism as a benefitial tool for the handling of such incidents. However they also note that the lack of prioritisation in specialist training and dedicated roles has impeded the development of effective, evidence based practices in policing RASSO. This indicates that the gap in training and rescources can directly affect officer’ prepardness when responding to RASSO incidents as they may not have the skills or knowledge to effectively invetsigate the incident. 
A similar article Garza (2018) examines the influence of rape myth acceptance among police officers and its impact on their prepardness to respond to RASSO incidents. The study found that factors such as officer sex, educational attainment and prior specialised training significantly influences the endorsement of rape myths, which consequently affected their readiness to assist victims. Indicating that a victim-centred approach is central to enhancing officer prepardness in responding to RASSO. 

The gap
There is a gap in regard to the intersection between officer’s attitudes towards investigations of rape and their feelings of preparedness. While it has been documented that rape myth adherence can affect officers’ feelings of preparedness, more research is required to quantify in what way officers feel underprepared and whether the training they have received is sufficient for them to be prepared. It would be prudent for the literature base to have research regarding response police officers and whether they regard themselves as prepared and if not in what areas do they not feel prepared. It would be beneficial if this extended to their line manager / sergeant to address how they feel their staff are prepared or underprepared and how this differs from officer to sergeant.  Addressing this gap would provide a more holistic understanding of whether front line officers are prepared for RASSO and what factors are affecting this. 

Conclusion
The literature highlights a complex relationship between training, officer perception, systemic challenges and victim centred approaches in shaping preparedness for RASSO incidents. This project will explore how prepared response officers feel, why they may feel underprepared and how this relates to the training they have received. It will also assess how response sergeants view their officers’ preparedness and training, enabling a comparison between officer and supervisor perspectives.
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