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		LITERATURE REVIEW

So again, the question is, has the death of Sarah Everard affected the trust in which the female demographic have when reporting sexual offences to the police? As this is a very recent incident and is now an area of current interest, very little work has previously been done regarding this specific topic. However, several other research has been carried out on topics that link in with this question. In order to achieve objective one of this research investigation, this literature review will state definitions of ‘violence’, ‘sexual’ and ‘rape’. This literature review will discuss why women are subjected to sexual violence, violence in relation to men, attrition rates, changes in reporting of sexual offences and specifically previous articles that refer to Sarah Everard.

Violence is defined as ‘the exercise of physical force so as to inflict injury on, or cause damage to, persons or property; action or conduct characterized by this; treatment or usage tending to cause bodily injury or forcibly interfering with personal freedom’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 1989) or ‘Any behaviour by an individual that intentionally threatens, attempts to inflict or does cause physical, sexual or psychological harm to others or to him/herself’ (Lewis et al, 2000). Sexual is defined as ‘of, relating to, or associated with sex or the sexes such as sexual differentiation or sexual conflict’ or ‘having or involving sex, for example, sexual reproduction’ (Webster, 1828). Many sexual offences, including rape, are termed as sexual violence due to the force or coercion often used to commit the offence (World Health Organization, 2002).

Feminist views that rape is a cultural product and a violent rather than sexual crime. According to Section 1 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003 the definition of Rape is ‘A person (A) commits an offence if— (a)he intentionally penetrates the vagina, anus or mouth of another person (B) with his penis, (b)B does not consent to the penetration, and (c)A does not reasonably believe that B consents’ (Legislation.gov, 2021). There has been criticism that many definitions of rape emphasise on the lack of consent rather than the force. Assumptions have been made that unless a female physically says ‘no’ then she consented to engaging in sexual activity with a male. It has also been highlighted that if a female does not fight back, she is in a sexual relationship with a male or married to a male or even if she said ‘yes’ (however, was in fear for her safety or life so befriended the male) then she consented to sexual intercourse with the male. This does not imply consent, some of the examples above, the female was coerced into engaging in sexual intercourse. The force used during sexual intercourse is usually justified by the male as ‘rough sex’ which the female consented to or as the female and male were in a marital relationship then he did simply not force any intercourse upon her as she agreed irrevocably due to the fact they were married (Whisnant, 2009). 

What is identified as a sexual crime has changed over time due to changes in the standards of societies and cultures (Blackburn, 2001). Aggression, violence and power over women is culturally dominant of masculinity that many men feel they have to embody in order to fit in (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). Research conducted by (Stone, 1983) found that in previous centuries in England and Wales it was generally legal for a husband to subject his wife to brutal violence. Chief Justice Hale ruled in 1736 (Guardian, 1990) that a husband could not be guilty of raping his wife. Clearly these previous attitudes had an impact on the social construct of maleness. Marital rape only became a crime in England and Wales in 1991 when the case of R v R in 1991 abolished this previous exemption.

From the University Hospitals Plymouth NHS Trust article regarding violence against women, Myrna Dawson will say that “when gender based violence is raised, it highlights that violence against women is unique and entrenched in our society, where social structures perpetuate and maintain gender inequalities” (Dawson, 2020). Kerry Dungay who is the Chair of University Hospitals Plymouth Women’s network interpreted that as social inequalities are the consequences from violence towards women and in order to create prevention measure it needs to be addressed.  

At the time of the researcher writing this dissertation there is currently a worldwide pandemic which is known as COVID-19. Since the COVID-19 pandemic began females have found that it has worsened their situation due to feeling afraid and isolated (Women’s Aid, 2020) 

Rape is the penetration of either the vagina, anus or mouth by a penis, so this offence can only be committed by a male however this does not mean that the victim can only be a female. However, that being said 84% of 153,136 rape victims were female (The Guardian, 2021). In the 12 months leading up to March 2020 there were 153,136 reports of rape, so does this mean that males are more violent than females? Whilst there has been various research in respect of the greater aggressiveness in males in humans and animals (White, 1983) there are still no consistent findings to account for this difference in aggression levels between males and females. 

According to (Rape Crisis, 2017) ‘sexual violence is still highly gendered. Since turning 16 years of age, 20% of females compared to only 4% of males reported sexual assaults’ (Dungay, 2021). In 2017 in England and Wales 3.1% of women (510,000) and 0.8% of men (138,000) who are within the age category of 16 – 59 experienced some form of sexual assault with in that year alone. In 2013 only 15% of victims who had experienced some form of sexual assault, made a formal report to police. The percentage of females aged 18-24 reported that they had been sexually abused as a child was 31%. Approximately 90% of rape victims will say that they knew their perpetrator prior to being raped. When a rape or sexual assault victim makes a report to police, only 5.7% of reports end with the perpetrator being convicted of a rape or sexual assault offence. (Rape Crisis, 2021).

So, from these statistics it will be interesting to see the statistics reported from March 2020 to March 2021. As this timeframes falls within the current pandemic being COVID – 19, the researcher predicts that the number of rape or sexual assaults reported to police would have increased as from the statistics provided above, 90% of rape victims knew their perpetrator before being raped or sexually assaulted. However, the researcher is conscious that the trust may have been lost by the public towards the police following the death of Sarah Everard, so the statistics may well have decreased.

There are numerous reasons as to why a victim of rape or sexual assault may not report it to police and they are as follows, culture of disbelief, lack of evidence, victims are often younger, added stress of reporting which can lead to victim blaming and previously false cases. Previously false cases are highly publicised in the media. It difficult to estimate how many are false reports however previous research estimated that less than 10% of reported rapes are false (Theilade and Thomsen, 1986). 

In a study conducted by Sable et al (2010) it was found that reluctance in reporting sexual offences is often due to feelings of shame and embarrassment felt by the victims.

Rape myths could also help understand why there historically has been an under-reporting of these types of offences. Burt (1980) explored these myths and found that many of them often shift the blame from the perpetrator of these offences and onto the victim. This is fairly unique when comparing sexual offence victims to victims of other crimes (Gravelin, Biernat, & Bucher, 2019) and explains why there has been under reporting in the past.

The victim is often blamed for having encouraged a male perpetrator to assault them by wearing revealing clothing, being drunk or flirting with them in the examples of stranger rapes. In 1999 in a supreme court in Italy, a rape conviction was overturned as the female victim was wearing tight jeans, so the offender must have needed her help to remove them. As a result of this decision females now wear a pair of denim jeans on a Wednesday in April to raise awareness of sexual assaults (Lubitz, 2016). If a female wears revealing clothing, 55% of males think that she is more likely to become a victim of harassment or assault (Oppenheim, 2019).

Not only is there this hurdle of blame to overcome when reporting, a victim would then be subjected to the publicising of her sexual history when going through the court process. Independent sexual violence advisers (ISVAs) support victims of rape or sexual assaults during the court process including the trial. 36 ISVAs took part in a survey and 75% said that they had witnessed their victim’s sexual history being interrogated by the defence during court cases between 2015 and 2017 (Crockett, 2018). It is illegal in almost every circumstance to cite a victim’s sexual history however, it can be allowed only in the circumstances whereby the allegation is similar to a previous allegation according to Section 41 of the Youth Justice Crime and Evidence Act 1999 (Crockett, 2018).


The #MeToo movement started to explode in around 2017 (Fraser et al, 2021) and became a place for women to vent and share their stories of sexual harassment and assault that they had encountered at various points during their lives. As a result of this wide-spread sharing it was noted that reports of sexual offences to law enforcement increased (Rotenberg & Cotter, 2018). A further study conducted by Levy & Mattson (2020) found that the reporting of sexual offences in approximately 30 countries had increased by around 10% in the first few months of the #MeToo movement. This is clearly a large increase and shows just how impactive social media has been in bringing together women who had probably felt very much alone prior to the movement and sought to raise the profile of sexual violence as a public health and social justice concern (Scurlock-Evans, 2019).
In 1982 an academic theory was proposed by James Q Wilson and George Kelling. The theory was introduced to tackle disorder within neighbourhoods. The theory was referred to as ‘The Broken Window Theory’. This theory did not tackle the most serious crime such as rape, robbery and murder, it tackled lower level disordered as they believed that the low level disorder led to more serious offences and by negating low level disorder would eliminate serious crime. However, critics will say that “there is little empirical evidence that disorder, when left unchallenged, causes crime” (McKee, 2018). Did this theory lead to fewer reporting of sexual offences and rape because there were fewer offences being committed? 

In early March 2021 Sarah Everard was reported missing and a short while later human remains were found in a woodland area just outside of Kent in England. These human remains were later confirmed that they were the human remains of Sarah Everard. An arrest was made of a male by the name of Wayne Couzens (who at the time of the arrest was a serving police officer) for the murder of Sarah Everard. At the time of the arrest it was believed that there was a sexual motive behind the kidnap and murder of the female however, it was yet to be proven. UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson will say that “the horrific case of Sarah Everad has unleashed a wave of feeling about women not feeling safe at night”. UK Home Secretary Priti Patel will say that “every women should feel safe to walk on our streets without fear of harassment or violence” (Bhattacharyya, 2021). One way to tackle the fear of safety for women was a 6pm curfew for all males suggested by one green party peer (Brown, 2021). 

Wayne Couzens pleaded guilty to the murder of Sarah Everard however, his sentencing does not commence until 29th September 2021. It has now been confirmed that Sarah Everard had been raped and strangled. Since pleading guilty Wayne Couzens has been linked to two counts of indecent exposure, meaning that a further 12 gross misconduct or misconduct notices has been served on police officers from numerous forces (BBC, 2021). Kent police are now being investigated by the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) in relation to an incident that occurred in 2015 whereby it was alleged that Wayne Couzens indecently exposed himself. The Metropolitan Police are also now being investigated by the IOPC for an incident which happened only days before the murder of Sarah Everard, where it is alleged that Wayne Couzens again indecently exposed himself at a fast food restaurant in South London (BBC, 2021).

It is now clear to see a pattern of behaviour started to emerge in relation to Wayne Couzens and sexually motivated incidents. Is it possible to say that if Wayne Couzens’ pattern of behaviour was noticed and acted upon sooner, would he have had the opportunity to commit the murder and rape on Sarah Everard? 

In conclusion for this chapter it is clear to see that rape victims is highly gendered when it comes to females compared to males. As the previous figures showed 20% of females compared to only 4 % if males reported sexual assaults to police. Domestic assaults and rapes was previously labelled as ‘ok’ meaning it was not an offences to use violence or rape your wife however, martial rape did become an offence in 1991 in England and Wales. During the current pandemic that is Covid-19, females have stated that it has worsened their currently situation. Why don’t victims of rape report to police? Well there are many reasons however the main reasons are, victim blaming, previous false cases, victims are often younger and more vulnerable, the victims sexual history will be ‘dragged’ through the court process and the victims get blamed due to the ‘revealing’ clothing they were wearing. The #Metoo movement increased the number of rapes reported to police by 10% in just the first few months. It allowed females to have a voice on social media and share their stories in relation to sexual harassment or sexual assaults. Following the murder of Sarah Everard by a police officer, has this now broken the trust with the police and community when reporting sexual offences? Has all the previous work been undone due to this one incident alone?
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