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[bookmark: _Toc537221029]Chapter 1: Introduction

This dissertation will discuss issues around the commonality of general sexual crimes against women both in a domestic and non-domestic situation, as well as looking at past, current and future legislation, strategies and agency policies to determine whether the criminal justice system, government and public services have been effective in preventing sexual crimes happening against women and if they have taken sufficient action to prosecute offenders of sexual crimes against women.
This research dissertation will be focused specifically on women as victims as it is a clear issue today and the research to be conducted will aim to allow a number women to voice their opinion on the commonality of sexual offences against women and their perspectives on the effectiveness of the police in preventing these crimes against women and also the perspectives on how effective these services are to punish the offenders of sexual crimes against women. This will be achieved using a targeted questionnaire to gain these perspectives on the topic of sexual offences against women and the police response.

While men can and are also made to be victims of sexual offences, the true number of offences are unknown according to the Crown Prosecution Service (2017) due to societal views on masculinity that “make it very difficult for men and boys who are the victims of sexual and domestic offences to come forward” and is also an important topic to be explored, however this dissertation will solely focus on adult women as victims of sexual offences.

[bookmark: _Toc248388844]1.1 Overview of Sexual crime in the UK

According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2023), in the year starting March 2021 and ending in March 2022 that there were 1.1 million reported sexual offences in the UK or an estimated 2.3% of people over 16 experiencing a sexual assault or an attempted sexual assault. When compared to the report by the Ministry of Justice, Home Office and the Office for National Statistics (2013), it can be understood that between the years of 2009/2010. 2010/2011 and 2011/12 that there were between 473,000 to 517,000 estimated cases of sexual offences a year based on the national crime surveys conducted in each period. Upon closer analysis we can compare these results with the report for the year ending in March 2022 which shows roughly a 2.1 to 2.3x increase in reported sexual assaults a year in a 10-year period indicating a clear growing problem and calls into question a need for response to curb this growing issue. 
Sexual crime is defined by the Metropolitan Police Force (2024) as: “An act of physical, psychological and emotional violation in the form of a sexual act, inflicted on someone without their consent”. In addition, Sexual assault is further defined by the National Health Service (2021) as: “Any sexual act that a person did not consent to, or is forced into against their will”

Sexual crime is ultimately the umbrella term for a broader category of crimes that can take many different forms of offences, including rape, assault by penetration and sexual assault, all definitions of such crimes are written under the Sexual Offences Act (2003).
Section 1 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003 states that the offence of ‘Rape’ occurs when a person intentionally penetrates the vagina, mouth or the anus of another person with their penis without the consent of the other person. 
Section 2 of the sexual Offences Act 2003 states that the offence of ‘assault by penetration’ occurs when one person intentionally, sexually penetrates an orifice of another person with a part of their body that is not the penis without the consent of the other person.
Finally, Section 3 of the Sexual offences Act 2003 states that the offence of ‘Sexual assault’ occurs when a person intentionally touches another person in a sexual manner without the consent of the other person. 
‘Rape and other sexual offences rank among the most serious and damaging crimes committed against an individual’ (College of Policing, 2017) and it is the duty of the police to do all they can to prevent this crime due to is high risk of permanent damage, either physically or psychologically, that sexual offenses can have on its victims. 

[bookmark: _Toc2090993278]1.2 Women as Victims of Sexual Offences

The World Health Organisations (2024) says that sexual violence against women “is a major public health problem and a violation of women's human rights” and produces an estimate of 1 in 3 women globally that will become victims of sexual violence at some point in their life.
‘Sexual offences against women have major psychological and physical effects, often long term after the first offence was committed against them’ (Office on Women’s Health, 2021). The primary repercussions during childhood and adolescents include guilt and humiliation, disconnection of body and soul and suicidal thoughts while in adulthood these repercussions can translate to chronic pain, vaginal problems, social anxiety and severe long-term depression (Haldorsdottir and Sigurdardottir, 2021). 
According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2023), of the 1.07 million cases of an experienced sexual assault by people aged 16+ between March 2021 and March 2022, that 798,000 of those cases were experienced by female victims. Indicating a disproportionate number of female victims out of the total number. Further statistics, according to the National Police Chiefs’ Council, (NPCC, 2024) found that “Police recorded VAWG ‘(Violence against women and girls)’ related crime increased by 37% between 2018/23”. These stats display a clear problem of women being disproportionately targeted as victims of sexual violence in the UK compared to men.

[bookmark: _Toc1153249822]1.3 Current and Future Government Steps to Tackle Sexual Crime Against Women

Recently, the Home Office (2024) the government pledged to halve violence and sexual violence against women and girls [VAWG] over the next 10 years under the introduction of new plans to aid police in fighting against VAWG and protections for victims of assault and domestic abuse. 
As a result of this pledge, the government will look to create a new law called ‘Raneem’s law’ that will “will ensure calls for help are treated with the urgency needed and victims get the specialist support they need straight away”. As a part of this plan, the home office also states that people with expertise in dealing with domestic abuse will be incorporated into 999 call rooms to help aid call handlers to risk assess calls and co-operate with operational police officers to ensure that victims a responded to quickly and more effectively.
In addition to this, there is an existing framework that includes protections for women against violence and sexual crimes, including legislation like the Sexual Offences Act 2003, The Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 and the Care Act 2014. 
This dissertation will later critically analyse these steps and evaluate their effectiveness in dealing with the issue of sexual crimes against women and in aiding the prosecution of sexual offenders.

[bookmark: _Toc1354896636]1.4 Scope of Dissertation

This dissertation will be set out into 5 main chapters, structured as follows, the first being the introduction.
The second chapter one will consist of a structured review of current literature including reports, current, past and future government policies, statistical data and other scholarly resources including journal entries and other research dissertations, about sexual crimes in the UK with the aim of providing background and contextual knowledge around the subject, identifying common themes and issues when dealing with sex crimes against women, the effect these crimes have on victims and providing conceptual knowledge on the prosecution of sex offenders including the introduction of things like the violent and sexual offenders register and studying these sources to determine how sex offenders are punished for their crimes, and finally to identify gaps in these literature to be filled and questions to be answered.

Chapter 3 will include methodological details of a study to answer questions left unanswered by the gaps in literature found in the literature review. The study will be undertaken in the form of a detailed, targeted questionnaire in accordance with the UWTSD code of research ethics. This questionnaire will be aimed at females over the age of 18 to gage their views on sexual crimes in the UK, aiming to understand the general view of this target population on how common sexual violence against women is, why they think this is the case and whether they believe that enough is done by the government and other law making and law enforcement agencies both to prevent sexual crimes against women and equally if enough is done to investigate, charge and prosecute offenders of sexual crimes against women.

Chapter 4 will then display the findings of this study in the form of a graph based on the answers to the questions asked in the questionnaire. This will allow for an easier analysis and critical evaluation of the data provided to better answer the questions asked above and help to understand the general view of women over 18 on the topic of sexual crimes and the issues surrounding this topic.

Finally, after considering the findings of both the literature review in chapter 2 and the findings of the questionnaire study as analysed and evaluated in chapter 4, chapter 5 will come to a conclusion and answer the dissertation question asked at the start of this paper; How common is sexual crimes committed against women, and do services in the UK do enough to prevent and punish offenders?.

[bookmark: _Toc1644302374]Chapter 2: Issues, Trends and the Prevalence of Sexual Violence Against Women in the UK

[bookmark: _Toc1597127234]2.1 Prevalence of Sexual Violence Against Women

Violence against women, according to several studies, reports and research papers, is a very big issue today. According to The World Health Organisation [WHO] (2018), who regularly conduct worldwide surveys and studies about the prevalence of sexual violence committed against women, estimated that globally, 30% of women aged 15 or over have been subjected to some form of sexual assault against them. In 2018 alone the World Health Organisation estimated that 852 million women globally were made to be victims of sexual violence. Similarly, The Office for National Statistics (2023) finds in their national crime survey that 1 in 4 women have been raped or sexually assaulted in their lifetime since the age of 16, which equates to roughly 6.5 million women in the UK as of 2022. In addition to this, Schmid et al (2024), found that in 2023, 72% of victims of sexual assaults were women and found in their study that 1 in 4 women aged 18 – 74 having experienced some form of sexual assault in their lifetime. Sex offences are primarily experienced by women with a large majority of offenders being males.
However, one problem that emerged during the review and assessment of these studies: they all conclude that it is nearly impossible to determine the actual number of women who have experienced a sexual assault in their lifetimes because they all found that women tend to underreport sexual crimes committed against them. A closer examination of other literature can help to uncover the reasons why sexual violence against women goes under the radar in terms of reporting these crimes to the police. 

According to Conroy and Cotter (2017), in countries like Canada, rape and sexual assault are very under reported crimes and especially so in the UK, this is explained by the Office for National statistics (2018), only 1 in 5 victims, equating to less than 17% of victims of sexual assault report their crime to the police. This can be further backed up by statistics from the Rape Crisis Organization (2021), who say that “less than 20% of victims and survivors choose to report” incidents of sexual assault
Many sources of victim reporting literature identify barriers between victims of sexual offences and the difficult decision to report their crime to the police. Studies show that these barriers include a fear of not being believed that they were made a victim of sexual assault, a fear of feeling shame or embarrassment due to the sensitive nature of sexual crimes, and a fear of retribution from the offender (Taylor and Gassner, 2009). Fear of retribution or punishment from the offender is of particular importance, this could be backed up by Meilman, Riggs, & Turco, (1990) who explain that 90% – 93% of sexual assaults on victims are committed by some known to them, which consequently creates this fear of punishment and proves to be one of the greatest of the barriers in the decision to report an incident of sexual assault or not. Other barriers include a lack of awareness about sexual assault is another obstacle, which prevents individuals from realising that they were made a victim of sexual assault (Sabina and Ho, 2014). The unreported crime rate continues to exceed 60% of all crimes committed in the UK, which ultimately means these victims become ‘invisible’ to law enforcement agencies and other supporting agencies (Fohring, 2014). 

[bookmark: _Toc1470777133]2.2 Effects of Sexual Violence on Women

There are endless amounts of literature that covers the effect sexual violence has on women, the effects of sexual assault on women can be devastating, and include psychological, physical and emotional damage. For example, victims of sexual assault are more likely to develop troubles with drugs and alcohol, post-traumatic stress disorder and suffer symptoms of severe depression and stress disorders (Kilpatrick et al, 2003 & Gilmore et al, 2018). Sexual assault has serious implications on the mental health of the victims, Dworkin (2018) found a direct correlation between victims of sexual assault and several psychological disorders and problems, including severe anxiety disorders, depression, disordered eating, obsessive compulsive disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder. 
Studies show also, that because of these psychological symptoms caused by the trauma experienced after sexual abuse that it has a knock-on type of effect on educational and career attainments later in life (Potter et al, 2018) and interpersonal problems with romantic relationships, social engagement and withdrawal and sexual and emotional intimacy, (Ngyuen et al, 2017 & Georgia, Roddy and Doss, 2017). In fact, Khadr et al (2018) found in their study that 88% of the victims involved in the study were at higher risk of developing symptoms of a mental health disorder, directly creating a link between experiences of sexual violence and poor mental health.
Teenagers and young adults can also be heavily affected after involvement with any form of sexual assault. Sexual violence in teenagers and young adults can have much the same effect on them as adults including depression, feelings of shame, guilt and embarrassment and symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (Wilson, 2006 & Thorensen et al, 2016), but for these younger victims, these symptoms often can have a catastrophic effect on things like education, both in lowered attendance as a result of self-isolation from friends and family and also lowered performance at school, resulting in increased anxiety and sleep problems (Clark V et al, 2023). 
According to Walsh and Bruce (2014), there is a correlation between victims of sexual assault who suffer from mental health symptoms as a result such as post-traumatic stress disorder and the decision to not report their incident to the police. This could be attributed with the thought of having to relive the situation repeatedly during police and later court proceedings, and a fear of being discredited and called a liar, which is rooted in feelings of shame, guilt or a sense of responsibility for their own assault (Ruttan, 2009).

[bookmark: _Toc1465896649]2.3 Characteristics of Offenders and Victims

Studies show the most typical features of a crime of sexual assault include a male perpetrator and a female victim (Aceves & Tarzia, 2024, Lea, 2007). According to the Office for National Statistics (2021), 98% of victims who reported being a victim of a sexual assault since they were 15 in the UK between 2017 and 2020 also reported that their offender was a male and ‘two-thirds’ of these males were aged between 20 and 39 years. This begins to paint a picture of the typical offender of sexual assault in the UK as consistently supported by the literature. However, it is upon deeper inspection of the literature around this topic can more information about the typical offender be exposed. 

The pre-existing literature can help to paint a better picture of the behaviours and even the interpersonal skills or traits often correlated with sexual assault perpetration. Studies show that there is a link between men who have a higher number of sexual partners as well as holding impersonal attitudes towards sex and women and the likelihood of future perpetration of sexual assault. Studies also show that sexual assault against women by male offenders can be correlated with pre-existing feelings of hypermasculinity, animosity and hatred for women and the advocacy of the notion of rape myths (Miller et al, 2015). 
Rape myths are prejudicial beliefs that women commonly attribute false blame to males as the primary offenders of sexual assault and make up stories of rape and commonly used to excuse men of crimes of rape by offenders or other followers of the rape myth, (Jenkins 2021, Russell & Conaghan 2014). Rape myths are often used not just by followers to excuse men of the blame of the sexual assault problem but used as an excuse by offenders to commit offences of rape or sexual violence, often holding beliefs that women ‘must enjoy rape’ or that it is okay to sexual assault someone who is asleep or intoxicated, most women who act in a certain way are ‘asking for it’ or that if a girl refuses to fight back against you then it is not actually considered a rape. (Pember et al, 2016, McMahon and Farmer 2011 & Waterhouse, Egan and Reynolds, 2016). 

One contemporary issue that became apparent when reviewing the literature is the presence of drugs and alcohol as a means to commit sexual assaults on women. Scott-Ham & Burton, (2005) show that over a 3-year period that 81% of sexual assault cases they surveyed were positive for presence of drugs and/or alcohol based on toxicology findings from both offenders and victims of sexual assault. This is a serious issue because numerous other studies demonstrate that heavy drug and alcohol use significantly impairs judgement and decisions making, a lowered state of consciousness or even full unconsciousness and most importantly, the ability to full provide consent to sexual acts. These all consequently increase the likelihood that offenders will take advantage of these lowered inhibitions to sexually assault vulnerable women. (Lorenz & Ullman, 2016, Parker et al & Kilpatrick et al, 2007). 


[bookmark: _Toc105591331]2.4 Prosecution, Conviction and Sentencing of offenders

The literature already existing, can be used to answer the final part of the dissertation question. Through review of the literature, we can begin to understand what is already known about the treatment of sexual violence against women by our government and the criminal justice system.
[bookmark: _Int_CsPPGiT1]According to statistics from the Public Prosecution Service (2024), we learn that between April 2023 to March 2024 that the prosecution rate for sexual crimes brought to the CPS in this period was only 32.2%, equating to 598 decisions for prosecution. However, of these 598 cases brought to court, 72.2% of these cases ended in a conviction for the crime, equating to a number of 431 cases out of 598 ending in a conviction. Despite both conviction rate and prosecution rate increasing by 4.9% and 3.9% from the same period between 2022 and 2023, these numbers mean that when compared to statistics from the Office for national Statistics (2024) that only 598 cases were prosecuted out of the 194,434 cases of sexual assault recorded by the police. This shows a massive disappointment in the number of cases getting prosecuted by the police and the crown prosecution service compared to the numbers brought to them. 
[bookmark: _Int_SraLn1LB]Despite this, it is a positive that once the case goes through for a prosecution that a conviction was made 72% of the time, meaning more often than not a suspect who recieves a prosecution also recieves a conviction for their crime and a sentence of some kind. 

To understand why the prosecution rate is so low we must look at the literature around current issues that could be affecting the police, courts and crown prosecution service that could be lowering the rate of prosecution. 
The inefficiency of the police during the initial stages of an investigation into a sexual assault, including the ‘victim blaming’ mentality and poor behaviour of officers when dealing with sexual assaults can be one such factor affecting the prosecution rates, according to Igdir (2024). This can be further explained by Stanko (2023). This report known as ‘Operation Soteria Bluestone’ presented to parliament by Secretary of State for the Home department at the time details some of the reasons why the prosecution rate for sexual assault is so low and suggestions for improvement. 
One of the conclusions from this report is that many officers that come across incidences of sexual assault display a mindset that placed blame on the victim and a lack of belief in their victims that consequently, negatively affected the investigation process, which in turn would reduce the likelihood of a prosecution being brought to the offender. 
This report also concluded on other issues correlating structural and systematics issues within the police forces in the UK and the low rate of prosecution. Some of these detailed issues include a lack of specialist understanding of sexual offending by sexual assault investigators and police staff and a disproportionate level of policing investigation effort into sexual offending by investigators was also present in many cases that led to a non-prosecution. 
Overall, this report highlighted a need for a general reform of the standards, regulations and good practice when it comes to investigating sexual assault by the College of Policing, and doing so will likely improve the prosecution rate as a result. 

[bookmark: _Int_VoiynMLW]The last section of the dissertation topic that this research aims to address concerns the sentencing of offenders of sexual assault against women. According to the Sentencing Council (2014), Sexual assault is an offence triable in either the magistrates or the crown court depending on the severity of the assault and carries a maximum penalty of 10 years custody. Additionally, rape is tried as a separate type of crime to sexual assault. Rape is considered by the sentencing council as an indictable offence only to be trialled in the crown court and carries sentence of between 4 years and a life sentence. For both sexual assault and rape there are 3 categories of harm, 1 being the most serious that includes severe or extreme physical or psychological harm or additional degradation and humiliation while category 3 is the least potential harm caused to the victim. Both crimes also include two levels of culpability, level 1 being absolutely culpable, whilst level 2 includes a diminished responsibility like the offence of murder if the perpetrator suffers from severe mental ill-health for example.
However, these are just the guidelines. Statistics taken from the Office for National Statistics (2013) tells us that 95.2% of outcomes for rape offences against women included a custodial sentence, while only 50.5% of outcomes for sexual assault included a custodial sentence. Additional data shows that a community sentence only account for 2.7% of outcomes for an offence of rape but accounted for a total of 43.5% of outcomes for sexual assault. Fines and suspended sentence orders account for less than 5% of total outcomes for sexual assaults and rape between 2005 and 2011. 
[bookmark: _Int_DdFjBUvR]Overall, it can be learnt that the sentencing for rape could be considered to be justifiable at around 95% of cases of a rape conviction resulting in a custodial sentence of a minimum of 4 years, however the statistics for the outcomes for sexual assault being disappointingly low at 43% of outcomes for sexual assault resulted in a community sentence. This can potentially open the door for reoffending and pose a risk to the safety of victims of sexual assault if the community sentences prove ineffective.
To conclude, when reviewing over the current literature there was a distinct, noticeable gap in the understanding of the perception from women on the topic of sexual assault, including the commonality of the offences as well as the perception from women on whether it is a belief that the criminal justice system is an effective service for justice when it comes to investigating, prosecuting and sentencing offenders for their crimes of sexual violence. That is what the research further along in this dissertation aims to understand to fill this gap by gaining the perspectives of women on the issue of sexual assault in the form of a questionnaire to better understand the general view of the dealings with sexual assault in the UK. 
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