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Task 1

Relevant areas of the National Policing Curriculum: 
Vulnerability and Risk, Evidence-based policing

You must choose serious and complex investigation in which you played a significant role with a victim of crime and reflect on what happened. 

	
Give a brief description of the investigation including social and legislative contexts and any relevant cultural, ethnicity and language issues. 

Critically evaluate the appropriateness of different approaches (by professionals and the police) in supporting or managing vulnerable people or people at risk of harm during the investigative process

Explore what works in relation to tackling repeat victimisation and repeat offending during this investigation. Consider the use of evidence-based policing. 

2000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section)





ANSWER:


In this essay, I will be using Borton’s model of reflection (Borton, 1970), to evaluate the approach taken by the police, and other agencies to safeguard and support a vulnerable victim of crime, as well as exploring the impact this had on reducing the risk of this individual being a repeat victim. In particular, this reflection will focus on incidents of domestic violence, and the approaches which are effective in preventing repeat victimisation in this context.
 

What?
Under the Victim’s code of practice (Ministry of Justice, 2020), a victim is classed as vulnerable if they are under 18, or their quality of evidence is likely to be affected due to a mental or physical disability. However, the college of policing recognises that vulnerability goes further than this, encompassing a much broader range of individuals. As stated in the National Vulnerability Action Plan (College of Policing, 2023), a person is vulnerable according to the college if, ‘as a result of their situation or circumstances, they are unable to take care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation. This therefore highlights that there is a non-exhaustive list of factors that could create vulnerability within an individual, with any factor possible of being contributory if it prevents someone being able to look after themselves or others. While not the only factor, the vulnerability of an individual can make them more susceptible to experiencing crime, due to their inability to protect themselves against it. 

Similarly, repeat victimisation is a very complex area, with many different factors capable of contributing to the likelihood of someone being a repeat victim of crime (Shorrock, McManus and Kirby, 2020). There are two general ideas which explain how repeat victimisation occurs. Firstly, there is a flag event, where some people are, by way of circumstance, more attractive to offenders, leading to the initial victimisation. This initial victimisation then in turn boosts the chance of further victimisation, with the successful completion of an offence rendering someone more vulnerable to subsequent events (Tseloni and Pease, 2003). With the boost theory, the risk of victimisation therefore increases with each event that occurs. While it is difficult for the police to protect individuals against flag events, addressing an individual’s vulnerabilities, and providing them with support, can decrease the likelihood of boost events occurring.

Due to the varying range of offences where someone may be repeatedly targeted, it is not possible to implement a blanket approach to reducing repeat victimisation. I have chosen to look at domestic violence in particular, as it has the highest rate of repeat victimisation, with 71.75% of domestic violence related incidents between April 2018 and March 2019 being ones of repeat victimisation, compared to 54.62% for violence, and 21.41% for domestic burglary (Office of National Statistics, 2019). This therefore highlights there are clear issues surrounding the support for victims of domestic violence, and the approaches currently being used to address the vulnerabilities they face and prevent repeated targeting. 

In terms of the incident, I am reflecting on, an allegation was made which consisted of years of physical abuse and emotional manipulation. From the outset of this investigation, it was clear that we were dealing with a vulnerable victim. This individual had pre-existing mental health issues including depression and anxiety. She was also clearly very attached to the suspect, with an element of trauma bonding, which is formed between a victim and offender after a repeated cycle of violence or abuse (Effiong et al., 2022). Further it was clear that she needed support through the investigation to prevent withdrawing her complaint, as she had done previously. 

As a result of the allegations made, I submitted a public protection notification (PPN) which was then shared with various external agencies, including social services. A public protection notification includes the Domestic Abuse, Stalking and Harassment (DASH) risk assessment, which is used to try and identify risks specific to an individual (College of Policing, 2015). it was decided that in these circumstances the support of an Independent Domestic Violence Adviser (IDVA) would be appropriate. 

In addition to this, when the offender was bailed, strict conditions were enforced to ensure the victim was safeguarded, in order to try and prevent further offences occurring against this victim while the investigation was progressed.


So What?
While a number of measures were put in place in relation to this incident to address the victim’s vulnerability, and reduce the risk to her of repeat victimisation, the success of these measures comes from their implementation in practice. 

The submission of a PPN in this incident, and the completion of the DASH questions, alerted the Domestic Abuse Unit to the victim and their specific vulnerabilities, which in turn allowed for them to become involved in supporting the victim. The victim was also referred to a Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC) which focuses on managing the risk posed to the victim, involving agencies beyond just those involved in the criminal justice system, and allows for information to be shared, and actions implemented to attempt to reduce the risk of further harm to the victim (Robinson, 2006). The MARAC process therefore aims to protect high risk victims of domestic violence from repeat victimisation and allows for a common understanding between all agencies of the vulnerabilities of each individual victim, in order to organise a uniformed and collaborative response. 

As a result of the MARAC process, the victim in this case was offered support by external agencies, including the support of an IDVA. The victim agreed to engage with external services to help support her in regard to her mental health, as well as her history regarding domestic violence and being a repeat victim of this. 

Further, in relation to the dash questions, I feel like because I had built up a good rapport with the victim initially, I was able to get a good level of detail when going through these questions, and so the overview we all had of her as a person, and the issues she had, was quite comprehensive. This meant that each agency could better target the support they were able to provide, and ensure the support is appropriate for the victim and the struggles they face specifically and targeted all areas of concern.

However, while in principle, the support provided to the victims should be cohesive across all agencies, targeted and well-informed, the practical benefits of a multi-agency response do face a number of difficulties. Firstly, the range of different agencies involved in an incident of domestic abuse, means that each agency often has a different idea of their role and accountability, and what actions they should be performing (Peckover and Golding, 2017). This lack of consistency between the different organisations, means that actions which would benefit the victim do not get completed, as it is not clear who is responsible to undertaking that action. This therefore means while the vulnerabilities of a victim may have been identified, and an appropriate plan put in place, this plan is not followed efficiently, and the victim in turn loses out on different elements of support which could prove fundamental in preventing further victimisation. 

The MARAC process can also be hindered by the suspect in the investigation. In this investigation, following arrest, the suspect was released on bail. Attached to this were a number of conditions, including that he was to have no contact with the victim, was not to attend her address and was not to approach her. However, as highlighted by Gauthier, there is no way to guarantee that the suspect will respect these conditions, and given the current state of policing, there are not enough resources to follow these conditions up (Gauthier, 2009). The only way for the police to know whether there has been a breach of bail, is therefore if they happen to witness it themselves, or if it is reported. Especially in cases of high-risk domestic violence victims, where they are fearful of the suspect, it becomes less likely that they will report any breaches to the police. This will then in turn have the effect of cancelling out any work done as a result of the MARAC process, as the correct support, to help the victim escape the suspect, will not be present. While this is not in itself a reason to deny a suspect bail, especially given the presumption in favour of bail (Bail Act, 1976), it does highlight the point that while submitting a PPN and opening the victim up to support can be extremely effective at supporting a vulnerable person and preventing them from being a repeat victim of domestic violence, this is something which can easily be de-railed, especially if those providing support are not aware of the full picture of the current circumstances. 
 

Now What?
It is clear, that within the South Wales Police force area, the MARAC process is successful at preventing repeat victimisation of domestic violence victims in the majority of cases. Robinson identified through follow up interviews conducting with victims, that following the MARAC process, 60% had no additional police complaints, and 70% had no further domestic violence call outs (Robinson, 2006). This therefore goes some way in evidencing that implementing a multi-agency response to support vulnerable high-risk victims, is often successful at preventing repeat victimisation of these people.

However, as highlighted in a Home Office report into the effectiveness of the MARAC process, more needs to be done to ensure that the victim is engaged with the process (Home Office, 2011). This report also highlights that one of the main barriers to the MARAC process, is the failure of agencies to make all attending aware of appropriate information, which can lead to ineffectiveness, before going on to state that for MARAC to be effective there needs to be clear aims, along with a collaborative approach and effective coordination (Home Office, 2011). When looking at these issues, I think there is one main thing which can be implemented in order to ensure the work done by all organisations is as effective as possible – communication. 
 
I believe the main issue that arises in terms of supporting vulnerable people, and preventing repeat victimisation, especially in a situation of domestic violence is a lack of communication between the different supporting agencies and the police, which in turn means that there is not a cohesive approach to the support offered, and things can slip through the cracks much more easily. Further by not offering support in a cohesive manner and not communicating regularly with the victim, they may feel confused about the role of each agency, and they may therefore not know who to talk to regarding different issues, and as a result may not reach out and disclose important information.

I also however think it is important for communication to be improved within each individual agency. Within the police for example, those involved with the MARAC process, and the officer in charge of the investigation, are very much separate, and there is very little communication advising on the progress of both the investigation, and the support being offered to the victim. This means that an important change in the investigation, which could have a big impact on the support needed by the victim, is not necessarily known by those involved in the MARAC process, but equally, a change within the support being offered, such as withdrawing a support measure, or falling engagement of the victim, is not known by the officer in the investigation, which can have a big impact on both the strength of the victim to not return to their abuser, and also the support of the victim in securing a charge. As highlighted by the College of Policing, failure to effectively support a victim is likely to lead to their mistrust in the police, and it is therefore imperative that improvement is made to ensure the support offered is effective (College of Policing, 2015).

In the example given within this essay, the victim was very engaged with the process initially, however as time went on the involvement of outside agencies dropped off, and communication reduced. By the time the case was ready to send to the CPS, it was only myself who was maintaining contact with the victim, however I was unaware that she was no longer receiving effective support from the other involved agencies. The victim therefore withdrew her complaint, and the matter was deemed by the CPS to lack sufficient evidence to charge. However, had I been in better communication with the domestic abuse unit, and the other agencies offering support, I would have been better informed as to the full circumstances surrounding the victim, and would have known that actions being taken within the investigation, such as needing to speak with the victim’s children, would have been difficult for the victim, which ultimately led to their withdrawal.  


Conclusion 
To conclude, while there are currently process in place (specifically the MARAC process) which can be extremely effective in supporting vulnerable victims of domestic abuse and prevent them being a repeat victim of crime by offering support from a number of different agencies in a cohesive manner, the current set up, and poor communication both between and within the different agencies, and with the victim themselves, means that the victim is not receiving the support they need. However, minor changes, which promote better communication, will hugely improve the effectiveness of the MARAC process, supporting those who are vulnerable, ensuring charges are secured, and preventing the victim from being subjected to the same abuse again. 
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Task 2

Relevant areas of the National Policing Curriculum: 


Conducting Investigations

You should choose an serious and complex investigation that you have been involved in that was of a complex nature, in which you played a significant role.


	
Critically evaluate the processes employed in a complex investigation you have been involved in, and the fast-track actions that you have utilised.


Evaluate the support you have provided to victims, witnesses, and offenders (where appropriate) during a complex investigation and reference the management of your own personal values and attitudes in relation to this.

2000 words (+/- 10%: include your actual word count at the end of each section)





Answer: 

This essay will look at a complex investigation I was involved in, evaluating the actions used within the investigation, as well as the support provided to the victims, witnesses and offenders. In order to reflect on this incident, I will use the Borton’s model of reflection (Borton, 1970).


What?
Investigations are governed primarily by the Criminal Procedure and Investigation Act 1996 (CPIA). The CPIA states that the purpose of a criminal investigation is to determine “whether a person should be charged with an offence, or whether a person charged with an offence is guilty of it” (CPIA, 1996). This indicates that the purpose of an investigation is to determine who is responsible for an offence, and whether the person suspected of an offence is guilty of it but is not to prove that one specific person is responsible for an offence. As highlighted in the attestation taken by all Police Constables, officers must serve with impartiality (Police Act, 1996), and therefore, just because someone is a suspect in an investigation, does not mean the role of the police force is prove they have committed the offence, but instead to investigate whether or not they have. This means as well as victims and witness, suspects should also be offered support. 

One important point to remember specifically in relation to this, is that any personal feelings have to be set aside to maintain impartiality, and no matter what role they play in the investigation, people should always be treated fairly and with respect (College of Policing, 2024).

The specific incident I am going to reflect on for this essay is one of sexual grooming and sexual assault. The initial report that came into the police was that a male had been sending inappropriate messages to a teenage boy, however when contact was first made with the victim, this quickly progressed into an incident with multiple victims of not only inappropriate messages but also sexual contact. It was therefore clear from the outset that there would be a number of victim and witness accounts that need to be obtained, as well as a significant amount of digital data which could be recovered from the individuals’ devices. 

The college of policing identifies that fast-track actions are those which, if completed straight away, may assist in identifying the facts, identifying a suspect, or assisting in a quick resolution of an incident (College of Policing, 2013). The fast-track actions which are applicable to an investigation will differ depending on what the incident is, where it has happened, and who is involved, but could include things such as identifying victims, reviewing CCTV, and forensic considerations. 2

Within this incident, the fast-track actions which were prioritised were obtaining initial victim and witness accounts, as well as downloads of the victims’ digital devices in order to obtain a good understanding of the offending that had taken place. Due to the number of victim’s and the nature of the allegations, the arrest of the suspect was also prioritised as a fast-track action, to ensure safeguarding could be addressed. 

In terms of support for the victims, all the victims identified were referred to the sexual assault referral centre (SARC). The SARC offers support to victims of sexual assault, to assist in recovery and help people rebuild following a sexual assault (Eogan et al, 2013). Especially given that the victims in this incident were teenagers, I felt it was important that they got specialist support as quickly as possible, to try and limit the impact this incident will have on them as they continue to develop. 

The suspect was also however given support in this incident, due to the nature of the offence he had been arrested for. As is common in offences of this nature, there was a concern regarding the mental health of the suspect following. To support the suspect, he was therefore given information regarding the Lucy Faithful foundation, who work with those perpetrating abuse against children to prevent further harm being caused (Lucy Faithful Foundation). 


So what?
As highlighted in the Major Crime Investigation Manual, both witness accounts and passive data opportunities are some of the most effective fast-track actions (National Police Chief’s Council, 2021). Indeed, in this investigation, while all victims later went on to provide video interviews, initial accounts were taken which allowed for the identity of a suspect to be obtained. Obtaining these initial accounts also allowed us to establish who the primary victims were, who could provide us with the most evidence in order to prioritise  

Early identification of the victims also allowed us to put support in place, and address safeguarding issues straight away. The time just after a sexual assault is important when determining the resilience of a victim, and it is therefore important that support mechanisms are put in place during this time to try and reduce the risk of mental health issues such as post traumatic stress disorder later down the line (Dworkin & Schumacher, 2018). Therefore, by referring the victims to specialist support straight away, this will hopefully allow for a better prospect in terms of them moving forward. 

The arrest of the suspect was also a fast-track action of importance in this incident specifically due to the need to safeguard the victim, as well as the suspect. The arrest of a suspect is also identified within the Major Incident Manual as something which should always be a priority (National Police Chief’s Council, 2021). By arresting the suspect, not only were we able to interview them about the alleged offences, therefore generating additional lines of enquiry, but we were also able to attach conditions to them when bailed to prevent them from being in contact with the children involved in this incident, but also children in general. This not only safeguards the victim in this case, but also further children. While it was highlighted above the role of a police investigation is not to assume one person has committed the crime alleged, there must also be a focus on safeguarding. Directive 2012/29/EU of the European Parliament highlights that victims of crime should be protected from secondary victimisation and should have sufficient access to justice (European Parliament, 2012), and this therefore supports the idea that while the police act as impartial investigators, they also have to ensure victims are protected, and are able to access the justice system, free from fear of retaliation of the suspect. 

The final fast-track action utilised within this investigation of completing phone downloads was of paramount importance, specifically the download of the suspect’s phone. Granja and Rafael highlight the preservation of evidence in a digital context as an important factor of forensic investigation, and while this often relates to the preservation of evidence during the download process, this can also be applied to the need to obtain the digital device of the suspect quickly (Granja and Rafael, 2015). Should the suspect become aware of the allegations that have been made, then they may alter their digital device in order to hide evidence which would point towards their guilt. Given that a lot of the allegations in this specific case centred around digital communication, it was extremely important that any evidence on digital devices was preserved and obtained as a fast-track action. This also factored into the need for a quick arrest of the suspect. 

I do however think support provided to the suspect in this scenario could have been a bit better. While I have highlighted above that police officers should not let their feelings become involved in an investigation, and should always remain impartial, I think that it is extremely difficult to do this, especially in a case of this nature. I therefore think that I, and officers quite often in general, will provide the bare minimum level of support, before handing the support element over to other agencies. I think that following bail, it is difficult to engage in a high level of support with suspects, as I am conscious of this spiralling into the suspect trying to discuss the offence, however in custody I definitely think I could have done more to ask the suspect how they are feeling about the allegations, and whether there is anything going forward they feel like we can do for them. 


Now what?
Up to this point, this essay has highlighted that during this investigation a number of fast-track actions were utilised to not only progress and assist the investigation, but also to ensure support was given to both the victims of this allegation, as well as the suspect. However, it is also important to reflect on what more could have been done to offer further assistance in both the investigation and support provided. 

I believe that, as an investigator, fast-track actions will always be at the forefront of your mind, and as a result, this is an area which the police are strong in. While there are more fast-track actions that could be considered, in relation to this investigation in particular, alternate fast-track actions would not have yielded any further information. I believe that in this investigation, all the appropriate fast-track actions were completed. However there clearly needs to be consideration of all possible actions from the outset of each individual investigation, as there will never be a one size fits all scenario, and the relevant actions will be massively dependant on the circumstances that have led to the investigation. 

In relation to the support afforded the victim, I think this investigation specifically shows how important it is to identify those who are victims and those who are witnesses quickly, to ensure the right support is offered. In this investigation, while support was offered and provided to the initial complainant, once further victims were identified, this offer of support was not extended to them initially. As highlighted by the home office, an experience of sexual abuse as a child can have adverse outcomes in all areas of someone’s life (Home Office, 2020), and it is therefore imperative that support is provided straight away to try and limit the impact the incident will have. While support was provided in this incident, I think the desire to complete the identified fast track actions and obtain as much relevant evidence as possible in the initial stages of the investigation, led to a lapse in recognising the support that needed to be offered. I think this clearly highlights that despite the importance of fast-track actions, as an investigator you need to avoid becoming narrow in focus, and make sure that support of victims and witnesses is included as a consideration when deciding on fast-track actions.

I also think that better support needs to be afforded to suspects. As highlighted above, while the police are impartial, it is very difficult, especially when investigating child sex offences, to completely keep your emotions at bay, and this can lead to suspect support being hugely neglected. As highlighted by Lowenstein while the police should not have a culture of disbelieving victims, false allegations are made, and it is human nature to err on the side of caution (Lowenstein, 2001). This is important to remember, especially in these type of investigations, where the effect on the suspect could be devastating, as the mental health and safety of the suspect needs to be maintained. I therefore believe that while the suspect is directed towards support services, the methods of obtaining support offered to victims, should in certain circumstances, such as these, also be afforded to suspects. For example, the submission of a public protection notification, to make external agencies aware of the allegations, who can then reach out to the suspect and offer them support. 


Conclusion
To conclude, this essay has highlighted that often in police investigations, the investigative side of policing comes before the need for support, and personal attitudes, especially when sensitive topics such as child sexual offences are involved, can alter the way support is provided to all involved. I think the biggest takeaway from this reflection for me, is that fast-track actions should not come ahead of the offering of support, and instead support should be viewed as a fast-track action. Victims often have a variety of complex needs, and a delay in support could lead to them experiencing problems as time goes on, and this in turn could affect the progress of the investigation. Therefore, to ensure the investigation progresses smoothly, support should be at least offered as soon as possible, and this should then be a continuing process for all involved in the investigation, and not just the victim. 
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