
Date: 6 June 2022 

Our Reference: FOIA-2022-042 

RE: Your request for information under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 

I write in response to your email dated the 5th May 2022 in which you made a Freedom of Information 

Act 2000 (‘FoIA 2000’) requesting information on the 'Specialist Sexual Assault Investigation 

Development Programme (SSAIDP)'. You specifically requested information on: 

1) How long the course takes to complete

2) The content of the course including the modules names and the subjects covered within the course

3) Whether the course contains any specific materials or learning relating to male victims of sexual

offences 

4) The assessment methods used within the course

5) What qualifications trainers are required to have to deliver the course

6) Whether the College is aware of any police services further developing this course to include further

or additional content 

7) I would also be grateful for any training materials you would be able to provide from the course

Decision 

When a request for information is made under FoIA 2000, a public authority has a general duty under 

section 1(1) of the Act to inform an applicant whether the requested information is held. There is then a 

general obligation to communicate that information to the applicant. If a public authority decides that the 

information should not be disclosed because an exemption applies, it must, under section 17(1) cite the 

appropriate section or exemption of the Act and provide an explanation for relying upon it. 

Having considered your request and conducted reasonable searches for information, I can confirm some 

recorded information is held. For ease of reference, I have set out your original questions in bold with 

my response underneath. 



1) How long the course takes to complete 

 

No recorded information held. However, whilst we no longer provide an agenda for this course, we 

estimate that the course will take 7 days to deliver. 

 

2) The content of the course including the modules names and the subjects covered within the 

course 

 

Information held. Please see pages 1 – 14 of disclosure document 1, comprised of the programme 

specification. 

 

3) Whether the course contains any specific materials or learning relating to male victims of 

sexual offences 

 

The learning is generic to all victims of rape, however, on pages 267 and 462 of disclosure document 1, 

there are specific references to male victims. 

 

4) The assessment methods used within the course 

 

No recorded information held. However, we have provided a contextual explanation to your question. 

The course completion is trainer assessed. Learning into practice is assessed by an evidence based 

Occupational Competency Portfolio. Completion of the programme allows entry onto the national register 

for specialist rape investigators and annual CPD must be completed to remain registered. 

 

5) What qualifications trainers are required to have to deliver the course 

 

No recorded information held. The licensing requirements ask that the course is co-delivered with a 

subject matter expert (please see programme specification, as mentioned in question 1, for further 

details). 

 

6) Whether the College is aware of any police services further developing this course to include 

further or additional content 

 

No recorded information held.  The licensing of this course only allows for local contextualisation and no 

other changes. We are currently working with academics and project leads on Operation Soteria, a 



transformational approach to the policing response to rape. Part of that operation is focussed on learning 

and development and will require a full review of this course to ensure it is delivering against the 

identified learning needs for the service. 

 

7) I would also be grateful for any training materials you would be able to provide from the 

course 

 

Information held. Within disclosure document 1, we have provided numerous documents. These are: 

 

Guidance for Assessment of Operational Competence of a Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI) 

– pages 15 - 37 

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigators’ Development Programme (SSAIDP) National Policing 

Curriculum – pages 38 - 55 

SSAIDP Case Management Sexual Assault Investigations Presentation – pages 56 - 134 

SSAIDP Case Management Sexual Assault Investigations Resource Pack – pages 135 - 198 

SSAIDP Risk Management Sexual Assault Investigations Presentation – pages 199 - 230 

SSAIDP Risk Management Sexual Assault Investigations Resource Pack – pages 231 - 261 

SSAIDP Role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigations Presentation – pages 262 - 296 

SSAIDP Role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigations Resource Pack – pages 297 - 337 

SSAIDP Sexual Assault crime scene Presentation – pages 338 - 364 

SSAIDP Sexual Assault crime scene Investigations Resource Pack – pages 365 - 385 

SSAIDP Supporting victims in Sexual Assault Investigations Presentation – pages 386 - 437 

SSAIDP Supporting victims in Sexual Assault Investigations Resource Pack – pages 438 – 483 

 

Some of the information in the documents, specifically on pages 99, 144, 145, 171 and 469, has been 

redacted as we consider the information to be exempt from disclosure under section 23(1) of the FoIA 

2000. Section 23 exempts from disclosure information which is supplied by, or relates to, bodies dealing 

with security matters. It is an absolute exemption and therefore a public interest test is not required. 

 

The information supplied to you is and continues to be protected by Copyright law.  Unless expressly 

permitted by law, any re-use, adaptation or sharing of College information, in whole or in part, requires 

permission from the College of Policing.  To request permission please contact the College’s Copyright 

and Licensing Team at Copyright&Licensing@college.pnn.police.uk  

  

mailto:Copyright&Licensing@college.pnn.police.uk


Information you receive may also include third party owned information. Such information must not be 

reproduced, adapted or shared, in whole or in part, without first obtaining the permission from the third 

party rights holder(s). 

 

Your rights can be found at the end of this letter.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

Kate Kaufman | Legal Researcher 

Legal and Compliance Team 

Business Services 

College of Policing 

 

Email: FOI@college.police.uk 

Website: www.college.police.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:FOI@college.police.uk
http://www.college.police.uk/


Your right of review  

 
Under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 you have a right to request an internal review if you are 
dissatisfied with our handling of your request. Review requests should be made in writing (by email or 
post) within 40 working days from the date of our original response. We will aim to respond to your 
review request within 20 working days.  
 
The Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO)  
 
If, after lodging a review request you are still dissatisfied, you may raise the matter with the ICO. For 
further information you can visit their website at https://ico.org.uk/for-the-public/official-information/. 
Alternatively, you can contact them by phone or write to them at the following address:  
 
Information Commissioner's Office  
Wycliffe House  
Water Lane  
Wilmslow  
Cheshire  
SK9 5AF  
Phone: 0303 123 1113 
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College of Policing Limited 

Leamington Road 

Ryton-on-Dunsmore 

Coventry, CV8 3EN 

 

© – College of Policing Limited (2022) 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, modified, 

amended, stored in any retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 

without the prior written permission of the College or as expressly permitted by law. 

Anyone wishing to copy or reuse all or part of this publication for purposes other than 

expressly permitted by law will need a licence. Licence applications can be sent to 

the College’s Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) and Licensing Manager at 

copyright&licensing@college.police.uk  

Where we have identified any third-party copyright material you will need permission 

from the copyright holders concerned. This publication may contain public sector 

information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0 at 

nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/ 

For any other enquiries regarding this publication, please email us at 

NationalPolicingCurriculumEnquiries@college.police.uk 

This document has been created with the intention of making the content accessible 

to the widest range of people, regardless of disability or impairment. To enquire 

about having this document provided in an alternative format, please email us at 

NationalPolicingCurriculumEnquiries@college.police.uk  

 

  

mailto:copyright&licensing@college.police.uk
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3/
mailto:NationalPolicingCurriculumEnquiries@college.police.uk
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Introduction 

This document outlines the structure of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator 

Development Programme (SSAIDP) and some key considerations regarding the 

management and delivery of SSAIDP learning. SSAIDP is a licensed product; forces 

with a current licence for the programme will deliver the programme in force. 

Programme entry requirements 

Pre-requisites 

It is a pre-requisite for SSAIDP Learners to have successfully completed the learning 

element of PIP (Professionalising Investigation Programme) 2. However, the PIP2 

assessment could be completed alongside SSAIDP assessment as noted below. 

Co-requisites 

▪ Specialist Investigative Interviewing (SII) Victims and Witnesses (including child 

and/or vulnerable adult witness) 

▪ Theories of Sexual and Violent Offending (TSVO) 

Note: In order to avoid duplication, it is permissible to use evidence from the 

Specialist Investigative Interviewing (SII) and/or PIP 2 Operational Competence 

Portfolios (OCPs) for the SSAIDP OCP and vice-versa. 
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Programme summary  

Programme aims 

SSAIDP is a national learning programme for anyone working, or aspiring to work, as 

a Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). The learning programme is also 

aimed at supervisors who manage and support SSAIs and managers who have 

tactical and strategic leadership in the area of sexual assault investigation.  

The overall purpose of SSAIDP is to equip SSAIs with the knowledge, skills and 

behaviours to be able to conduct professional, objective and thorough sexual assault 

investigations, while maintaining an approach that recognises and acknowledges the 

concerns and needs of all parties involved. 

The aims of the SSAIDP is to develop an understanding of: 

▪ appropriate and sensitive approaches to identifying, assessing and responding to 

allegations of sexual assault, the challenges presented by sexual assault 

investigations and risk factors commonly linked to sexual assault 

▪ investigation plans, interview strategies and pre-interview briefings for cases of 

sexual assault 

▪ methods appropriate when investigating cases of sexual assault including how to 

manage the crime scene 

▪ underlying factors that may have an impact of sexual assault cases and the 

characteristics of sexual offenders, the differences and similarities between types 

of sexual offenders and risk factors associated with investigations 

▪ knowledge and skills necessary for developing effective multi-agency 

relationships in relation to referrals of sexual assault, the role of partner agencies 

and methods for working effectively in multi-agency environments 

Programme structure 

The SSAIDP curriculum is subdivided into the following learning areas: 

▪ Role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI) 

▪ Theories of Sexual and Violent Offending (TSVO) 

▪ Sexual Assault Crime Scene Management 
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▪ Supporting Victims in Sexual Assault Investigations 

▪ Risk Management in Sexual Assault Investigations 

▪ Case Management in Sexual Assault Investigations 

It is recommended that the SSAIDP learning is delivered in the above order. 

Once the SSAIDP learning is completed, or during SSAIDP learning if the learner is 

working in the SSAI area concurrently, there should be workplace assessment of the 

Operational Competence Portfolio (OCP) evidencing the practical and operational 

application of the SSAIDP learning. 

Professional profile 

The Policing Professional Role Profile for a Rape and Specialist Sexual Assault 

Investigator is available on the Professional Development section of the College of 

Policing website. 

Equality Impact Assessment (EIA) 

An Equality Impact Assessment should be undertaken as part of the design of the 

local force’s SSAIDP (in accordance with the Equality Act 2010) to include the 

intended model of delivery and assessment. The aim of the EIA is to give 

consideration to how SSAIDP will reflect the diverse communities policing serves 

and to ensure that any equality issues are properly addressed during delivery of 

learning. 

The EIA should include equality, diversity, inclusion and widening participation 

considerations in terms of: 

▪ facilities  

▪ where learning takes place  

▪ proximity (eg, reasonable adjustments for disabled students) 

▪ duration over which it takes place (eg, varying part-time working) 

▪ assessment arrangements  

▪ educational and pastoral support and resources 

▪ other relevant characteristics eg, socio-economic status of learners 



 

SSAIDP Programme specification  college.police.uk 

SSAI_PS_001_PDF  
Version 2.0  Page 7 of 14 

The EIA should be reviewed/updated with the collection of data of at least all nine 

protected characteristics as part of the ongoing management of the programme. 

Ownership of the EIA lies with the force and is an integral part of the self-evaluation 

process of quality assurance of SSAIDP. 

Programme delivery  

Supporting resources for SSAIDP  

This document should be used in conjunction with a suite of supporting documents 

accessible via College Learn. It is recommended that this Programme Specification 

is read before these documents: 

▪ SSAIDP National Policing Curriculum (NPC) – this specifies the national 

framework for SSAIDP and associated national minimum content coverage for 

the programme.  

▪ SSAIDP Guidance for Assessment of Operational Competence – this is high-

level guidance on operational assessment to enable accreditation for the role of 

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). 

▪ SSAIDP Resource Packs and Presentations – Trainers and deliverers should 

make use of the Module Resource Packs available on College Learn to plan for 

sessions, and can supplement this information with their own research and 

resources in order to deliver effective and force-specific training. Trainers must 

ensure through their delivery that learners cover all learning outcomes and 

minimum content coverage set out in the NPC. 

Policing professional context 

SSAIDP is underpinned by the following Authorised Professional Practice (APP) 

available on the College of Policing’s website: 

▪ Rape and sexual offences 

▪ Managing sexual offenders and violent offenders 

▪ Investigation 
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Cases studies 

The use of case studies when delivering this training is a key recommendation from 

the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) and has also been identified in 

case reviews. It makes the training practical, relevant and immersive for learners, 

particularly if the cases are challenging. It is recommended that trainers identify local 

case studies which can be included when delivering SSAIDP training; speak to the 

local Sexual Assault Lead about appropriate case studies to use. 

Trainer requirements 

SSAIDP must be delivered by at least one trainer and/or subject matter expert who is 

operationally competent in sexual assault investigation. 

A trainer delivering SSAIDP should fulfil the following designated criteria: 

▪ meet the College trainer standard 

▪ have the requisite knowledge and understanding of the SSAIDP curriculum 

Co-facilitators do not need to meet the trainer standard but should have the 

appropriate operational experience and currency in relation to the topic they are 

delivering/co-delivering. 

All trainers are responsible for maintaining their occupational knowledge of subjects 

within SSAIDP via continuing professional development (CPD), in line with national 

and organisational requirements and the Policing Professional Role Profile for a 

Rape and Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator. 

Subject matter expert (SME)  

A Subject Matter Expert (SME) can be used to deliver aspects of the learning 

programme where they have appropriate up-to-date knowledge of the subject area. 

All SMEs should be provided with a clear outline of the curriculum including learning 

outcomes and the minimum content coverage for the areas they are responsible for. 

Any resources utilised during delivery must be checked beforehand to ensure they 

comply with the appropriate equality and diversity standards and support the learning 

required. 
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Learner support  

Forces may supply coaching and mentoring support which is particularly important 

for the work-based aspects of SSAIDP and to assist learners in constructing and 

developing their SSAIDP OCP. 

For staff new to sexual assault investigations, learner support should be explained 

as part of the initial induction so learners know where to go for advice and to raise 

any concerns. It is also important learners are provided with details of other support 

available to them, for example Occupational Health, Police Federation and Staff 

Associations. 

Assessment and verification processes  

The robustness of the assessment and verification processes is paramount to a 

SSAI’s success. Assessment against any of the assessment criteria will be based on 

the candidate’s demonstration of their capability in a work context, drawing on their 

workplace and organisational experience.  

The Operational Competence Portfolio (OCP) is an integral part of the programme 

allowing for testing of skills and knowledge and assessment in the workplace.  

The assessor will usually be the individual’s first line supervisor, tutor or line 

manager. 

Note: In order to avoid duplication, it is permissible to use evidence from the 

Specialist Investigative Interviewing (SII) and/or PIP 2 Operational Competence 

Portfolios (OCPs) for the SSAIDP OCP and vice-versa. 

SSAIDP operational competence portfolio (OCP)  

The OCP must be completed within 12 months of completing the SSAIDP learning. 

In order to achieve registration, a learner must complete all of the learning and 

assessment requirements of all the components. Please see the SSAIDP Guidance 

for Assessment of Operational Competence which can be found on College 

Learn. 
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Assessor requirements 

An assessor must: 

▪ have completed assessor training, either standalone or in another programme 

▪ demonstrate that they have sufficient technical and occupational competence to 

evaluate and judge evidence for the SSAI (demonstrated by being currently 

accredited in a role that reflects the SSAI level being assessed) 

▪ understand the content and meaning of the standards against which 

assessments are to be carried out  

▪ know and be able to explain the assessment and registration process  

▪ know the assessment documentation  

▪ follow the assessment process, including providing advice on evidence collation, 

making judgements and giving feedback to the investigator  

▪ determine that sufficient evidence exists of competence for both performance and 

knowledge requirements of the investigative units  

▪ ensure consistency of the assessment for different types of investigators, for 

example differing service length, and be consistent in assessment with other 

assessors  

The College of Policing has developed a Learning Standard for those carrying out an 

assessor role (available on College Learn). 

Internal verifier  

The internal verifier role is critical to the assessment process. They are responsible 

for carrying out the internal quality assurance process. This role is performed, in 

most circumstances, by the investigator’s second line supervisor. A Learning 

Standard is available for those undertaking the Internal Verifier role (available on 

College Learn). 

The head of unit/area should be the internal verifier for all SSAI managers or appoint 

a delegate with occupational competency and accreditation of a level above that 

being verified.  

The role of the internal verifier is to:  
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▪ ensure that all assessors are working in line with SSAI assessing standards  

▪ dip sample OCPs (at least 10%) to ensure that the assessor is complying with the 

process  

▪ quality control the assessment process, checking such matters as equal 

opportunities, assessment decisions and that quality feedback is being provided  

▪ ensure consistency of the assessment by the assessor for different types of 

investigator, for example differing service length, disability and ethnic minority  

▪ provide advice and guidance for assessors on the assessment process  

▪ manage the SSAI appeals process 

Quality assurance 

SSAIDP will be quality assured, as achieving the College’s requirements via the 

Police Service Quality Management System (PSQMS).  

The Police Service Quality Assurance (PSQA) Scheme is a multi-functional quality 

assurance scheme, based upon a devolved model of responsibility for application of 

quality assurance processes, supported by national requirements and guidance. The 

overall aim of the scheme is to promote quality and consistency right across a force’s 

learning and professional development provision. The ethos of the scheme is of local 

ownership, with forces self-assessing their own learning and professional 

development provision against six key themes: 

▪ Strategic Governance  

▪ Strategic Planning and Commissioning 

▪ Design  

▪ Delivery  

▪ Assessment 

▪ Evaluation and Performance Outcomes 

The role of quality assurance is to: 

▪ administrate SSAI assessment, verification and registration processes  

▪ ensure ongoing reviews  
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▪ ensure quality assurance checks of the SSAI assessment, verification and 

registration processes  

▪ provide the focal point for all information linked to the SSAI assessment and 

registration process and disseminate information as appropriate  

▪ ensure that all assessors, verifiers and mentors meet the requirements of the role  

▪ maintain an investigator tracking system, ensuring that sign-off for registration is 

recorded for each candidate. and a complete and up-to-date registration 

database for the force is maintained  

▪ advise the College of Policing of all SSAI registrations for the national database 

As part of the consolidated licence issued by the College, there is an expectation 

that forces delivering the SSAIDP will participate in PSQA. 

For further details on the scheme and its use please refer to the latest PSQA 

documentation available via Knowledge Hub under the Learning and Development 

Practitioners community. 

National specialist investigator registration process 

Step One: The learner completes the SSAIDP course and the force informs the 

College Business Admin team by emailing: 

BusinessSupportAdmin@college.pnn.police.uk 

(Annex A in the SSAIDP Guidance for Assessment of Operational Competence). 

The team log the learner as ‘in training’ on the SSAI register. 

Step Two: The learner has 12 months to complete the associated Operational 

Competence Portfolio (OCP). Upon completion of the OCP, verification by the force 

assessor and internal verifier is to be undertaken. 

Step Three: The force is to send the signed evidence sheet to the College Business 

Admin team (email above) on the appropriate template (Annex C in the SSAIDP 

Guidance for Assessment of Operational Competence). 

Step Four: The College will update the register to show that the learner has 

completed SSAIDP and is now ‘fully registered’. The learner will be sent 

certification confirming completion of SSAIDP. 

mailto:BusinessSupportAdmin@college.pnn.police.uk
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Step Five: To retain registered status the learner must maintain yearly CPD relevant 

to the role, for example research, conferences, attachments. CPD form (Annex D in 

the SSAIDP Guidance for Assessment of Operational Competence) to be sent yearly 

by the force Single Point of Contact (SPOC) to the Business Admin team (email 

above) to verify CPD updating and to retain status. 

Extension requests can be made up to 12 months after registration and should be 

made via the above Business Support Admin email address. 

Continuing professional development (CPD)  

All those involved in policing should seek to involve themselves in a range of 

learning activities through which they can maintain or enhance their capacity to 

practise as a SSAI in a legal, safe, ethical and effective manner.  

To continue registration there is a requirement for CPD as a SSAI to be evidenced 

for annual renewal. This process should be managed through the force Performance 

and Development Review (PDR) and Continuing Professional Development (CPD) 

processes.  

Officers are required to record and provide evidence of CPD to the force Single Point 

of Contact (SPOC) who will in turn notify the College of Policing on an annual basis, 

prior to the anniversary of their registration. 

Lapsed sexual assault investigators 

▪ If a SSAI leaves the role then registration can be retained through evidence of 

relevant CPD within a 1–3-year period of leaving the role. 

▪ If a SSAI has been out of role for more than 3 years, the force head of unit/area 

will need to determine the route back into role through supporting upskill, CPD 

and/or restudy of the programme. 

▪ Forces can determine the pathway for assessment for those in a 

manager/supervisor role by utilising alternative assessment methods. 

For further information please email the Business Admin Team at the College.
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About the College 

We’re the professional body for the police service in 

England and Wales. 

Working together with everyone in policing, we share 

the skills and knowledge officers and staff need to 

prevent crime and keep people safe. 

We set the standards in policing to build and 

preserve public trust and we help those in policing 

develop the expertise needed to meet the demands 

of today and prepare for the challenges of the future. 

college.police.uk 
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Introduction

Purpose of this document

This document provides guidance for assessment of operational competence as a

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). It outlines the principles and SSAIDP

Operational Competence Portfolio (OCP) criteria supporting the assessment of a SSAI.

Workplace assessment

To successfully complete this learning programme, learners must be assessed as

competent against the Operational Competence Portfolio (OCP) criteria for a SSAI.

National specialist investigator registration process

Step One: The learner completes the SSAIDP course and the force informs the College

Business Admin team by emailing the form available in Annex A to:

BusinessSupportAdmin@college.pnn.police.uk

The team log the learner as ‘in training’ on the SSAI register.

Step Two: The learner has 12 months to complete the associated Operational Competence

Portfolio (OCP). Upon completion of the OCP, verification by the force assessor and

internal verifier is to be undertaken.

Step Three: The force is to send the signed evidence sheet to the College Business Admin

team (email above) on the appropriate template (Annex C).

Step Four: The College will update the register to show that the learner has completed

SSAIDP and is now ‘fully registered’. The learner will be sent certification confirming

completion of SSAIDP.

Step Five: To retain registered status the learner must maintain yearly CPD relevant to the

role, for example research, conferences, attachments. CPD form (Annex D) to be sent

yearly by the force Single Point of Contact (SPOC) to the Business Admin team (email

above) to verify CPD updating and to retain status.

Extension requests can be made up to 12 months after registration and should be made via

the above Business Support Admin email address.
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Behaviours

All roles are expected to know, understand and act within the ethics and values of the

police service.

The Competency and Values Framework (CVF) has six competencies that are clustered

into three groups. Under each competency are three levels that show what behaviours will

look like in practice.

It is suggested that this role should be operating or working towards the following levels of

the CVF:

Resolute, compassionate and committed

 We are emotionally aware: CVF Level 2

 We take ownership: CVF Level 1

Inclusive, enabling and visionary leadership

 We are collaborative: CVF Level 1

 We deliver, support and inspire: CVF Level 1

Intelligent, creative and informed policing

 We analyse critically: CVF Level 2

 We are innovative and open-minded: CVF Level 1
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Assessment guidance

Note: In order to avoid duplication, it is permissible to use evidence from the

Specialist Investigative Interviewing (SII) and/or PIP 2 Operational Competence

Portfolios (OCPs) for the SSAIDP OCP and vice-versa.

The SSAIDP Operational Competence Portfolio (OCP) and

evidence

The force must ensure that each SSAI develops and maintains a work based SSAIDP

Operational Competence Portfolio (OCP). An Operational Competence Portfolio can be

defined as:

Operational Competence Portfolio (OCP): A factual record of incidents and situations

that the learner has independently dealt with whilst carrying out the operational

requirements of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI) role.

The SSAIDP OCP criteria are specified as national minimum criteria for a SSAI to be

registered; individual forces may choose to specify additional criteria, as appropriate to their

operational requirements. Evidence supporting the learner’s competence in relation to the

SASIDP OCP criteria should be recorded within their OCP on at least two occasions.

When evidence against all criteria in the SSAIDP OCP is achieved, this is deemed to be a

sufficient range of evidence for ‘in force’ assessors to determine whether the learner has

demonstrated sufficient competence to be registered and therefore operate (safely and

lawfully) in an independent capacity as a SSAI in the workplace. The responsibility of

confirming that the learner has achieved an appropriate level of professional development

to justify confirmation of SSAI status rests with the Force.

Format of the OCP

There is no specified format in which an OCP must be presented. Forces can develop

OCP templates and models which best suit the needs of their learners and respective

organisations. Many forces are used to working with electronic competence-based

portfolios which offer some significant benefits in terms of ease of collation of relevant

evidence, feedback and reflective accounts.
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Annex B of this guidance contains an example portfolio template for the recording of both

incident-based evidence and reflective accounts, should this be required.

Gathering evidence

Much of the assessment evidence will occur naturally and will evidenced in many different

forms. However, evidence supporting operational competence gathered and presented in

the SSAIDP OCP at any stage during the learning programme should conform to the

following key underpinning principles:

 Sufficiency – Is there sufficient evidence on which to make an assessment decision?

 Currency – Is the evidence relevant to what is currently being assessed?

 Validity – The legitimacy of the evidence provided eg, body-worn camera footage

may be deemed more valid than the account of a fellow learner.

 Authenticity – Is the evidence accurate, or has it been misrepresented?

Types of evidence that are likely to be relevant to achievement of operational competence

as a SSAI could include the following (this is not an exhaustive list):

 direct observation in the workplace

 evidence from incidents and situations that the learner has taken part in during their

SSAI operational duties, and which may therefore link directly to case file documentation

 audio or digital recording (including body-worn video) of relevant events

 testimonials eg, where evidence has been prepared by the learner for court purposes

 feedback from the community, colleagues across the wider policing family (expert

witnesses) and partner agencies or groups

 evidence of SSAI continuing professional development (CPD) activities

 reflective accounts

 professional discussions

 corroborating evidence

Direct observation in the workplace by a competent assessor will naturally constitute a

primary source of evidence because of the opportunities it presents for ensuring validity,

authenticity and currency.
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Nevertheless, it is important from a workforce efficiency perspective that forces enable

evidence to be compiled in a smart way and ensure that opportunities for collating evidence

are not overlooked. Whilst directly observed activity by the assessor is preferable, in

practical terms this can significantly restrict the opportunities for efficient and effective

collation of evidence, not least because the assessor would need to be permanently

shadowing or working alongside the individual to be assessed.

Given the nature of the SSAI role, therefore, line managers, supervisors or peers (who are

occupationally competent as a SSAI, but not necessarily performing the role of assessor)

are well-placed to provide evidence in the capacity of an ‘expert witness’. Such evidence

should be encouraged as a contribution to the provision of performance evidence presented

for assessment.

As implied above, technology also has an increasing role to play in supporting valid

assessment. The introduction and greater use of mobile phones (with cameras), body-worn

video and more sophisticated CCTV can all add to the range of evidential opportunities, and

learners, assessors and force observers are positively encouraged to use this medium,

alongside documentary evidence.

Presenting evidence

The learner will be responsible for collation of sufficient evidence on a requisite number of

occasions to meet the SSAIDP OCP criteria for a SSAI.

The learner may also demonstrate evidence supporting competence while working as part

of a team, but it will be the performance of the individual that will be assessed within the

team context, rather than the performance of the team itself.

Assessment methodologies

There are opportunities for holistic assessment of the SSAI role, which includes:

 assessment, which is incident-driven, examining incidents as a whole

 assessment across the whole of the general operational functions of the SSAI role

This assessment approach allows the assessor to examine in more detail the reasons why

the learner made the decisions they did, enabling the assessor to gain greater

understanding of the learner’s thought processes and approaches and their decision-

making abilities.
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Assessment records should contain evidenced judgements of where the learner is

achieving (or exceeding) the standards expected of them, as well as where they are under-

performing. Assessment decisions and judgements are therefore a vital tool for providing

constructive feedback to the learner, enabling them to build on and improve performance.

Examples of assessment methodologies could include, but are not limited to:

 professional discussions around specific incidents or situations in the OCP evidence to

underpin learning

 reflective accounts/logs

 direct questioning around specific incidents or situations from the OCP

 learner presentations of specific incidents or situations from their OCP, with a

combination of pre-presentation questions and a Q&A session afterwards

As can be seen from these examples, in all cases the assessment of competence should

focus on the learner’s experiences as outlined in their OCP. These should not merely re-

test the knowledge and understanding from the SSAIDP curriculum but instead examine

how that knowledge was applied in the SSAI role or situation faced (eg, through application

of the National Decision Model (NDM) – examine why they decided to take a particular

action or approach over other options available). The assessor may also encourage the

learner to reflect on whether the outcome was the best possible outcome in the given

situation, and if so for whom? Suspects? Victims/witnesses? The community? The learner

themselves? And so on.

What is crucial is that each intervention is firmly based on the learner’s operational

experiences as a SSAI and application of their SSAIDP learning. In instances where

opportunities to provide operational evidence prove limited, forces may wish to use

‘professional discussion’ as an evidence-gathering methodology (except that no

competence area should be entirely evidenced through simulation or professional

discussion alone).

Internal force assessor

An assessor is an individual assessing the knowledge or competence of learners to ensure

they meet the relevant SSAIDP performance standards, measured according to the specific

evidential criteria set out in the OCP and examination of the links to the underpinning
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SSAIDP curriculum. The assessor will provide feedback, based on the evidence, of the

learner’s professional competence in performance of the SSAI role.

An assessor must:

 have completed assessor training, either standalone or in another programme

 demonstrate that they have sufficient technical and occupational competence to

evaluate and judge evidence for the SSAI (demonstrated by being currently accredited

in a role that reflects the SSAI level being assessed)

 understand the content and meaning of the standards against which assessments are to

be carried out

 know and be able to explain the assessment and registration process

 know the assessment documentation

 follow the assessment process, including providing advice on evidence collation, making

judgements and giving feedback to the investigator

 determine that sufficient evidence exists of competence for both performance and

knowledge requirements of the investigative units

 ensure consistency of the assessment for different types of investigators, for example

differing service length, and be consistent in assessment with other assessors

The College of Policing has developed a Learning Standard for those carrying out an

assessor role (available on College Learn).

Internal verifier

The internal verifier role is critical to the assessment process. They are responsible for

carrying out the internal quality assurance process. This role is performed, in most

circumstances, by the investigator’s second line supervisor. A Learning Standard is

available for those undertaking the Internal Verifier role (available on College Learn).

The head of unit/area should be the internal verifier for all SSAI managers or appoint a

delegate with occupational competency and accreditation of a level above that being

verified.

The role of the internal verifier is to:

 ensure that all assessors are working in line with SSAI assessing standards
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 dip sample OCPs (at least 10%) to ensure that the assessor is complying with the

process

 quality control the assessment process, checking such matters as equal opportunities,

assessment decisions and that quality feedback is being provided

 ensure consistency of the assessment by the assessor for different types of investigator,

for example differing service length, disability and ethnic minority

 provide advice and guidance for assessors on the assessment process

 manage the SSAI appeals process
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SSAIDP OCP criteria

Evidence supporting the learner’s competence in relation to the following SSAIDP OCP

criteria should be recorded within their OCP on at least two occasions.

Note: In order to avoid duplication, it is permissible to use evidence from the

Specialist Investigative Interviewing (SII) and/or PIP 2 Operational Competence

Portfolios (OCPs) for the SSAIDP OCP and vice-versa.

OCP criteria for Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)

All learners should be able to demonstrate competence in the following key areas of

professional knowledge and performance (key accountabilities):

1. Provide specialist support to victims/witnesses of a serious and complex

sexual assault

Learners will be able to provide evidence of the following in order to demonstrate

competence:

a. Demonstrate an understanding of how to approach sexual assault investigations in a

manner which respects the sensitivities of the victim(s)

b. Demonstrate an understanding of how theories and behaviours associated with

sexual assault impact on an investigation

c. Conduct an initial assessment of the victim’s needs at the scene and safeguard their

immediate safety and wellbeing

d. Provide victims of sexual assault with appropriate support, working with other

specialist investigative officers and external agencies

e. Conduct discussions with victims/witness of a sexual assault in an appropriate and

safe environment

f. Design and implement a victim strategy in sexual assault cases which empowers the

sexual assault victim

g. Plan and conduct ethical and professional interviews of victims of sexual violence

h. Analyse the reasons why a victim may withdraw cooperation during an investigation

and how to manage these risks
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2. Manage the scene of a serious sexual assault

Learners will be able to provide evidence of the following in order to demonstrate

competence:

a. Develop a crime scene strategy in order to maximise evidence retrieval in a sexual

assault investigation

b. Secure and preserve physical evidence at a sexual assault scene

c. Secure and preserve digital evidence during a sexual assault investigation

d. Demonstrate understanding of the forensic considerations when dealing with a victim

of a sexual assault and contribute to the forensic strategy

e. Demonstrate knowledge and competence in the use of an Early Evidence Kit (EEK)

f. Demonstrate understanding of the use of Sexual Assault Referral Centre (SARC)

g. Determine the investigative approach to sexual offending in healthcare settings

3. Conduct and manage cases following a sexual assault investigation

Learners will be able to provide evidence of the following in order to demonstrate

competence:

a. Demonstrate an accurate understanding of key definitions, legislation and guidance

associated with serious sexual assaults

b. Analyse the relevant lines of enquiry which may become part of an investigation

strategy for sexual assault cases

c. Identify sources of information and intelligence which can be used to support an

investigation of sexual assault

d. Design and implement an effective arrest strategy for a sexual assault case

e. Design a suspect interview strategy and conduct an effective interview in a sexual

assault investigation

f. Work with the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) and specialists to ensure procedural

justice in cases of serious sexual assault, including taking early advice
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g. Identify the value of engaging with other agencies and the wider community in

improving the awareness of, and response to, the impact of sexual violence

h. Identify the roles and responsibilities of individual agencies in a multi-agency

approach

i. Agree a schedule and responsibilities for undertaking actions in a multi-agency

approach to a serious sexual assault

j. Demonstrate an awareness of measures to address vicarious trauma, officer

wellbeing and self-care in self and/or others involved in a sexual assault investigation

4. Assess the level of risk posed by individuals considered to have the potential to

cause serious sexual assault harm and complete risk assessments

Learners will be able to provide evidence of the following in order to demonstrate

competence:

a. Gather information regarding an individual who poses a risk of committing serious

sexual assault, including;

 Liaising with relevant agencies

 Verifying accuracy of information

b. Use dynamic assessment and professional judgement to assess the likelihood of an

individual causing serious harm

c. Identify where additional orders and disruption techniques are required and make the

appropriate arrangements

d. Identify any circumstances where victims/witnesses and/or their dependents are

vulnerable and alert relevant persons promptly where there are identified concerns

regarding the risk of harm by the individual to others and/or themselves

e. Maintain clear and accurate records, setting out details of the individual’s relevant

circumstances, patterns of behaviour, and possible key drivers of their behaviour

which may cause a risk of serious harm

f. Complete a formal risk assessment for a sexual assault investigation, setting out the

identified risks and protective factors
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Annex A: Initial SSAIDP learner notification

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI) register

Name Rank

Force Unit/Department

Contact details of

address and

telephone

number

Present post

Date SSAIDP

commenced

This learner can be entered onto the National Professional Register of Sexual Assault

Investigators (SSAIs) as ‘under assessment’

Name of designated signatory Rank/Status Date Signature

Learner entered on professional register as

‘under assessment’ (from COP)
Date Signature

 Designated Signatory is the person in force (SPOC) or Lead Assessor/Verifier who has

control and monitors the force database for the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator

Development Programme (SSAIDP).

 The learner has 1 year from the date of commencement of SSAIDP to successfully

complete the SSAIDP Operational Competence Portfolio (OCP).
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Annex B: Template for building an Operational Competence Portfolio

Assessment event – recording sheet

Learner name: Date:

Assessor name:

Short description of event Evidence to be presented Evidence record

number
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This assessment is relevant to achievement of the following OCP criteria:

Assessor comments:
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Reflective log template

Learner name:

Assessor name:

Date:

Evidence number:

Learner guidance:

Your evidence could include the following:

 Brief description of any relevant incident/event/initiative

 What was the nature of your involvement or contribution?

 If applicable, what law/procedure/authorised professional

practice etc is relevant?

 What did you learn from this experience?

 In terms of your own professional development, what

would you do differently next time? What would you not

change?

OCP criteria referenced:



SSAIDP: Guidance for Assessment of Operational Competence college.police.uk

SSAI_A_001_DOC

Version 1.0 Page 19 of 23

Reflections:
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Assessor comments:
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Annex C: Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator

(SSAI) recommendation for registration

Name Rank

Force Unit/Department

Contact details

of address and

telephone

number

Present post

This is to certify that the above named learner has successfully completed the

SSAIDP OCP and has demonstrated competence within sexual assault

investigations.

The learner is now eligible for the status of ‘registered’ on the National Professional

Register of SSAIs.

Name of Assessor Rank/Status Date Signature

Name of Internal Verifier Rank/Status Date Signature

Name of Line Manager Rank/Status Date Signature

Name of Head of Crime/

Head of Unit
Rank/Status Date Signature

Status changed on professional register to

‘registered’ by (COP registrar)
Date Signature



SSAIDP: Guidance for Assessment of Operational Competence college.police.uk

SSAI_A_001_DOC

Version 1.0 Page 22 of 23

Annex D: Continuing professional development

(CPD) activity log

Name Rank

Force Unit/Department

Contact details

Present post

Start date of

SSAIDP

Continuing Professional

Development activities during the

last 12 months

Evidence of CPD
Date(s) of
CPD
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Introduction to the Specialist Sexual Assault 

Investigator Development Programme (SSAIDP) 

Purpose of this document 

This document is intended for trainers, mentors, coaches and associated subject 
matter experts (SMEs) who will be engaged in the delivery of the Specialist Sexual 
Assault Investigator Development Programme (SSAIDP). It sets out the national 
curriculum and associated national minimum content coverage for the Specialist 
Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI) role.  

The document provides: 

▪ an overview of SSAIDP  

▪ SSAIDP curriculum required for the SSAI role 

Supporting resources for the SSAIDP curriculum 

This document should be used in conjunction with a suite of supporting documents 
accessible via College Learn: 

▪ SSAIDP Programme Specification – this articulates the wider programme 
requirements associated with SSAIDP. It should be read prior to the other 
documents. 

▪ SSAIDP Guidance for Assessment of Operational Competence – this is high-
level guidance on operational assessment to enable accreditation for the role of 
Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). 

▪ SSAIDP Module Resource Packs and Presentations – Trainers and deliverers 
should make use of the resources available on College Learn to plan for 
sessions, and can supplement this information with their own research and 
resources in order to deliver effective and force-specific training. Trainers must 
ensure through their delivery that learners cover all learning outcomes and 
minimum content coverage set out in the NPC. 
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Outline of SSAIDP National Policing Curriculum  

Introduction 

The SSAIDP national curriculum provides the essential knowledge, understanding 
and skills for conducting specialist sexual assault investigations. 

Learning and development under SSAIDP will enable the learners to: 

▪ Recognise and apply the legislative framework applicable to sexual assault 
investigations 

▪ Treat individuals in an ethical manner, recognising their needs with respect to 
equality, diversity and human rights before, during and after the sexual assault 
investigation 

▪ Analyse the intricacies associated with conducting complex sexual assault 
investigations, including intelligence gathering 

▪ Apply best practice and ethical procedures to all stages of a sexual assault 
investigation, including building case files 

▪ Review and apply appropriate procedures to support the victim(s), witnesses 
and suspects in an investigation, including those who are or may be vulnerable  

▪ Recognise the benefits of involving specialists in a sexual assault investigation  

▪ Apply learning from previous sexual assault investigations (and/or specialist 
interviewing) to future sexual assault investigations 

▪ Recognise and apply appropriate partnership working at all stages of the 
sexual assault investigative process 

 

Pre-requisites 
It is a pre-requisite for SSAIDP Learners to have successfully completed the learning 
element of PIP (Professionalising Investigation Programme) 2. However, the PIP2 
assessment could be completed alongside SSAIDP assessment as noted below. 

Co-requisites 
The following programmes must be delivered as part of SSAIDP training. These 
cover key learning outcomes as follows: 

Specialist Investigative Interviewing (SII) Victims and Witnesses (including 
child and/or vulnerable adult witness) 

▪ Explain the additional skills and considerations associated with specialist 
victim/witness interviews 

▪ Apply the legislative and non-statutory framework that supports specialist 
victim/witness interviews 

▪ Assess the additional requirements that may be required for a specialist 
victim/witness interview 

▪ Explore and apply the appropriate interview structure for the specialist interview 
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▪ Conduct a pre-interview meeting to support the victim/witness prior to conducting 
a specialist interview 

▪ Critically analyse the information important to the investigation in preparation for 
the specialist interview 

▪ Explain the support procedures available for specialist victim and witness 
interviews 

▪ Explain the role and interactions required with a Registered Intermediary in the 
specialist investigation process 

▪ Review the contingencies that may arise during a specialist victim/witness 
interview 

▪ Explain follow-on processes for witness management 
▪ Identify any further action required arising from the specialist interview 
▪ Evaluate the procedural considerations for providing support the victim/witness 

Theories of Sexual and Violent Offending (TSVO) 

▪ Explain the general theories on the causes, pathways and cycles of sexual 
offending 

▪ Reflect on the underlying factors that may explain sexual offending against 
children 

▪ Describe the factors associated with violent offending 
▪ Understand the typologies of sexual and violent offending 
▪ Recognise the characteristics of female sexual offenders 
▪ Review the characteristics of sexual offender who is a child or young person 
▪ Summarise the typologies of the internet sexual offender 

Note: In order to avoid duplication, it is permissible to use evidence from the 
Specialist Investigative Interviewing (SII) and/or PIP 2 Operational Competence 
Portfolios (OCPs) for the SSAIDP OCP and vice-versa. 

Cases studies 

The use of case studies when delivering this training is a key recommendation from 
the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) and has also been identified in 
case reviews. It makes the training practical, relevant and immersive for learners, 
particularly if the cases are challenging. It is recommended that trainers identify local 
case studies which can be included when delivering SSAIDP training; speak to the 
local Sexual Assault Lead about appropriate case studies to use. 

Learner support  

Forces may supply coaching and mentoring support which is particularly important 
for the work-based aspects of SSAIDP and to assist learners in constructing and 
developing their OCP. 

For staff new to sexual assault investigations, learner support should be explained 
as part of the initial induction so learners know where to go for advice and to raise 
any concerns. It is also important learners are provided with details of other support 
available to them, for example Occupational Health, Police Federation and Staff 
Associations. 
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SSAIDP National Policing Curriculum 

The national curriculum for SSAIDP is specified through the learning outcomes that 
are to be met, and the minimum content coverage to be achieved in the delivery of 
the programme. 

These learning outcomes are the minimum standards that must be achieved for the 
respective programmes.  

 

Curriculum learning outcomes 

▪ These are high-level outcomes to be achieved. 

Minimum content coverage 

▪ This consists of a sequence of summary guidance statements, indicating 
minimum learning content, coverage of which as part of the educational 
process will enable achievement of the learning outcome. 

Supporting guidance 

Where appropriate, the SSAIDP curriculum provides additional guidance on the level 
of detail required to ensure appropriate delivery of the learning content and 
achievement of the outcomes, as well as signposts to additional sources of 
information. This additional guidance will inform creative thinking during the 
development of the programme structure and associated delivery methodologies.  

Reference to Authorised Professional Practice (APP) is essential throughout this 
programme and guidance is provided as where this would be particularly beneficial. 
The College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice website contains the full 
index of content relating to Rape and Sexual Assault. 
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Role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator 

(SSAI) 

Learning outcomes Minimum content coverage 

1  Explain the role of Specialist 
Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI) 
and how it differs from other 
investigative roles 

1.1  How the SSAI role differs from other 
investigative roles: 
 
▪ Key accountabilities for the SSAI 

▪ Key considerations for the SSAI 

2  Understand and apply key 
definitions, legislation and 
guidance associated with serious 
sexual assaults 
 

2.1  Key pieces of legislation in sexual offence 
investigations, including: 
 
▪ Sexual Offences Act 2003 

- S.1 – Rape 
- S.2 – Assault by penetration 
- S.3 – Definition of sexual assault 
- S.4 – Causing a person to engage in sexual 

activity without consent 
- S.63 – Trespass with the intent to commit a 

sexual offence 
- S.66 – Exposure 
- S.67 – Voyeurism  
- S.67A – Upskirting 
- S.71 – Sexual activity in a public lavatory 
- S.74 – Meaning of consent 
- S.75 – Evidential presumptions 
- S.76 Conclusive presumptions 
- S.78 – Meaning of ‘sexual’ 

▪ Offences Against the Person Act 1861 
- S.18 – GBH 
- S.20 – Wounding with intent 

▪ Section 33 of the Criminal Justice and Courts 
Act 2015 and Section 69 of the Domestic 
Abuse Act 2021 (Revenge Porn) 

▪ Sections 63-67 of the Criminal Justice and 
Immigration Act 2008 (Possession of extreme 
pornographic images) 

▪ Common Law (Outraging Public Decency) 
▪ Domestic Abuse Act 2021 ‘Rough Sex 

Defence’ and pending legislation for non-fatal 
strangulation 

▪ Coercive or controlling behaviour (s76 Serious 
Crime Act 2015) 

2.2  Key sources of guidance (relating to sexual 
assaults): 
 
▪ APP Content:  

- Investigation 
- Detention and Custody 
- Major Investigation and Public Protection 
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▪ CPS ‘Toolkit for Prosecutors on Violence 
Against Women and Girls Cases Involving a 
Vulnerable Victim’ 

▪ Crime recording – Home Office Counting Rules 
(HOCR) and National Crime Recording 
Standards (NCRS) 

▪ Specific organisational policies and procedures 
when investigating offences committed against 
‘adults at risk’ 

▪ Director’s guidance on charging 

▪ National Decision Model 
▪ HMICFRS (2021) joint thematic inspection of 

the police and Crown Prosecution Service’s 
response to rape 

▪ Soteria/Bluestone products on Knowledge Hub 
2.3  Interaction with other specialist investigative 
officers, for example: 
 
▪ Sexual Offences Liaison Officer (SOLO) 
▪ Independent Sexual Violence Advisor (ISVA) 
▪ Independent Domestic Violence Advisor 

(IDVA) 

▪ Victim Support 

3  Identify sources of reporting of 
sexual assault cases 

3.1  Involvement of call handlers and first 
response in sexual assault investigations: 
 
▪ Anonymous and third-party reporting 
▪ Non-recent and historical cases and how they 

differ in terms of actions taken 
▪ Links between serious sexual assault and 

other types of crime: human trafficking, sex 
work 

▪ Reports made via domestic abuse process and 
the link to coercive and controlling behaviour 
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Sexual Assault Crime Scene Management 

Learning outcomes Minimum content coverage 

1  Review the necessity and 
potential content of a crime scene 
strategy in sexual assault cases 

 

1.1  Constituents of a crime scene in serious 
sexual assault cases: 
 
▪ Significance of the sexual assault victim and 

the offender as a crime scene 
▪ Potential for continuance of crime with 

same/other victim at the crime scene 

▪ Impact of delayed reporting on crime scene 
strategy 

2  Explain the process for securing 
evidence at a sexual assault crime 
scene 

2.1  How to identify and secure sexual assault 
crime scenes: 
 
▪ Prioritising the victim’s welfare, for example by 

referring to Sexual Assault Referral Centre 
(SARC) 

▪ How to secure evidence in serious sexual 
assault cases 

2.2  Scene preservation in a sexual assault: 
 
▪ Importance of considering materials and 

scenes related to medical intervention prior to 
SSAI attendance at scene 

▪ Securing potential sources of digital evidence 
3  Explain the forensic 
considerations when dealing with a 
victim of a sexual assault 

3.1  Devising the forensic strategy according to 
the circumstances of the pre, during and post 
offence behaviour when the offender is a: 
 
▪ Stranger 
▪ Acquaintance 
▪ Partner/ex-partner 

▪ Carer 
3.2  Sources of evidence, including forensic 
evidence: 
 
▪ Victims 
▪ Suspects 
▪ Scenes 
▪ Digital forensics e.g. mobile phone 

messages/calls, internet searches etc 

▪ Evidence of ‘spiking’ 
3.3  Capacity of victim to consent to a medical 
examination: 
 
▪ How to ensure the victim is fully aware of 

forensic requirements and processes 

▪ Early Evidence Kit (EEK) 
3.4  How to conduct a forensic examination of the 
victim/suspect/crime scenes: 
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▪ Dangers of cross contamination 

▪ Medical support required when Sexual Assault 
Referral Centre (SARC) forensic medical 
examination is not completed 
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Supporting Victims in Sexual Assault 

Investigations 

Learning outcomes Minimum content coverage 

1  Understand how to approach 
sexual assault investigations in a 
manner which respects the 
sensitivities of the victim(s) 

1.1  Sensitivities associated with a serious sexual 
offence for the victim, for example: 
 
▪ Invasive nature of investigation 
▪ Respecting the privacy of the complainant in 

relation to personal information and digital 
devices 

▪ Taking a suspect-centric approach 

▪ The impact of sexual assault on victims i.e., 
memory trauma and fear 

▪ Understanding the ‘whole story’ narrative to aid 
dispelling myths and bias through the CJS 

2  Conduct an initial assessment of 
the victim’s needs at the scene  
 

2.1  How to conduct discussions with 
victims/witness of a sexual assault in an 
appropriate and safe environment: 
 

▪ How to ensure the victim understands the role 
of the SSAI and CJS procedures 

2.2  Considerations when carrying out an initial 
sexual assault victim assessment: 
 
▪ Protected characteristics 
▪ Victim’s demeanour 
▪ Physical/psychological aspects of the assault 
▪ Forensic considerations 
▪ Lack of physical injury 
▪ Impact of victim attending A&E prior to 

reporting incident 
▪ Potential psychological and neurological 

impact on a victim 

▪ Assessment of the sexual assault victim’s 
including mental capacity, safeguarding and 
cultural 

2.3  Assessment of aggravating factors on a 
serious sexual assault, including: 
 
▪ Multiple offenders 
▪ Age of victim 
▪ Use or threat of weapon 
▪ Intimidation potential 
▪ Physical injuries 
▪ Strangulation 

▪ Alcohol and/or drugs administered without 
consent, commonly known as ‘spiking’ 

▪ Exploitation, grooming and/or coercive control 
3.1  Features of a victim strategy in sexual assault 
cases, including: 
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3  Design and implement a victim 
strategy in sexual assault cases 
 
 

 
▪ Behaviour and circumstances of the suspect 
▪ Risk factors and vulnerabilities relating to the 

victim’s circumstances 

▪ Victim needs and support 
3.2  Empowering the sexual assault victim during 
the investigation by: 
 
▪ Validating the victim’s experience through 

listening and empathy 
▪ Including the victim in the decision-making 

process 
▪ Keeping the victim updated and engaged in the 

progress of the investigation 
▪ Utilising support from appropriate professionals 

and family members 
▪ Challenging myths, stereotypes and the use of 

inappropriate/judgmental language relating to 
the case 

▪ Implementing the victim’s right to anonymity 
under the Sexual Offences (Amendment) Act 
1992 

▪ Informing the victim of their right to review 

4  Plan and conduct ethical and 
professional interviews of victims 
of sexual violence 

4.1  Pre-interview decision making: 
 

▪ Vulnerable and Intimidated Witnesses (video 
for evidence-in-chief purposes) 

4.2  Individuals who may need to be involved in 
the interview process, including: 
 

▪ Intermediaries 
4.3  Strategies for Achieving Best Evidence 
(ABE): 
 
▪ History and context 

▪ Involvement of alcohol and/or drugs 
4.4  Approved interview and communication 
techniques to obtain accurate accounts 
4.5  Planning and engaging interview processes 
that feature ‘whole story’ narratives 

4.6  Awareness that a victim might provide an 
inconsistent account and methods to mitigate this 

5  Analyse the reasons why a 
victim may withdraw cooperation 
during an investigation and how to 
manage these risks 
 

5.1  Reasons a victim withdraws cooperation 
during an investigation: 
 

▪ Methods of mitigating risk of victim withdrawal 
of cooperation in a sexual assault investigation 
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Risk Management in Sexual Assault Investigations 

Learning outcomes Minimum content coverage 

1  Critically review how to identify 
individuals who pose a risk of 
committing serious sexual assault 
 

1.1  Assessment of an individual’s behaviour and 
likelihood to pose a risk of serious sexual assault 
harm: 
 
▪ Liaison with relevant agencies to identify 

individuals whose behaviour suggests that they 
might pose a risk of serious sexual assault 
harm 

▪ Information gathering and exchange of relevant 
further information from and with other sources 

▪ How to verify and check information on 
individuals for accuracy, differentiating 
between factual information and opinion 

2  Analyse the level of risk posed 
by individuals who have the 
potential to cause serious sexual 
assault harm  
 

2.1  The underpinning model of risk assessment: 
 
▪ Decide who is at risk and the nature of that risk 
▪ Be aware of potential escalation 
▪ Previous offending 

▪ APP on Risk Principles 
2.2  Risks associated with the suspect during 
investigation into sexual assault e.g.: 
 
▪ Risk of contacting victim/witness 
▪ Risk of serial offending 
▪ Risk of suicide  

▪ Risk factors posed by releasing under 
investigation/unconditional bail 

2.3  How to identify behaviours which are likely to 
result in further serious harm 

3  Explain how to complete a risk 
assessment of victims and 
witnesses in a serious and 
complex sexual assault 

3.1  How to identify vulnerability in 
victims/witnesses, and/or their dependents: 
 
▪ Identification of risk factors, including risk to the 

victim/witness  

▪ Awareness of the victim/witness’ own coping 
mechanisms 

3.2  How to complete a risk assessment including 
identified risks and mitigation: 
 

▪ Justification of the risk assessment in light of 
the victim’s personal circumstances 

4  Evaluate methods of risk 
mitigation and disruption 
techniques in cases of sexual 
assault 

4.1  Use of orders and disruption techniques, for 
example: 
 
▪ Sexual Risk Orders (SROs) 
▪ Sexual Harm Prevention Orders (SHPOs) 
▪ Domestic Violence Protection Orders (DVPOs) 

▪ Domestic Violence Protection Notices 
(DVPNs) 
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Case Management in Sexual Assault 

Investigations 

Learning outcomes Minimum content coverage 

1  Analyse the relevant lines of 
enquiry which may become part of 
an investigation strategy for sexual 
assault cases 

1.1  Sources of intelligence which can be part 
of an investigation strategy: 
 
▪ Third party material 
▪ Digital material: 

o Open source 
o Closed source 

▪ Linked series of offences/patterns of 
coercive or controlling behaviour 

1.2  Review the investigative approach to 
sexual offending in specific settings, including: 
 
▪ Responsibility to victims of sexual abuse in 

healthcare settings and care home 
▪ Roles of agencies including Care Quality 

Commission (CQC), Office of the Public 
Guardian (OPG), etc to support 
investigations 

▪ Incidents of UK residents being subject to 
rape and sexual offences abroad 

▪ Offences relating to the armed forces 

2  Explain the importance of an 
effective arrest strategy for sexual 
assault cases 

2.1  Issues to consider when planning an arrest 
strategy, including: 
 
▪ Safety of and risk to the victim 
▪ Considerations regarding location of 

detention of suspect  
▪ Assessing the vulnerability of the suspect 

and associated members of extended family 
and friends  

▪ Action required where the suspect is in a 
position of authority/professional 
standing/trust  

3  Evaluate the main features of a 
suspect interview strategy in 
specialist sexual assault 
investigations 

3.1  Preparation for a suspect interview, 
including: 
 
▪ Previous history and character of the 

suspect 
▪ Exploring consent 
▪ Investigative areas which are important to 

assist in the enquiry 

▪ Introducing investigative material 

4  Be able to work effectively with 
the Crown Prosecution Service 

4.1  The importance of taking early advice from 
the CPS in serious sexual assault cases: 
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(CPS) and specialists to ensure 
procedural justice in cases of 
serious sexual assault 

▪ Understand how disclosure matters are 
relevant in RASSO investigations 

▪ Early investigative advice 
▪ The Threshold/Full Code Test 
▪ Withdrawal of evidence by victim and 

evidence-led prosecutions 

▪ Forensic submissions 
4.2  Working with the CPS on charging, bail 
and case preparation: 
 
▪ Police Bail 
▪ Informing victims of decisions not to charge, 

discontinuance and alternative charges 
▪ Informing the suspect of no further action 
▪ Police appeals of CPS decisions 
▪ Victim appeals of police or CPS decisions 

(Victims’ Right to Review) 

▪ Crime recording – Home Office Counting 
Rules (HOCR) 

5  Analyse the role and value of 
multi-agency approach in sexual 
assault cases  
 

5.1  Partners, agencies and stakeholders who 
may work jointly in a multi-agency approach, 
including: 
 
▪ Adult and Child Social Care 
▪ Housing  
▪ Education 
▪ Primary Health Care 
▪ Probation Service 
▪ Prison Service 

▪ Specialist support agencies eg, Child & 
Adolescent Mental Health Services 
(CAMHS) 

5.2  Examples of multi-agency working in 
practice, including: 
 
▪ Multi-Agency Public Protection 

Arrangements (MAPPA) 

▪ Multi-agency risk assessment conferences 
(MARACs) 

5.3  The value of a multi-agency approach to 
sexual assault investigations: 
 

▪ Roles and responsibilities of individual 
agencies in a multi-agency approach 

6  Understand how to manage 
effective multi-agency working 
relationships and including all 
stakeholders 

6.1  The value of engaging with other agencies 
in improving the awareness of, and response 
to, the impact of sexual violence: 
 

▪ Common aims and objectives of the 
principle agencies in a sexual assault 
investigation 

6.2  Decision-making regarding other agencies, 
including: 
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▪ Identification of key decision makers  
▪ How to prioritize their involvement 

▪ How to take account of views of other 
agencies particularly regarding victims and 
witnesses 

6.3  How to identify components of a strategy 
to build effective working relationships: 
 
▪ Common aims and approaches 
▪ Jointly agreed schedule and responsibilities 

for undertaking actions 
▪ A joined up and seamless approach 
▪ Supporting victims and witnesses 
▪ Management of offenders 

▪ Possible use of a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) 

6.4  Management of challenge in a multi-
agency strategy, including: 
 
▪ Misconceptions 
▪ Stereotyping 
▪ Perceived standpoints regarding sexual 

violence  
▪ Variation of approaches 
▪ Constructive challenge 

▪ Welfare services 
7  Applying measures to address 
vicarious trauma, officer wellbeing 
and self-care 

7.1  Being aware of strategies to address 
trauma and how to access these, for example: 
 
▪ Reflective practice 
▪ Recognising poor wellbeing in colleagues 
▪ Coping strategies for self-care 
▪ The Blue Light Wellbeing Framework (Oscar 

Kilo website) 
▪ The National Police Wellbeing Service 
▪ Emergency Services Trauma Intervention 

Programme (ESTIP) 

▪ The Leadership for Wellbeing live service 
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The role of information and
intelligence sources in
supporting an investigation of
sexual assault
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Sources of intelligence which can be used to support a
sexual assault investigation

Lines of enquiry

 Lines of enquiry based on case hypotheses should be established in order to maximise

evidential opportunities, ascertain the facts of the case and target efforts among the available

investigative resources.

 They will be directed at tracing suspects, supporting your case hypotheses to build a full

picture that ensures all the facts are presented, finding corroborating or other evidence which

supports or refutes the accounts given by both the suspect and the victim to ensure a

thorough and balanced investigation.

 Consider whether the reported offence may be part of a linked series or offences/patterns of

coercive or controlling behaviour, making use of local and national intelligence systems to

identify any background or history relating to the suspect, victim and location. Digital devices

attributed to the suspect and victim may be rich sources of evidence.
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Sources of intelligence which can be used to support a
sexual assault investigation

Third party material

In the context of a rape/SSO investigation, third parties commonly encountered will include

the following:

 social services departments

 forensic Physicians

 counsellors/therapists

 schools

 medical practitioners

 hospitals

 owners of CCTV
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Sources of intelligence which can be used to support a
sexual assault investigation

Third party material

 Reasonable lines of enquiry may include enquiries as to the existence of relevant material in
the possession of a third party.

 It is not necessary to make speculative enquiries, but frequently the existence of the material
will be known or can be deduced from the circumstances.

 For example, where a child witness is in the care of the local authority. In this type of case
the investigator must have reasonable grounds to believe that social services hold relevant
material about the witness, the offence or surrounding circumstances (this may be based on
information obtained from the witness/accused/other enquiries). Investigators should not
make speculative enquiries.

 If the police believe that a third party holds material that may be relevant to the investigation,
that person or body should be told of the investigation. They should be alerted to the need to
preserve relevant material.
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Value of internet intelligence and investigation (III) material

This includes:

 press articles

 official records relating to births, deaths and marriages

 internet sources such as social networking sites (eg, when developing family trees and

identifying possible suspects)

Open-source information is increasingly useful to an investigation.
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Sources of information available when investigating sexual
assault

Internet, intelligence and investigation (III)

 Public sites that provide general information eg, maps, train timetables etc

 Search engines sites (eg, Google, Bing, Yahoo)

 Social networks eg, Facebook, Linked In, Twitter, You Tube

 membership/subscription sites

Closed source

 intelligence systems

 Police National Database (PND)
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Local force policy on managing internet research and
intelligence gathering on force computers

 Risks associated with the use of the internet and social media eg, Digital footprint

possibly alerting criminals

 Importance of using non-attributable machines

 Level of authority
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Investigative approaches to
sexual offending in specific
settings
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Investigative approach to sexual offending in healthcare settings

The framework established by the Care Act 2014 and the responsibility placed on the

Local Authority by Section 42 of the Care Act 2014

The Care Act 2014 establishes a clear framework for how local authorities and other parts of the

health and care system should protect vulnerable adults at risk of abuse.

Six principles

 Empowerment

 Prevention

 Proportionality

 Protection

 Partnerships

 Accountability
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Investigative approach to sexual offending in healthcare settings

Section 42 Care Act 2014

Responsibility on local authority to make enquiries when there is:

 reasonable cause to suspect that an adult:

 has needs for care and support

 is experiencing, or is at risk of, abuse or neglect

 as a result of those needs is unable to protect himself/herself against the

abuse/neglect or the risk of it
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Investigative approach to sexual offending in healthcare settings

Overall duty placed upon organisations with regard to information sharing

Organisations must share information to discharge their specific responsibilities:

 NHS

 To ensure the safety of patients and wider NHS systems and processes.

 To continue to manage health services in a timely and effective manner and ensure the

delivery of services to patients.

 To investigate adverse incidents in order to learn and prevent recurrence.

 CQC

 To protect and promote the health, safety and welfare of people who use health and social

care services.

 To encourage improvements in health and social care.

 To work in partnership with other regulators and agencies.

 To play our role in the systems that aim to protect people who are at risk.
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Investigative approach to sexual offending in healthcare settings

Overall duty placed upon organisations with regard to information sharing

Organisations must share information to discharge their specific responsibilities:

 Police/HSE

 To investigate a potential offence.

 To conduct investigations in a way that helps maintain patient safety as a priority.

 To conduct investigations in a timely and effective manner.
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Investigative approach to sexual offending in healthcare settings

Assessing the nature of evidence

The investigating officer, in conjunction with senior leads from the relevant partner agencies

concerned, should take responsibility for assessing what evidence is to hand. This must be

done with an eye to how it might help any future investigation. For example, evidence in

healthcare settings (which includes hospitals, dental surgeries and residential care homes) may

include:

 records eg, notes, letters, drug charts, print-outs from monitors and anaesthetic machines

taken at the time (NB. such print-outs may be automatically erased after 24 hours)

 equipment eg, instruments, syringes and devices

 incineration bins

 clothing, including that of patient and staff

 packaging eg, from drugs and equipment
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Investigative approach to sexual offending in healthcare settings

Assessing the nature of evidence

 the scene more generally eg, a treatment room

 personal possessions

 samples eg, blood, tissue

 photographs of the scene, with time and date (photographs of equipment should include

serial numbers)

 CCTV

 Staff communication devices (pagers, etc)

Such an assessment must be made even when the original incident(s) took place long ago.

For example, archived medical records may need to be traced, recovered and stored or

batch numbers of drugs traced.
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Incidents of UK residents being subject to rape and sexual
offences abroad

 There is a clear need to support victims of such offences, as police would do for any UK-based

offence.

 There is also a need for accurate and timely reporting of the incident to the ‘competent authority’ in

that country.

 Policing activity undertaken in this country must comply with the law of England and Wales. There

are few examples where legislation allows the law enforcement community in England and Wales

to investigate and prosecute crimes that have been committed abroad (termed ‘extra-territorial

jurisdiction’).

 These include sexual offences committed by a UK national against children, under section 72 of

the Sexual Offences Act 2003.

 For most offences, police forces have no authority or jurisdiction to investigate an offence

committed abroad, unless they have a legal request in place from a foreign state.
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The police response to reports of offences abroad

Policing decisions and actions need to:

 safeguard victims and other members of the public, including an assessment of the risk

involved in reporting crime to that country

 prevent the loss of material that may be of evidential value

 record the crime (or ‘incident’) in accordance with Home Office Counting Rules (HOCR)

 assist in transmitting a complaint of crime to the competent authority

 reflect differences between law enforcement, court systems and legislation around the

world
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Offences relating to the armed forces

 When a rape or sexual offence occurs in a foreign country and involves suspects who

are either subject to service law or civilians subject to service discipline, they remain

subject to the law in England or Wales. However, the host country will still have

jurisdiction.

 In some circumstances, depending on local agreements, the suspect may be dealt with

under service jurisdiction and the offence will be dealt with in accordance with the

Service Police Codes of Practice, under the provisions of the Police and Criminal

Evidence Act 1984 and the Armed Forces Code of Practice for Victims of Crime. This will

influence which competent authority the details will be transmitted to.

 Reports of such offences will be discussed with the Royal Navy Police (RNP), Royal

Military Police (RMP) and Royal Air Force Police (RAFP) in the first instance, as

appropriate, to ascertain who has taken primacy in the investigation.
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Arrest strategies for sexual
assault cases
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Arrest strategies for sexual assault cases

Issues to consider when planning an arrest strategy

 Safety of and risk to the victim

 Considerations regarding location of detention of suspect

 Assessing the vulnerability of the suspect and associated members of extended family

and friends

 Action required where the suspect is in a position of authority/professional standing/trust

 Medical examination of the suspect
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Arrest strategies for sexual assault cases

Planning an arrest

 Officers should not base a decision on whether or not to make an arrest on the willingness of a

victim or witness to testify or otherwise participate in a prosecution. This is particularly relevant in

cases where the victim knows the suspect or is or has been in a relationship with them.

 Officers should always record the reasons for making an arrest.

 If an officer does not make an arrest in a rape case, yet there is enough evidence to do so, they

should record why an arrest was not made and discuss this with the shift supervisor and any

specialist department responsible for rape investigations.

 In cases of expedient arrest or cases where the officer has recently had contact with the victim,

they should avoid being the arresting officer to prevent cross-contamination of evidence. This also

applies to scenes and vehicles used to transport the victim and suspect. The arresting officer

should consider the use of tamper-proof plastic bags tied at the wrists of the suspect and should

prevent the suspect from washing their hands in sinks or toilets.
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Arrest strategies for sexual assault cases

Medical examination of the suspect

 The investigating officer should brief the forensic physician before the suspect

examination takes place.

 To avoid cross-contamination of evidence, officers should ensure that a different forensic

physician examines the victim and the suspect.

 The forensic physician should be accompanied by a police officer, who should make

notes throughout the examination. A sexual offences examination kit should be used.

 Even in cases where the victim withdraws the allegation or decides not to support a

prosecution, the investigating officer should submit the suspect’s DNA to the National

DNA Database to check for any outstanding crimes that they might have been involved

in.
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Suspect interview strategies
in specialist sexual assault
investigations
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Preparation for a suspect interview

 The investigating officer should develop an interview team which includes interviewing

officers trained to Professionalising Investigation Programme (PIP) level 2.

 In most circumstances, the lead interviewer will be the investigating officer.

 Consideration should be given to placing the SSAI as the second interviewer.

 If the SSAI does adopt a second interviewer role, they should be familiar with suspect

interviewing for serious and complex cases and the interview should be carefully

planned by both the investigating officer and SSAI.

 As an alternative, the SSAI might provide support to the investigating officer by

monitoring the suspect interview.
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Preparation for a suspect interview

 The interviewing officers should anticipate the defence likely to be employed by the

suspect. In rape offence cases this usually consists one of the following:

 the victim has fabricated the complaint

 the victim consented to the act(s)

 the victim or police have identified the wrong person
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Preparation for a suspect interview

 It is important to structure your suspect interview by first seeking a response in answer to

the victim’s rape report. This is not to be seen as a challenge and is the same as any

opening question used for any criminal offence and the interviewer should not at this

point be drawn into any probing of this response but be cognizant of its content in case it

alters the approach to the interview. (Admission of offence)

 The identified relevant parameters should then be considered.

 The suspect’s behaviour, actions, character traits should be your primary focus. You may

be able to prove or disprove his involvement in the offence through a thorough

examination of his behaviour and actions at the time in question. If an account is

provided, topics should be identified to explore key issues such as: ‘Why did he choose

his victim?’ Think vulnerabilities and context.
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Previous history and character of the suspect

Sections 98-113 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003 set out the rules governing admissibility of
bad character evidence. With the provisions of the act in mind, for the purposes of
specialist interviewing in sexual assault investigations:

 When linking the issue of consent to the suspect the propensity towards misconduct is
extremely important.

 Bad character is much more than just a record of convictions: Review previous case
papers and interviews with the suspect and explore the availability of witnesses (eg, ex-
partners and associates of the suspect) who may be able to provide evidence as to the
suspect’s history and character.

 Bad character can and should be used to show a propensity towards misconduct. It may
help prove whether the suspect knew the meaning of consent and can be used in the
suspect interview.
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Consent

Section 74 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003 defines consent – A person consents if he

agrees by choice and has the freedom and capacity to make that choice. Was consent

given freely or did the suspect exploit the victim’s freedom to consent?

It is important for the suspect to be questioned about how they obtained/assumed consent.

They should not be allowed during questioning to deflect blame to the victim.

 How did the suspect assess the victim’s capacity to consent?

 Was the victim awake or asleep/unconscious? If so, no capacity to consent.

 Was the victim under the influence of alcohol/drugs or incapacitated through medical

condition, what knowledge did the suspect have of this and how did the suspect use this

information to assess their capacity to consent.
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Consent

 Did the victim have any relevant learning disabilities/physical disability/mental health

issues that impacted on their capacity?

 Was the victim old enough to consent?

 Was the victim deceived by the suspect?

 Did the suspect prepare/engineer the situation so that the victim was at their most

vulnerable by supplying drink/drugs?

 Why didn’t the suspect wait until the victim was no longer under the influence (sober)?

Remember: No capacity = Rape



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Freedom or choice to consent

Consider factors affecting the victim’s freedom or choice to consent, including:

 was the complainant incapacitated through alcohol/Drugs/Illness?

 domestic abuse and family relationships

 abuse of position of trust (eg, career/patient, client/customer)

 other factors such as age of victim and suspect, gang related, extortion, exploitation,

bullying and blackmail

Remember: No freedom or choice = Rape
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

What steps did the suspect take to obtain consent?

 Cover any conversations and interactions that took place beforehand. How did the victim

communicate she/he wanted sex (verbally or non-verbally)? If there has been previous sexual

interaction, did their reaction differ, what did their body language portray?

 Were there signs the victim was not consenting – no kissing/not wanting to be held/not

responsive?

 Location and timing.

 Is the suspect aware of any mental ill health, learning disabilities, or communication difficulties that

the victim has and how did they factor these in when considering whether the victim was

consenting?

 Consent is a continuing requirement and may be conditional: What action did the suspect take to

check this applied to all aspects of sexual activity?

Remember: consent is active – resistance can be passive and the victim must actively

consent to all of the sexual activity.
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Investigative areas which are important to assist in the enquiry should then be

introduced

 Drunk/alcoholic, drugs user/drugged, domestic abuse/violence relationship, mental ill

health, learning or physical disabilities, involved in prostitution, isolated or in an

institution, young/old/frail, employee/student/patient.

 Any other vulnerability or context.
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

How did the suspect come into contact with the victim initially?

 Current or ex-partner, friend or acquaintance, met on night out, through social media

(online), family member, flat mate, neighbour, employee, colleague, patient, client,

customer.

 All of these situations could allow the suspect to groom or gain the trust and confidence

of the victim.

 Preparatory events/actions leading up to the offence, such as exchange of messages

(phone or online), the buying of gifts, drinks, dinner, drugs, etc.

 Consider whether religious/cultural/racial background and circumstances had any

bearing on the offence?
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Considerations when planning a suspect interview strategy

Investigative material

 Finally the investigative material that has been gathered during the course of the

investigation should be put to the suspect.

 If the account provided by the suspect is inconsistent with the victim’s account then the

relevant aspects of the account should be put to the suspect.

 If there is other investigative material that the investigator has gathered which is contrary

to what the suspect has said then this should be put to the suspect.

 The investigators opinion of what they think has occurred or who they believe MUST

NOT be put to the suspect. It is crucial to avoid allowing any myths and/or stereotypes to

influence the investigation.
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Role of the Crown Prosecution
Service (CPS) and specialists
in cases of serious sexual
assault
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The importance of taking early advice from the CPS in
serious sexual assault cases

The early involvement of prosecutors can bring benefits including:

 the CPS can advise which is the correct office to contact

 the prosecutor can identify, and where possible, rectify evidential or legal deficiencies

and advise on relevant lines of enquiry and strategies for strengthening cases

 the CPS can make an early assessment of the level of lawyer expertise and resources

needed to deal effectively with a case

 the prosecutor can be identified at an early stage to ensure continuity of approach
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The importance of taking early advice from the CPS in
serious sexual assault cases

The early involvement of prosecutors can bring benefits including:

 the CPS can highlight public interest considerations that may affect any eventual

prosecution

 the CPS can guide the investigating officer on general lines of inquiry

 the prosecutor may also be able to recommend a particular expert

 the prosecutor can advise on the nature and scope of expert evidence to be sought

including specific questions to ask of the expert

 case-management issues can be taken into account when planning the investigation
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The importance of taking early advice from the CPS in
serious sexual assault cases

Early investigative advice

 Early investigative advice (also known as early consultation) between the police and the

CPS is essential in rape cases and is a requirement of the Director’s Guidance on

Charging.

 Once a report has been properly considered by a police supervisor and meets the

criteria for referral the IO will arrange a consultation with a rape specialist as early as

possible and in any case once a suspect has been identified and it appears that

continuing investigation will provide evidence upon which a charging decision may be

made.
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The importance of taking early advice from the CPS in
serious sexual assault cases

Early investigative advice

 Rape specialists will assist in making a provisional assessment of the case, and

participate in discussion around lines of further enquiry, identification of the likely

charges and of the evidence required to support them.

 In addition the IO and rape prosecutor can discuss questions to be put to suspects in

interview, any pre-charge court procedures and any strategy for a likely prosecution.
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The Threshold/Full Code Test
The pre-charge report supplied by the Police to the CPS for a charging decision

based on the Full Code Test will consist of:

 key evidence including visually recorded witness interviews and accompanying ROVIs

 relevant exhibits, CCTV and forensic and/or medical reports

 the DA checklist and DASH/DARA form in Domestic Abuse cases

 PNC print of suspect and key prosecution witnesses’ previous convictions (including any out-

of-court disposals)

 any material identified as potentially undermining the prosecution case or assisting the

defence; and

 any available third party material including social services’ records

 in addition the contact details of the IO and the age of the victim(s) in the case will be

prominently recorded
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Withdrawal of evidence by victim

When a victim withdraws their evidence or asks the Police not to proceed, the Police

will take a statement from the victim to:

 explain the reasons for withdrawing

 say whether the original complaint was true; and

 say whether the complainant has been pressurised to withdraw by any person

The presence of an ISVA or other supporter when taking a statement is recommended.
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Withdrawal of evidence by victim

In addition the police will provide a report setting out:

 what they think about the case, in particular the reasons for the withdrawal and its impact on

the case

 whether the victim is supported by any specialist support service or an ISVA and, where they

are, the views of the ISVA or supporter on how the victim might react if required to attend

court and whether they have been put under pressure not to support the prosecution

 the risks to the victim and any other person’s safety; and

 how the victim might react if required to attend court

If they suspect that the victim has been pressurised or is frightened the police will assess any

support that has been offered and whether the intervention of a local specialist support service

or an ISVA could make a difference.
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False allegations and prosecutions

Dealing with false allegations

 Prosecution for these offences is extremely rare and by their very nature they will be

complex and require sensitive handling.

 Rape victims making truthful allegations require the support of the criminal justice

system and they should not be deterred from reporting their allegations.

 Nor should they be criminalized for merely retracting an allegation as true allegations

can be retracted for a broad range of reasons.

 Police and prosecutors must fully investigate and carefully consider the circumstances in

which an allegedly false claim of rape, sexual assault, or domestic violence is made.
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Forensic submissions

Expert witnesses

The police will provide the forensic service provider with the victim’s statement or a note of their visually

recorded interview to inform decisions around forensic submissions.

When requesting an expert opinion the police will provide the forensic scientist with all prosecution

evidence including the suspect’s initial account, and with the defence statement when received.
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Charging, bail and case preparation

Police bail

 SSAIs should make efforts to consult victims prior to a decision about police bail being

made.

 Custody officers should ensure that bail conditions are designed to protect victims,

witnesses and other members of the public from the defendant by consulting the SSAI

and investigating officer.

 In rape cases release under investigation will rarely be suitable for safeguarding the

victim or tertiary victims, police bail will be considered and if granted, if the suspect

knows the victim’s contact details (or has ready access to them), the following bail

conditions should be considered to afford maximum protection to victims:
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Charging, bail and case preparation

Police bail

 not contacting the victim either directly or indirectly (ensuring that their home address or

temporary accommodation addresses, including refuges, are kept confidential)

 residing at a named address

 reporting to a named police station on specific days of the week at specified times

 obeying any curfews set or curfew conditions

The force granting police bail should ensure that these conditions are strictly adhered to.
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Charging, bail and case preparation

Release on bail

Before a suspect is released from a police station, officers should:

 inform the victim of the suspect’s impending release on bail and record this notification

 ensure that all area control rooms and other intelligence databases are updated

regarding any bail conditions imposed, in case of future calls
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Charging, bail and case preparation

Release on bail

Where a suspect and victim know each other, it is important to clarify the following points at

the time bail is granted:

 it is the suspect’s responsibility (not the victim’s) to comply fully with any bail conditions

 any breaches of bail involving contact between the victim and the suspect will be treated

as such. Where the suspect alleges that the victim agreed to such contact, this should

be investigated, verified and the prosecutor informed of the correct position.
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Charging, bail and case preparation

Informing victims of decisions not to charge, discontinuance and alternative charges

 It is the duty of the police and the CPS to ensure that victims are informed of all charging

decisions.

 Victims will be dealt with sensitively and an explanation given as to why the investigation

and prosecution cannot continue.

 In cases where, following discussions between an investigating officer and a rape

specialist prosecutor, the decision is taken that there is insufficient evidence to bring any

proceedings for a relevant criminal offence it will be the responsibility of the police to

notify the victim of this fact.
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Charging, bail and case preparation

Informing the suspect of no further action

 Where no further action is to be taken against the suspect, the rape specialist prosecutor

should first inform the investigating officer of this decision.

 The suspect should then be advised of that outcome in accordance with force policy.

 The notification to the suspect should be made in writing.

 Suspects should be advised to retain and preserve any documents or other evidence

that supports their defence as the investigation could be resumed.

 This may occur where, for example, any fresh evidence comes to light or new or historic

allegations are made which are relevant to the same circumstances as the original

investigation.
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Charging, bail and case preparation

Appeals

Police appeals of CPS decisions

 The police can appeal a CPS decision to take no further action and these appeals are

considered locally.

Victim appeals of police or CPS decisions (Victims’ Right to Review)

 The Victims’ Right to Review scheme means victims can seek a review of a police or

CPS decision not to bring charges. It is a requirement under the Victims’ Code that

victims are told about this right.
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Crime recording – Home Office Counting Rules (HOCR)
Outcome codes where the case is not pursued

 Outcome 14: Evidential difficulties – suspect not identified. The victim doesn’t support further action

(from April 2014). The crime is confirmed but the victim declines to or can’t support further police

action to identify the offender.

 Outcome 15: Evidential difficulties – named suspect identified. The crime is confirmed and the victim

supports police action, but evidential difficulties prevent further action.

 Outcome 16: Evidential difficulties – named suspect identified. The victim doesn’t support (or has

withdrawn support for) police action.

 Outcome 18: Investigation complete – no suspect identified. The crime has been investigated as far

as reasonably possible and the case closed pending further investigative opportunities becoming

available.

 Outcome 21: Not in the public interest – suspect identified (from January 2016). Further investigation

resulting from the crime report that could provide enough evidence to support formal action being

taken against the suspect isn’t in the public interest – police decision.
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The value of a multi-agency
approach to sexual assault
investigations
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The value of a multi-agency approach to sexual assault
investigations

 More robust decision making among professionals because decisions are made based

on sufficient, accurate and timely intelligence. Professionals have said they are better

able to step up and step down risk assessments allowing for better allocation of

resources and more appropriate services for users.

 Working together avoids duplication of process across agencies. Greater efficiencies in

process can mean re-allocation of resources to other areas ie, Child Sexual

Exploitation/Prevent.

 An increase in the uptake of the use of early help assessments, such as the use of the

Common Assessment Framework (CAF).

 A reduction in repeat referrals and cases ending in ‘no further action’ through earlier

sharing of information leading to earlier intervention in cases.
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The value of a multi-agency approach to sexual assault
investigations

 Better Information sharing across partners – enables better safeguarding of the children

and young people involved as concerns which initially appear to be of a low level when

seen in isolation, are sometimes recognised as part of a long standing pattern of abuse

and neglect which needs a response when information is pooled together.

 Improved engagement of health partners – where involved – engagement of health

partners has proved particularly valuable and beneficial across agencies, in helping to

identify risks and intervene early.

 Improved knowledge management – partner organisations (and the staff within them)

develop a better understanding of the work undertaken by each organisation. Reduces

the risk of ‘borderline cases’ slipping through the net without any action being taken.
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The value of a multi-agency approach to sexual assault
investigations

It is vital that practitioners for whom safeguarding rests within a wider range of

responsibilities are aware of the need to share information early, otherwise examples such

as the following can occur:

 The perpetrator repeatedly stated [to the Probation Trust] his intention to move into

independent accommodation with the mother and the child. However this did not prompt

any enquiry or referral to Children’s Social Care to ensure that the child was

safeguarded… Within two days he had violently assaulted both the child and the mother.

(Flood, 2016 p140)
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The value of a multi-agency approach to sexual assault
investigations

Real examples of good information sharing practice include a Neighbourhood Safety

Officer’s referral to CSC concerned that:

 the child had no cot and was sleeping with [the mother]

 anti-social behaviour was continuing and [the mother] was at risk of eviction

 there were complaints of parties and drug taking whilst [the child] was present

 [the maternal grandmother] was reporting ongoing concerns about [the mother’s] lack of

money
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Partners, agencies and stakeholders who may work jointly
in a multi-agency approach

 Adult and Child Social Care

 Housing

 Education

 Primary Health Care

 Probation Service

 Prison Service

 Specialist support agencies eg, Child & Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS)
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Multi-agency working in practice

Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA)

 All sexual abuse investigations must consider the continuing risk of significant harm

posed to a specific victim or victims by a suspect.

 It may not be possible in the course of an investigation to satisfactorily resolve all such

concerns. This is particularly relevant where a conviction cannot be obtained.

 Where an investigation is concluded and concerns persist about risks presented by a

suspect, they must be referred to systems for multi-agency public protection

arrangements (MAPPA) offenders and potentially dangerous persons.
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Multi-agency working in practice

Multi-agency risk assessment conferences (MARACs)

MARACs focus on domestic abuse and provide an opportunity (as part of a single meeting)

to combine up-to-date risk assessment with a timely assessment of a victim’s needs.

MARACs provide an opportunity for:

 providing services for the victim, children and offender

 the police to identify further lines of enquiries

 target hardening and/or protective factors which might be used to increase the safety of

the victim and any children

In cases of domestic abuse involving sexual offending and/or rape, MARACs can be used

to share relevant information and manage risks related to increasing the safety of victims.
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Managing effective multi-
agency working relationships
and including all stakeholders
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Interacting with people from other agencies

 Encourage effective relationships and participation

 Respect their views, roles and responsibilities

 Promote equality and value diversity

 Acknowledge the value of joint working

 Address issues within a joint working relationship including the escalation of issues when

required
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Multi-agency strategies for building effective working
relationships

Specialist investigations and departments

 One of the key elements of an effective police response to sexual abuse is a holistic,

whole family approach to the investigation and related police and multi-agency action.

 For this reason, forces should have systems to ensure that the necessary connections

are made between those in a force who specialise in investigations relating to sexual

abuse, and those indirectly linked to such investigations (eg, specialist units and officers

dealing with domestic abuse, child abuse, trafficking and hi-tech crime).

 To assist with this approach, investigators should consider the CPS guidance on

Disclosure of Material to Third Parties (2021) where beneficial.
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Multi-agency strategies for building effective working
relationships

File examination and retention by partner agencies

Securing and preserving evidence early is of paramount importance in any investigation,

and especially so in complex sexual abuse cases. Three options that were adopted in

previous inquiries where social care held files on victims and witnesses may also apply

where other agencies hold information relevant to a complex sexual abuse investigation:

 Option 1: police retention of files

 Option 2: partner agency retention of files

 Option 3: partner agency ‘embassy system’ co-located in police premises
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Implementing and maintaining joint working arrangements

 Local area suggestions for setting up multi-agency models

 Leadership and governance

 Co-location

 Accommodation

 Resources

 Contractual/security issues

 Cultural issues
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Implementing and maintaining joint working arrangements

 Staff training

 Information technology (IT)

 Performance framework

 Processes

 Information sharing

 Communication/marketing strategy

 Multi-agency funding/structured funding
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Managing challenges in multi-agency strategies

 Misconceptions

 Stereotyping

 Perceived standpoints regarding sexual violence

 Variation of approaches

 Constructive challenge

 Welfare services
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Multi-agency strategies for building effective working
relationships

Welfare services

 Everyone involved in sexual abuse investigations should be aware of and make use of

the welfare services provided by their force, where appropriate.

 This includes staff not directly involved in the investigation but who may come into

contact with potentially disturbing aspects of the evidence, eg, transcribers.

 Supervisors should discuss any emerging difficulties encountered by their staff and

provide advice regarding welfare services available within their force.

 They should also actively monitor those who undertake such investigations and offer

support accordingly.
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Measures to address vicarious
trauma, officer wellbeing and
self-care
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Measures to address vicarious trauma, officer wellbeing and
self-care

 people don’t feel bad all of the time

 probably, over time, all of us experience some sort of negative impact but…MOST OF

US RECOVER

It is important to remember:
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Work-related stress

Work-related stress is:

 ‘the adverse reaction people have to excessive pressures or other types of demand

placed on them at work’

What we need to recognise is:

 stress is not an illness it is known as a state, but

 if stress becomes excessive/prolonged, mental/physical illness may develop
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Indicators and tackling stress

What do you think the indicators might be in:

 yourself?

 your colleagues?

What factors outside of work could impact on your resilience at work?
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Measures to address vicarious trauma, officer wellbeing and
self-care

Cognitive changes:

 increased difficulty making decisions

 intrusive visual imagery about sexual violence

 ruminating over offence details

 doubts about competence

 increased cynicism and suspicion of others

Professionals have reported the following when working with sexual offenders:
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Measures to address vicarious trauma, officer wellbeing and
self-care

Emotional changes:

 decreased sensitivity and dulling of emotion

 feelings of anger, frustration, disillusionment, depression, inadequacy and guilt

 heightened anxiety and fear

 increased feelings of helplessness

Professionals have reported the following when working with sexual offenders:
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Measures to address vicarious trauma, officer wellbeing and
self-care

Behavioural changes:

 sleep disturbance, increased alcohol/drug use, increased absenteeism

 deceased sense of humour

 avoidance of physical contact with children

 increased general irritability

 depersonalising clients

Professionals have reported the following when working with sexual offenders:
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Measures to address vicarious trauma, officer wellbeing and
self-care

 reduced interest in sex

 reduction in sexual behaviour

 avoidance of sexual behaviour

 distraction during sex

 impotence

 intrusive sexual imagery

Professionals can also find that unwanted thoughts can interfere with their own

sexual relationships through the following:
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Creating a healthier environment

How can you help yourself?

 Talk to your manager

 Occupational Health

 Internal support – group discussion

 Create routines/coping mechanisms

 Reflective practice

 Social support

 Limit length of time working with disturbing media

 Understanding the nature and demands of task

 Introduce officers gradually to images

 Denial does not work

 Know and follow policy & procedures
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Wellbeing awareness
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Measures to address vicarious trauma, officer wellbeing and
self-care

 recognising poor wellbeing in colleagues

 coping strategies for self-care

 The Blue Light Wellbeing Framework (Oscar Kilo website)

 The National Police Wellbeing Service

 Emergency Services Trauma Intervention Programme (ESTIP)

 The Leadership for Wellbeing live service

Strategies to address trauma and how to access these:
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Purpose of this document 

This guidance has been developed to assist in the delivery of the module 

‘Partnership and multi-agency working in the context of a sexual assault’. 

Aim 

On completion of this module, investigators will understand how to work effectively 

with partner organisations during sexual assault investigations. 

Cases studies 

The use of case studies when delivering this training is a key recommendation from 

the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) and has also been identified in 

case reviews. It makes the training practical, relevant and immersive for learners, 

particularly if the cases are challenging. It is recommended that trainers identify local 

case studies which can be included when delivering SSAIDP training; speak to the 

local Sexual Assault Lead about appropriate case studies to use. 

Assessment information 

To successfully complete this learning programme, candidates must be assessed as 

competent against the operational competence portfolio (OCP) criteria for a 

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). 

Further details regarding assessment processes can be found in SSAIDP Guidance 

for Assessment of Operational Competence v1.0. 

Learner support  

Forces may supply coaching and mentoring support which is particularly important 

for the work-based aspects of the SSAIDP and to assist learners in constructing and 

developing their SSAIDP OCP. 

For staff new to sexual assault investigations learner support should be explained as 

part of the initial induction so learners are aware where to go for advice and to raise 

any concerns.  
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It is also important learners are provided with details of other support available to 

them, for example Occupational Health, Police Federation and Staff Associations. 

The work involved in relation to sexual assault investigation can be very distressing 

and emotional for the staff involved therefore the welfare and support provided to 

staff should be prioritised.  

It is the responsibility of the trainers, mentors, coaches and assessors to regularly 

check the well-being of learners and to review such issues as: 

▪ possible impact of the emotional content of their role and ways of dealing with 

this 

▪ managing conflict 

▪ professional and personal development 

▪ healthy coping strategies 

▪ relationship concerns both work and personal 

▪ organisational and team issues 
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SSAIDP curriculum 

The national curriculum for SSAIDP is specified through the learning outcomes that 

are to be met, and the minimum content coverage to be achieved in the delivery of 

the programme. 

These learning outcomes are the minimum standards that must be achieved for the 

respective programmes.  

Curriculum learning outcomes 

• These are high-level outcomes to be achieved. 

Minimum content coverage 

• This consists of a sequence of summary guidance statements, indicating 

minimum learning content, coverage of which as part of the educational 

process will enable achievement of the learning outcome. 

Supporting guidance 

Where appropriate, the SSAIDP curriculum provides additional guidance on the level 

of detail required to ensure appropriate delivery of the learning content and 

achievement of the outcomes, as well as signposts to additional sources of 

information. This additional guidance will inform creative thinking during the 

development of the programme structure and associated delivery methodologies. 

Trainers delivering the SSAIDP curriculum should draw upon local resources and 

case studies wherever appropriate in order to ensure that learners develop a full and 

up-to-date understanding of the curriculum. 

Reference to Authorised Professional Practice (APP) is essential throughout this 

programme and guidance is provided as where this would be particularly beneficial. 

The College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice website contains the full 

index of content relating to Rape and Sexual Assault.  
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The role of information and intelligence sources in 

supporting an investigation of sexual assault 

Sources of intelligence which can be used to support a 

sexual assault investigation 

Lines of enquiry 

Lines of enquiry based on case hypotheses should be established in order to 

maximise evidential opportunities, ascertain the facts of the case and target efforts 

among the available investigative resources. They will be directed at tracing 

suspects, supporting your case hypotheses to build a full picture that ensures all the 

facts are presented, finding corroborating or other evidence which supports or 

refutes the accounts given by both the suspect and the victim to ensure a thorough 

and balanced investigation. 

Consider whether the reported offence may be part of a linked series of 

offences/patterns of coercive or controlling behaviour, making use of local and 

national intelligence systems to identify any background or history relating to the 

suspect, victim and location. Digital devices attributed to the suspect and victim may 

be rich sources of evidence. 

Third party material 

A third party has no obligation under CPIA to reveal material to the police or to the 

prosecutor. Furthermore, for example in the case of social services records, there 

may be a duty to claim public interest immunity (PII).  

Nor is there any duty on the third party to retain material which may be relevant to 

the investigation and, in some circumstances, the third party may not be aware of the 

investigation or prosecution.  

In the context of a rape/SSO investigation, third parties commonly encountered will 

include the following:  

▪ social services departments  

▪ forensic physicians 

▪ counsellors/therapists 
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▪ schools  

▪ medical practitioners 

▪ hospitals  

▪ owners of CCTV  

Reasonable lines of enquiry may include enquiries as to the existence of relevant 

material in the possession of a third party. It is not necessary to make speculative 

enquiries, but frequently the existence of the material will be known or can be 

deduced from the circumstances. For example, where a child witness is in the care 

of the local authority. In this type of case the investigator must have reasonable 

grounds to believe that social services hold relevant material about the witness, the 

offence or surrounding circumstances (this may be based on information obtained 

from the witness/accused/other enquiries). Investigators should not make 

speculative enquiries. 

In R v Alibhai, [2004] EWCA Crim 681, the Court of Appeal held that before taking 

steps to obtain third party material, it must be shown that there was not only a 

suspicion that the third party had relevant material but also a suspicion that the 

material held by the third party was likely to satisfy the disclosure test.  

Furthermore, R v Alibhai states that even if there is the necessary suspicion, the 

prosecutor has a ‘margin of consideration’ as to what steps to take in any particular 

case and was not thus under an absolute obligation to obtain material that was 

suspected to satisfy the disclosure test.  

If the police believe that a third party holds material that may be relevant to the 

investigation, that person or body should be told of the investigation. They should be 

alerted to the need to preserve relevant material.  

If material relevant to the investigation comes to the knowledge of the investigator 

and is then obtained from a third party, it will become unused material within the 

terms of CPIA. This applies particularly to relevant information conveyed verbally by 

the third party. Any such material should be recorded in a durable or retrievable form 

(for example potentially relevant information revealed in discussions at a child 

protection conference attended by police officers). It will have to be recorded on the 

appropriate disclosure schedule and revealed to the prosecutor in the usual way.  
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Where having received a request from the investigator or prosecutor the third party 

refuses to cooperate, the matter should not be left. If criminal proceedings have 

commenced, the prosecutor should consider whether to make an application for a 

witness summons. 

Part 28 Criminal Procedure Rules 2010 sets out the procedure to be adopted in 

applying for a witness summons. The rules require the court to consider the rights of 

those to whom confidential information or documents relate before a witness can be 

required to give evidence about them. Rule 28.5 covers applications for witness 

summonses requiring the proposed witness to produce in evidence a document or 

thing or to give evidence about information apparently held in confidence that relates 

to another person. (Eg, application for summons for Local Authority to produce 

medical records relating to the complainant.) 

Internet intelligence and investigation (III) material 

In cases where the use of a computer is involved in a sexual abuse allegation, or is 

discovered in the possession of a suspect who may have used it as part of their 

offending, it should be treated as a crime scene. For example, in sexual abuse 

allegations, officers should consider the possibility that computers have been used 

as part of the offending, including in grooming, contact with other offenders and the 

use of sexual abuse images. 

Officers should make use of any local and national systems to support the 

investigation of crimes involving electronic evidence and computers, eg,  in 

relation to child abuse images. In cases which involve disturbing images of children 

and the commission of offences against them, investigators have a duty of care to 

protect the child from further harm, and to demonstrate sensitivity towards the child 

at all stages of the investigation. This includes the controlling and handling of any 

indecent images. It is also important to consider how taking photographs of a child 

victim might affect them where they may have been photographed as part of the 

offending. 

Reports relating to child abuse images may be received from members of the public 

either by telephone, email or in person. Where these reports are accompanied by 

digital or printed copies of images, they should be seized. A detailed statement 

should be obtained in all cases. 
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It will assist those who carry out further investigation if the following information is 

included in the statement: 

▪ identity of any other material witnesses 

▪ name of the internet service provider or mobile telephone service provider 

through which images were received 

▪ any delay in reporting the incident to the police (this will assist investigators to 

determine if the person reporting has committed any offence in relation to the 

image) 

Handling images 

Local force computer forensic departments have built up ‘hash value’ data sets 

which can be used quickly to grade bulk quantity seizures and ascertain which 

images may not have been seen before. These ‘new’ images may be significant from 

a victim identification perspective. They should be inspected to establish any links to 

the person from whom they have been seized, or to identify any clues which may 

enable the victim in the images to be traced. Clues to tracing victims may appear in 

non-indecent images within the seized material.  

  

 

Large quantities of images should not be dip-sampled or top-skimmed when being 

counted and categorised. If these methods are used it is extremely likely that victims 

of child abuse will be missed. Should such methods be necessary to reduce forensic 

backlogs or for the purposes of expediency in individual cases, images that have not 

been properly analysed  

  

Sometimes an image may not be intrinsically indecent but may be unusual in the 

context of the person in possession of it (eg, a person with no young children in their 

family having photos of young children in a playground). This kind of information may 

be relevant to managing sexual or violent offenders and potentially dangerous 

persons, and decisions relating to, for example, applications for civil orders. 

Open-source information is increasingly useful to an investigation. This includes: 

▪ press articles 
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▪ official records relating to births, deaths and marriages 

▪ internet sources such as social networking sites (eg, when developing family 

trees and identifying possible suspects) 

 

  



SSAIDP: Case Management in Sexual Assault Investigations  college.police.uk 
Module resource pack 

SSAI_TR_005_PDF 

Version 1.0  Page 13 of 64 

Investigative approaches to sexual offending in 

specific settings  

The investigative approach to sexual offending in 

healthcare settings 

The framework established by the Care Act 2014 and the responsibility placed 

on the Local Authority by Section 42 of the Care Act 2014. 

The Care Act 2014 establishes a clear framework for how local authorities and other 

parts of the health and care system should protect vulnerable adults at risk of abuse. 

Six principles 

▪ Empowerment 

▪ Prevention 

▪ Proportionality 

▪ Protection 

▪ Partnerships 

▪ Accountability  

Section 42 Care Act 2014 

▪ Responsibility on Local Authority to make enquiries when: 

▪ Reasonable cause to suspect that an adult: 

o has needs for care and support 

o is experiencing, or is at risk of, abuse or neglect 

o as a result of those needs is unable to protect himself/herself against the 

abuse/neglect or the risk of it 

Overall duty placed upon organisations with regard to 

information sharing 

The four organisations must share information to discharge their specific 

responsibilities: 
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NHS 

▪ To ensure the safety of patients and wider NHS systems and processes. 

▪ To continue to manage health services in a timely and effective manner and 

ensure the delivery of services to patients. 

▪ To investigate adverse incidents in order to learn and prevent recurrence. 

Police/HSE 

▪ To investigate a potential offence. 

▪ To conduct investigations in a way that helps maintain patient safety as a priority. 

▪ To conduct investigations in a timely and effective manner. 

CQC  

▪ To protect and promote the health, safety and welfare of people who use health 

and social care services. 

▪ To encourage improvements in health and social care.  

▪ To work in partnership with other regulators and agencies. 

▪ To play our role in the systems that aim to protect people who are at risk.  

Investigations in healthcare settings: 

NHS 

NHS referrals to the police are likely to come from providers of healthcare though 

they may be received from clinical commissioning groups (commissioners of the 

majority of secondary healthcare – hospitals) and the NHS England regional teams 

who commission primary healthcare (GPs, pharmacists, ophthalmology services) 

and specialised health care such as Prison and Military (highly specialised services 

for more rare conditions). 

The NHS should refer cases to the police only when any or all of the following 

circumstances apply: 

▪ evidence or suspicion that the actions leading to harm (including acts of 

omission) were reckless, grossly negligent or wilfully neglectful  

▪ evidence or suspicion that harm/adverse consequences were intended 
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Investigating officers should find out from the person making the referral that the 

matter has been discussed with the chief executive or an executive director of the 

NHS organisation concerned. They should also ensure that the incident meets the 

above criteria. If not, the reason for referral should be clarified. 

Coroners (following death) 

Relatives and their representatives 

Relatives or their representatives may complain to the police about the care and 

treatment received by their kin when they believe something unlawful has happened. 

This is an increasingly common source of referral to the police. 

Often relatives’ concerns result from the unexpected death of a family member, a 

breakdown in the relationship between them and the healthcare provider or a lack of 

understanding about the care and treatment.  

When relatives complain, officers should be clear with them about the likely police 

response. They should be encouraged to use the NHS complaints process or await 

the outcome if they have a response to a formal complaint pending. They should not 

be led to believe at the initial meeting that the police will automatically start a criminal 

investigation.  

Other statutory bodies 

Other agencies may refer a matter to the police. Some examples of this include local 

authority referral following the death of a baby in an NHS hospital if the child is on 

the child protection register or a local authority adult safeguarding alert concerning 

the mistreatment of an adult at risk in a private care home setting which triggers a 

multi-agency safeguarding investigation. In such circumstances investigating officers 

need to follow this and safeguarding children and protection of adults at risk 

guidance. 

Concerned informants (whistle blowers) 

The Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998 was introduced to protect employees who 

are worried about apparent wrongdoing in the work place and want to ‘blow the 

whistle’. The Act applies to all NHS employees and employees within local authority 

and privately operated care home environments. The Act also caters for all self-
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employed NHS professionals eg, family doctors. For the purposes of the Act, the 

employer of self-employed professionals is the relevant clinical commissioning group 

or NHS England regional teams. 

A concerned informant must make their disclosure in good faith in order to qualify for 

protection and the wrongdoing must involve: 

▪ a crime  

▪ the breach of legal obligation (regulatory, administrative or common law) 

▪ miscarriage of justice 

▪ danger to health and safety and/or patient safety 

▪ damage to the environment  

▪ Attempts to cover up such malpractice 

Investigating officers should treat each referral on its merits and pay particular 

attention to circumstances where it is alleged that evidence is being destroyed or the 

concerns are about corporate failure. Allegations about NHS trusts – acute, mental 

health or community trusts or clinical commissioning groups or NHS England – 

should be discussed with the chief executive or an executive director of the relevant 

NHS England regional team. Allegations about primary care practitioners including 

family doctors, dentists, pharmacists and opticians should be discussed with the 

appropriate region of NHS England.  

Allegations about mistreatment in Care Homes must be assessed by the local 

authority Adult Safeguarding Team in consultation with the Care Quality Commission 

and if appropriate Police Safeguarding Teams who will determine the level and 

nature of the investigation.  

The SIO will need to consider the ongoing status of such a witness and 

whether their continued engagement with the Police may require them to be 

treated as a ‘tasked witness’.  

Inspectorates and regulators 

Inspectorates and regulators may make referrals to the police service. Likely sources 

are the Care Quality Commission, the Medicines and Healthcare products 

Regulatory Agency, Local Authorities, the Trust Development Authority, Monitor and 
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the Health and Safety Executive. Professional regulatory bodies such as the General 

Medical Council or the Nursing & Midwifery Council may also make referrals where 

they have concerns about the behaviour and actions of individual practitioners. 

In these cases the investigating officer may want to arrange a briefing meeting with 

the organisation concerned and, if it seems appropriate, invite a prosecutor from the 

CPS to attend. Representatives from partner organisations who also have an 

investigative/regulatory responsibility should be involved in cases concerning the 

actions of healthcare organisations.  

In England this will include representatives from the Care Quality Commission and/or 

HSE and in Wales may include representatives from HSE and/or Healthcare 

Inspector Wales (HIW)/Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW).  

Investigating officers should note that there are national agreements between 

regulators to help in liaison and effective communication. For example the Care 

Quality Commission and Health & Safety Executive have developed appropriate 

working arrangements where they have similar interests in health and social care. 

(Health & Safety Executive 2021) 

Trainer will discuss what an Investigator should consider in order to establish 

whether there is a need to investigate an incident or not as per slide content. 

Mature and objective assessments 

Once a referral has been received from any source the investigating officer should 

make a mature and objective assessment of the allegations and evidence. The 

decision about the next steps should be based on the balance of the evidence and 

supporting information. If necessary, an investigation should be conducted. Senior 

investigating officers need to act promptly in cases where the preservation and 

integrity of evidence is thought to be at risk. 

Coordination group 

The investigating officer should always consider calling an incident coordination 

group in response to a complaint, referral from a Coroner or in response to other 

concerns.  
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The meeting of the incident coordination group should be called as soon as 

practicable after the referral and in any case the group should meet within five 

working days of the referral. 

The request for such a meeting should be made to the chief executive of the 

healthcare organisation concerned. Responsibility for organising the initial meeting of 

the incident coordination group rests with the NHS. 

The police representation at the incident coordination group should normally be an 

accredited SIO at the level of inspector or above. 

Safeguarding considerations 

Safeguarding is a recognised multi-agency process for protecting children and adults 

at risk of harm or potential risk of harm or abuse. Their investigative responsibilities 

are set out in the Safeguarding adults: Roles and Responsibilities in Health and Care 

Services document. Children are afforded protection in law by the Children Act 1989 

and 2004 (HM Government 2020). Some adults need the additional protection of 

safeguarding procedures that put a duty on professionals to share information and 

work together. The purpose of safeguarding is the coordination of activity to protect 

an individual at risk or to protect other adults who may be at risk from the same 

circumstances. 

In the event of safeguarding referrals, which for the purpose of this guidance, may 

come from various sources including local hospital, local authority or privately 

provided residential care home, there should be an early strategy meeting between 

key statutory agencies, this process is managed and coordinated by the local 

authority adult safeguarding team. This is now a legal obligation under the provisions 

of s.6 Care Act 2014, whilst s.43 of the act establishes a legal requirement for each 

local authority to establish a Safeguarding Adults Board. The composition of a multi-

agency coordinating group may vary dependent upon the scale and nature of the 

referral. Members could include, CQC, HSE, police, local authority and health 

representatives (commissioners and/or Providers). 

Following the strategy meeting it may be decided that the matter need not be dealt 

with under safeguarding protocols, in which case the safeguarding process, as far as 

the Police are concerned, would be completed. In any case if the matter relates to an 
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incident in an NHS setting the SIO may wish to consider calling an Incident 

Coordination Group (see above). If a decision is made that the matter under referral 

should be dealt with under safeguarding the Incident Coordinating Group and the 

multi-agency strategy meeting could run in parallel to ensure information is shared 

between the two. 

Responsibility of the NHS to investigate 

NHS bodies have a responsibility to ensure the safety and well-being of patients and 

staff and to investigate when things go wrong. This responsibility rests with every 

NHS chief executive and with the board of their organisation and is a critical 

component of corporate and clinical governance. NHS organisations must conform 

to national and local policies and procedures in discharging this responsibility. 

Responsibility of the local authority to investigate 

The Care Act 2014 requires that every local authority must make enquiries or 

ensures others do so if it believes an adult is, or is at risk of, abuse or neglect. This 

broad responsibility also applies to all healthcare settings including Hospitals and 

residential care homes regardless of whether they are operated by the local 

authority.  

In order to protect adults with care and support needs experiencing or at risk of 

abuse or neglect the local authority must cooperate with each of its relevant partners 

and they in turn must cooperate with the local authority. Relevant partners could 

include Police, NHS England, NHS trust and Foundation trusts, CQC, Clinical 

Commissioning Groups and the Health & Safety Executive.  

Responsibility of the Care Quality Commission to investigate 

The Care Quality Commission (CQC) is the independent regulator of health and 

adult social care in England. It checks that care in hospitals, dental practices, GP 

practices, ambulances, care homes, people’s own homes and elsewhere meets 

government standards of quality and safety. 

CQC has powers to undertake investigations under Section 48 of the Health and 

Social Care Act 2008 into the provision of NHS and adult social care. It is up to the 

CQC to determine when such action is appropriate.  
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CQC’s powers to investigate do not extend to the provision of wholly private 

healthcare. An investigation differs from an inspection to monitor compliance in that it 

normally necessitates a much wider and deeper look at a range of concerns, 

potentially across all locations within a single provider or a major location, such as an 

NHS hospital, or even a local care economy.  

CQC will consider using their investigatory powers where there has been a serious 

failing in care or exercise of functions by providers of NHS funded care, providers of 

adult social care and health authorities in England, which has affected (or may 

affect): 

▪ people’s basic safety 

▪ the effectiveness of a service; or 

▪ the responsiveness of a service to people’s needs 

The Care Quality Commission (CQC) can bring prosecutions against registered 

providers of health and adult social care services in England for breaches of a 

number of the fundamental standards of care that providers are required to meet. 

For example, where a registered service provider in England fails to provide care 

and treatment in a safe way, this is a prosecutable offence where it causes avoidable 

harm, or presents a significant risk of avoidable harm, to a service user. 

Primacy 

The police hold primacy in a serious criminal investigation. Issues of patient 

confidentiality in terms of key witness evidence may need to be resolved between 

agencies in the wider interest of public safety. The incident coordination group (NHS) 

or multi-agency safeguarding strategy meeting (Local Authority) should resolve and 

agree levels of investigation to be conducted by interested stakeholders. The 

investigating officer will be able to address potential issues of compromise of 

integrity of evidence through this group. 

Assessing the nature of evidence  

There is an obligation on the NHS to ensure that any relevant physical, scientific and 

documentary evidence is secured and preserved. This rests with the person 

responsible for risk management.  
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The investigating officer, in conjunction with senior leads from the relevant partner 

agencies concerned, should take responsibility for assessing what evidence is to 

hand. This must be done with an eye to how it might help any future investigation. 

For example, evidence in healthcare settings (which includes hospitals, dental 

surgeries and residential care homes) may include: 

▪ records eg, notes, letters, drug charts, print-outs from monitors and anaesthetic 

machines taken at the time (NB. such print-outs may be automatically erased 

after 24 hours) 

▪ equipment eg, instruments, syringes and devices 

▪ incineration bins 

▪ clothing, including that of patient and staff 

▪ packaging eg, from drugs and equipment 

▪ the scene more generally eg, a treatment room 

▪ personal possessions 

▪ samples eg, blood, tissue 

▪ photographs of the scene, with time and date (photographs of equipment should 

include serial numbers) 

▪ CCTV 

▪ Staff communication devices (pagers, etc)  

Such an assessment must be made even when the original incident(s) took place 

long ago. For example, archived medical records may need to be traced, recovered 

and stored or batch numbers of drugs traced.  

The Care Quality Commission, as the independent regulator of health and adult 

social care in England, has investigative powers that may assist this activity in such 

an investigation. For example they may hold information gathered through 

inspection, contacts with the registered provider or through statutory notifications. 

Statutory notifications are events such as deaths or serious injury to a person using 

services that the registered provider is required, by law to submit to the CQC.  
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Protecting evidence  

Once evidence has been identified, all efforts must be taken to protect it. Such steps 

may include placing a clinical area temporarily out of bounds to staff and patients 

however this restriction should continue for no longer than necessary. Support staff 

eg, cleaners and engineers must also be notified. An identified person must take 

responsibility for holding and safeguarding any such evidence. This might include 

packaging the evidence carefully or preserving it in a fridge. Receipts should be 

provided and a record kept when any evidence – including equipment – is removed 

from any healthcare premises.  

Communicating  

A senior member of NHS staff – usually the person responsible for risk management 

– is responsible for briefing the investigating officer about what evidence is available, 

where it is, who has had access to it and what efforts have been made to protect it. 

Sharing information is an important matter for the incident coordination group (NHS) 

or multi-agency safeguarding strategy meeting (Local Authority) to consider. Where 

necessary, legal or other specialist advice eg, from professional, regulatory or 

indemnifying bodies – including that of the CPS – should be sought. 

It may sometimes be necessary for the police to interview staff employed in 

healthcare settings. To enable proper early assessment of the evidence, all staff 

should be encouraged to give witness accounts as soon as possible. The preferred 

position if appropriate should be to interview staff as witnesses rather than suspects 

unless there is clear evidence of criminality. Where necessary, healthcare staff 

should be given access to legal or staff association representation. 

For the NHS, any decision to share or withhold information should be in line with the 

Department of Health and Social Care (2003) Confidentiality Code of Practice. The 

code is a guide to required practice for those who work in or under contract to NHS 

organisations concerning confidentiality and patients’ consent in relation to their 

health records. It is a source of guidance for NHS managers and staff and should be 

to hand at any meeting of the incident coordination group. 

▪ Pages 1 to 10 of the code provide a summary of the key confidentiality issues. 
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▪ Pages 33 and 34 provide specific guidance about common law and disclosure in 

the public interest or to protect the public. Also included are examples of 

disclosure to protect the public including in the circumstances of serious crime, 

risk of harm and national security. 

▪ Paragraphs 30 and 31 (page 34) have direct relevance to the sort of issues an 

incident coordination group may be considering. They say: 

‘Under common law, staff are permitted to disclose personal 

information in order to prevent and support the detection, 

investigation and punishment of serious crime and/or to prevent 

abuse or serious harm to others where they judge, on a case by 

case basis, that the public good that would be achieved by the 

disclosure outweighs both the obligation of confidentiality to the 

individual patient concerned and the broader public interest in 

the provision of a confidential service. 

Whoever authorises disclosure must make a record of any such 

circumstances, so that there is clear evidence of the reasoning 

used and the circumstances prevailing. Disclosures in the public 

interest should also be proportionate and be limited to relevant 

details. It may be necessary to justify such disclosures to the 

courts or to regulatory bodies. A clear record of the decision-

making process and the advice sought is in the interest of both 

staff and the organisations they work within.’ 

Each NHS organisation has a Caldicott Guardian. A Caldicott Guardian is a senior 

person responsible for protecting the confidentiality of patient and service-user 

information and enabling appropriate information-sharing. The guardian plays a key 

role in ensuring that the NHS, councils with social services responsibilities and 

partner organisations satisfy the highest practicable standards for handling patient 

identifiable information this role is supported by the guidance (Caldicott 2: ‘To Share 

or Not to Share? The Information Governance Review’, HM Government 2013), 

which included an additional principle – The duty to share information can be as 

important as the duty to protect patient confidentiality. 
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Investigating officers can seek the advice of the Caldicott Guardian if guidance is 

needed about the disclosure of patient identifiable information. The Investigating 

Officer should inform the Incident Coordination group that this has been done, or of 

their intention to do so. 

Investigating officers should also consider adding a disclaimer to written statements 

saying that the contents of the statement will be shared with other organizations eg, 

the trust or a professional regulator when the police have completed their 

investigation. This will reduce the need for staff to be interviewed more than once 

and speed the investigative work of other organisations. 

Incidents of UK residents being subject to rape and 

sexual offences abroad 

Incidents of UK residents being subject to rape and sexual offences abroad, as well 

as their subsequent treatment as victims, remains a significant public concern. There 

is a clear need to support victims of such offences, as police would do for any UK-

based offence. There is also a need for accurate and timely reporting of the incident 

to the ‘competent authority’ in that country. The following advice aims to promote 

consistency in the provision of service by UK forces to victims, to help set realistic 

expectations and maintain public confidence. (RASSO actions for offences 

committed abroad, College of Policing 2021) 

Legislation  

Policing activity undertaken in this country must comply with the law of England and 

Wales. There are few examples where legislation allows the law enforcement 

community in England and Wales to investigate and prosecute crimes that have 

been committed abroad (termed ‘extra-territorial jurisdiction’). These include sexual 

offences committed by a UK national against children, under section 72 of the 

Sexual Offences Act 2003. For most offences, police forces have no authority or 

jurisdiction to investigate an offence committed abroad, unless they have a legal 

request in place from a foreign state, such as a European Investigation Order or a 

Request for Mutual Legal Assistance (Home Office 2018). 
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Offences relating to the armed forces  

When a rape or sexual offence occurs in a foreign country and involves suspects 

who are either subject to service law or civilians subject to service discipline, they 

remain subject to the law in England or Wales. However, the host country will still 

have jurisdiction. 

In some circumstances, depending on local agreements, the suspect may be dealt 

with under service jurisdiction and the offence will be dealt with in accordance with 

the Service Police Codes of Practice, under the provisions of s.113 Police and 

Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) and the Criminal Justice (Armed Forces Code of 

Practice for Victims of Crime) Regulations 2015/1811. This will influence which 

competent authority the details will be transmitted to. 

The victim status (eg, service member) will not determine the jurisdictional position. 

Reports of such offences will be discussed with the Royal Navy Police (RNP), Royal 

Military Police (RMP) and Royal Air Force Police (RAFP) in the first instance, as 

appropriate, to ascertain who has taken primacy in the investigation. 

The police response to reports of offences abroad 

Policing decisions and actions need to: 

▪ safeguard victims and other members of the public, including an assessment of 

the risk involved in reporting crime to that country 

▪ prevent the loss of material that may be of evidential value 

▪ record the crime (or ‘incident’) in accordance with Home Office Counting Rules 

(HOCR) 

▪ assist in transmitting a complaint of crime to the competent authority 

▪ reflect differences between law enforcement, court systems and legislation 

around the world 
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Arrest strategies for sexual assault cases 

Issues to consider when planning an arrest strategy 

Planning an arrest 

Officers should not base a decision on whether or not to make an arrest on the 

willingness of a victim or witness to testify or otherwise participate in a prosecution. 

This is particularly relevant in cases where the victim knows the suspect or is or has 

been in a relationship with them. Officers should always record the reasons for 

making an arrest.  

If an officer does not make an arrest in a rape case, yet there is enough evidence to 

do so, they should record why an arrest was not made and discuss this with the shift 

supervisor and any specialist department responsible for rape investigations. 

The arrest strategy should be documented and consider matters including forensics, 

outstanding evidence, grounds for arrest, etc. 

In cases of expedient arrest or cases where the officer has recently had contact with 

the victim, they should avoid being the arresting officer to prevent cross-

contamination of evidence. This also applies to scenes and vehicles used to 

transport the victim and suspect. The arresting officer should consider the use of 

tamper-proof plastic bags tied at the wrists of the suspect and should prevent the 

suspect from washing their hands in sinks or toilets.  

Medical examination of the suspect 

The investigating officer should brief the forensic physician before the suspect 

examination takes place. To avoid cross-contamination of evidence, officers should 

ensure that a different forensic physician examines the victim and the suspect. The 

forensic physician should be accompanied by a police officer, who should make 

notes throughout the examination. A sexual offences examination kit should be used. 

Even in cases where the victim withdraws the allegation or decides not to support a 

prosecution, the investigating officer should submit the suspect’s DNA to the 

National DNA Database to check for any outstanding crimes that they might have 

been involved in. 
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Suspect interview strategies in specialist sexual 

assault investigations 

Preparation for a suspect interview 

The investigating officer should develop an interview team which includes 

interviewing officers trained to Professionalising Investigation Programme (PIP) level 

2. In most circumstances, the lead interviewer will be the investigating officer. 

Consideration should be given to placing the SSAI as the second interviewer. 

If the SSAI does adopt a second interviewer role, they should be familiar with 

suspect interviewing for serious and complex cases and the interview should be 

carefully planned by both the investigating officer and SSAI. As an alternative, the 

SSAI might provide support to the investigating officer by monitoring the suspect 

interview. 

The interviewing officers should anticipate the defence likely to be employed by the 

suspect. In rape offence cases this usually consists one of the following:  

▪ the victim has fabricated the complaint 

▪ the victim consented to the act(s) 

▪ the victim or police have identified the wrong person 

It is important to structure your suspect interview by first seeking a response in 

answer to the victim’s rape report. This is not to be seen as a challenge and is the 

same as any opening question used for any criminal offence and the interviewer 

should not at this point be drawn into any probing of this response but be cognizant 

of its content in case it alters the approach to the interview. (Admission of offence) 

The identified relevant parameters should then be considered.  

The suspect’s behaviour, actions, character traits should be your primary focus. You 

may be able to prove or disprove his involvement in the offence through a thorough 

examination of his behaviour and actions at the time in question. If an account is 

provided, topics should be identified to explore key issues such as: ‘Why did he 

choose his victim?’ Think vulnerabilities and context. 
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Previous history and character of the suspect  

Sections 98-113 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003 set out the rules governing 

admissibility of bad character evidence. With the provisions of the act in mind, for the 

purposes of specialist interviewing in sexual assault investigations: 

▪ When linking the issue of consent to the suspect the propensity towards 

misconduct is extremely important. 

▪ Bad character is much more than just a record of convictions: Review previous 

case papers and interviews with the suspect and explore the availability of 

witnesses (eg, ex-partners and associates of the suspect) who may be able to 

provide evidence as to the suspect’s history and character. 

▪ Bad character can and should be used to show a propensity towards misconduct. 

It may help prove whether the suspect knew the meaning of consent and can be 

used in the suspect interview. 

Exploring consent 

Section 74 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003 defines consent – ‘A person consents if 

he agrees by choice and has the freedom and capacity to make that choice’, was 

consent given freely or did the suspect exploit the victim’s freedom to consent?  

It is important for the suspect to be questioned about how they obtained/assumed 

consent. They should not be allowed during questioning to deflect blame to the 

victim. 

▪ How did the suspect assess the victim’s capacity to consent?  

▪ Was the victim awake or asleep/unconscious? If so, no capacity to consent. 

▪ Was the victim under the influence of alcohol/drugs or incapacitated through 

medical condition, what knowledge did the suspect have of this and how did the 

suspect use this information to assess their capacity to consent. 

▪ Did the victim have any relevant learning disabilities/physical disability/mental 

health issues that impacted on their capacity? 

▪ Was the victim old enough to consent? 

▪ Was the victim deceived by the suspect? 
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▪ Did the suspect prepare/engineer the situation so that the victim was at their most 

vulnerable by supplying drink/drugs?  

▪ Why didn’t the suspect wait until the victim was no longer under the influence 

(sober)? 

Remember: No capacity = Rape 

Consider factors affecting the victim’s freedom or choice to consent, including:  

▪ Was the complainant incapacitated through alcohol/drugs/illness? 

▪ Domestic Abuse and family relationships. 

▪ Abuse of position of trust (eg, career/patient, client/customer). 

▪ Other factors such as age of victim and suspect, gang related, extortion, 

exploitation, bullying and blackmail.  

Remember: No freedom or choice = Rape 

What steps did the suspect take to obtain consent? 

▪ Cover any conversations and interactions that took place beforehand. How did 

the victim communicate she/he wanted sex (verbally or non-verbally)? If there 

has been previous sexual interaction, did their reaction differ, what did their body 

language portray?  

▪ Were there signs the victim was not consenting – no kissing/not wanting to be 

held/not responsive? 

▪ Location and timing. 

▪ Is the suspect aware of any mental ill health, learning disabilities, or 

communication difficulties that the victim has and how did they factor these in 

when considering whether the victim was consenting?  

▪ Consent is a continuing requirement and may be conditional: What action did the 

suspect take to check this applied to all aspects of sexual activity? 

Remember: consent is active – resistance can be passive and the victim must 

actively consent to all of the sexual activity. 
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Investigative areas which are important to assist in the 

enquiry 

Drunk/alcoholic, drugs user/drugged, domestic abuse/violence relationship, mental ill 

health, learning or physical disabilities, involved in prostitution, isolated or in an 

institution, young/old/frail, employee/student/patient – any other vulnerability or 

context. 

How did the suspect come into contact with the victim initially? 

Current or ex-partner, friend or acquaintance, met on night out, through social media 

(online), family member, flat mate, neighbour, employee, colleague, patient, client, 

customer. All of these situations could allow the suspect to groom or gain the trust 

and confidence of the victim.  

Preparatory events/actions leading up to the offence, such as exchange of 

messages (phone or online), the buying of gifts, drinks, dinner, drugs, etc.  

Consider whether religious/cultural/racial background and circumstances had any 

bearing on the offence? 

Investigative material 

Finally the investigative material that has been gathered during the course of the 

investigation should be put to the suspect.  

If the account provided by the suspect is inconsistent with the victims account then 

the relevant aspects of the account should be put to the suspect. 

If there is other investigative material that the investigator has gathered which is 

contrary to what the suspect has said then this should be put to the suspect. 

The investigators opinion of what they think has occurred or who they believe MUST 

NOT be put to the suspect. It is crucial to avoid allowing any myths and/or 

stereotypes to influence the investigation.  
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Role of the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) and 

specialists in cases of serious sexual assault 

The importance of taking early advice from the CPS in 

serious sexual assault cases 

The early involvement of prosecutors can bring benefits including: 

▪ the CPS can advise which is the correct office to contact 

▪ the prosecutor can identify, and where possible, rectify evidential or legal 

deficiencies and advise on relevant lines of enquiry and strategies for 

strengthening cases 

▪ the CPS can make an early assessment of the level of lawyer expertise and 

resources needed to deal effectively with a case 

▪ the prosecutor can be identified at an early stage to ensure continuity of 

approach 

▪ the CPS can highlight public interest considerations that may affect any eventual 

prosecution 

▪ the CPS can guide the investigating officer on general lines of inquiry 

▪ the prosecutor may also be able to recommend a particular expert 

▪ the prosecutor can advise on the nature and scope of expert evidence to be 

sought including specific questions to ask of the expert 

▪ case-management issues can be taken into account when planning the 

investigation 

Notes taken from Protocol between the Police Service and Crown Prosecution 

Service in the Investigation and Prosecution of Rape (ACPO 2015). 

This protocol recognises that rape is one of the most serious and damaging offences 

and can result in significant and ongoing consequences for victims. The protocol 

applies to rape and to all cases involving penetration regardless of the victim’s age. 

The application of the protocol to other sexual offences and to child sexual abuse not 

amounting to rape or penetration is considered good practice to be achieved 

whenever it is practicable. 
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The CPS and the police are committed to working together to investigate thoroughly 

and prosecute effectively those responsible. In 2008 ACPO and the CPS signed the 

first joint protocol for investigating and prosecuting rape, setting out a framework 

within which the Police and the CPS can work in partnership to build effective cases 

and for the benefit of victims of rape. This second edition recognises further 

developments including the introduction in 2013 of dedicated CPS Rape and Serious 

Sexual Offences (RASSO) Units across the CPS. 

The objectives of this protocol are: 

▪ to reflect National Police and CPS policy 

▪ to achieve improved and consistent performance in the investigation and 

prosecution of rape; and 

▪ to improve the service to victims of rape and increase public confidence in the 

Police and CPS response to rape 

The Police will appoint a Rape Champion and the CPS will appoint a RASSO Unit 

Head who will ensure that the investigation and prosecution of rape is coordinated 

between the agencies. 

CPS will maintain a dedicated RASSO Unit and provide Police with the names and 

contact details of the rape specialist prosecutors (rape specialists) and paralegals 

working in the Unit. The CPS will allocate rape cases to rape specialists, responsible 

for their cases from beginning to end. 

Early investigative advice 

Early investigative advice (also known as early consultation) between the Police and 

the CPS is essential in rape cases and is a requirement of the Director’s Guidance 

on Charging. 

Once a report has been properly considered by a police supervisor and meets the 

criteria for referral the IO will arrange a consultation with a rape specialist as early as 

possible and in any case once a suspect has been identified and it appears that 

continuing investigation will provide evidence upon which a charging decision may 

be made. 
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 Wherever practicable, this should take place within 24 hours in cases where the 

suspect is being detained in custody or within 7 days where released on bail. Rape 

specialists will assist in making a provisional assessment of the case, and participate 

in discussion around lines of further enquiry, identification of the likely charges and of 

the evidence required to support them. They will be proactive in identifying, and 

where possible rectifying, evidential deficiencies and in bringing to an early 

conclusion those cases that cannot be strengthened by further evidence. In addition 

the IO and rape prosecutor can discuss questions to be put to suspects in interview, 

any pre-charge court procedures and any strategy for a likely prosecution. 

Any early consultation may be in writing, by telephone, digitally or face to face and in 

accordance with any SOP for Area based advice and charging. The Police will not 

have to provide an evidential report but will share with the rape specialist such 

information as they have about the case. Where the rape specialist considers there 

is not enough evidence to proceed to charge but that further evidence could be 

obtained, they and the IO will agree an action plan and timescale. 

Threshold/Full Code Test 

When submitting a case for a charging decision based on the Full Code Test only 

files that have been confirmed as meeting the required standard by an appropriate 

accredited supervisor will be accepted by the CPS. All cases not meeting this 

standard will be owned by the Police who will be responsible for any decision to take 

no further action. 

With the exception of charging decisions taken by CPS Direct, charging decisions in 

rape cases will always be made by Area-based prosecutors in RASSO Units. Where 

a charging decision is made by CPS Direct, any report must contain an action that 

the Police contact the local rape specialist within 3 working days to make an 

appointment for a consultation. 

The IO will always provide the prosecutor with the visually recorded interview and 

ROVI for the purposes of the charging decision. The prosecutor will watch the 

visually recorded interview. 

The pre-charge report supplied by the Police to the CPS for a charging decision 

based on the Full Code Test will consist of: 
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▪ key evidence including visually recorded witness interviews and accompanying 

ROVIs 

▪ relevant exhibits, CCTV and forensic and/or medical reports 

▪ the DA checklist and DASH form in Domestic Abuse cases 

▪ PNC print of suspect and key prosecution witnesses’ previous convictions 

(including any out-of-court disposals) 

▪ any material identified as potentially undermining the prosecution case or 

assisting the defence; and 

▪ any available third party material including social services’ records 

In addition the contact details of the IO and the age of the victim(s) in the case will be 

prominently recorded. 

Where the suspect has made a full admission during interview the specific detail will 

be included in the case summary and accompanied by the key evidence required to 

set out the circumstances of the offence. Where despite the suspect having 

answered questions the IO considers the interview overall to be of no evidential 

value, no record of interview need be provided. Nor is a detailed record of interview 

required where the suspect made no comment to all questions. 

Where the Police request a charging decision based on the Threshold Test they will 

provide detailed information to enable the prosecutor to decide whether application 

of the Threshold Test is appropriate and to fully consider opposing bail. They will 

also provide details of the further evidence likely to be obtained which will have a 

significant impact on the case. 

Decisions taken by prosecutors will be recorded with reasons and set out an Action 

Plan with agreed action dates. 

Out-of-court disposals 

Where a police decision-maker considers a simple caution or Conditional Caution to 

be a suitable disposal in relation to an Indictable Only offence (including rape) the 

case must be referred to a prosecutor to decide whether there is sufficient evidence 

for a realistic prospect of conviction and whether an out-of-court disposal satisfies 

the public interest. 
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A prosecutor will only confirm such a disposal as appropriate in exceptional 

circumstances and where it fully meets the justice of the case. Such decisions are 

invariably sensitive and should be referred to the Head of the RASSO Unit for 

approval prior to notifying the Police. A careful note of the reasons for the decision 

must be made. 

The decision to authorise a Conditional Caution in any Indictable Only offence must 

be approved by a Deputy Chief Crown Prosecutor. 

Review and case preparation 

The rape specialist prosecutor will, in every case, consider holding a pre-trial witness 

interview and record their decision on CMS. 

A conference with the trial advocate, the rape specialist, the IO, CPS caseworker 

and the FP (where appropriate) should be held in every rape case as soon as 

practicable after the advocate has received instructions. Prior to the conference the 

IO will contact any specialist support agency or Independent Sexual Violence 

Advisor (ISVA) for an update on the victim’s situation and any recent developments. 

Withdrawal of evidence by victim 

When a victim withdraws their evidence or asks the Police not to proceed, the Police 

will take a statement from the victim to: 

▪ explain the reasons for withdrawing 

▪ say whether the original complaint was true; and 

▪ say whether the complainant has been pressurised to withdraw by any person 

The presence of an ISVA or other supporter when taking a statement is 

recommended. 

In addition the Police will provide a report setting out: 

▪ what they think about the case, in particular the reasons for the withdrawal and its 

impact on the case 

▪ whether the victim is supported by any specialist support service or an ISVA and, 

where they are, the views of the ISVA or supporter on how the victim might react 
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if required to attend court and whether they have been put under pressure not to 

support the prosecution 

▪ the risks to the victim and any other person’s safety; and 

▪ how the victim might react if required to attend court 

If they suspect that the victim has been pressurised or is frightened the Police will 

assess any support that has been offered and whether the intervention of a local 

specialist support service or an ISVA could make a difference. The CPS will, if 

appropriate, ask the Court to delay any hearing to enable this to be done. 

If the victim confirms that the complaint is true but still wants to withdraw, the Police 

and CPS will consider the feasibility of continuing without the victim’s evidence and 

whether to do so against the victim’s wishes. 

A decision to proceed and call the victim to give evidence against his or her wishes 

will only be taken by a rape specialist after consultation with the Police and the trial 

advocate. 

Where the rape specialist proposes to discontinue the case or substantially reduce 

the charge they will consult the Police to ensure that there is no further action that 

can be taken. 

False allegations and prosecutions 

At the outset it is important that we acknowledge the very damaging impact that a 

false allegation of rape or sexual assault – be it either malicious or misguided – can 

have on the person falsely accused as well as on believing genuine victims of rape. 

Reputations can be ruined and lives can be devastated as a result. Such cases will 

be dealt with robustly and those falsely accused should feel confident that the Crown 

Prosecution Service will prosecute these cases wherever there is sufficient evidence 

and it is in the public interest to do so.  

However, prosecution for these offences is extremely rare and by their very nature 

they will be complex and require sensitive handling. Rape victims making truthful 

allegations require the support of the criminal justice system and they should not be 

deterred from reporting their allegations. Nor should they be criminalized for merely 

retracting an allegation as true allegations can be retracted for a broad range of 
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reasons In November 2010, the Court of Appeal considered an appeal against 

sentence in the case of Ms A, who ultimately pleaded guilty to perverting the course 

of justice on the basis that she had falsely retracted true allegations of rape she had 

made against her husband. This case underlined the need for police and prosecutors 

fully to investigate and carefully to consider the circumstances in which an allegedly 

false claim of rape, sexual assault, or domestic violence is made. 

It is axiomatic that, in dealing with these cases, the prosecution must be able to 

prove to the criminal standard that the initial complaint was in fact false. 

Forensic submissions 

The Police will provide the forensic service provider with the victim’s statement or a 

note of their visually recorded interview to inform decisions around forensic 

submissions. 

When requesting an expert opinion the Police will provide the forensic scientist with 

all prosecution evidence including the suspect’s initial account, and with the defence 

statement when received. 

Evidence of fact and opinion 

Professional witness would be a doctor, dentist, lawyer etc. 

Expert witness is a person who is a specialist in a subject, often technical, who may 

present his/her expert opinion without having been a witness to any occurrence 

relating to the lawsuit or criminal case. It is an exception to the rule against giving an 

opinion in trial, provided that the expert is qualified by evidence of his/her expertise, 

training and special knowledge. If the expertise is challenged, the attorney for the 

party calling the ‘expert’ must make a showing of the necessary background through 

questions in court, and the trial judge has discretion to qualify the witness or rule 

he/she is not an expert, or is an expert on limited subjects. 
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Police bail 

SSAIs should make efforts to consult victims prior to a decision about police bail 

being made. Custody officers should ensure that bail conditions are designed to 

protect victims, witnesses and other members of the public from the defendant by 

consulting the SSAI and investigating officer. 

In rape cases release under investigation will rarely be suitable for safeguarding the 

victim or tertiary victims, police bail will be considered and if granted, if the suspect 

knows the victim’s contact details (or has ready access to them), the following bail 

conditions should be considered to afford maximum protection to victims: 

▪ not contacting the victim either directly or indirectly (ensuring that their home 

address or temporary accommodation addresses, including refuges, are kept 

confidential) 

▪ residing at a named address 

▪ reporting to a named police station on specific days of the week at specified 

times 

▪ obeying any curfews set or curfew conditions 

The force granting police bail should ensure that these conditions are strictly 

adhered to. 

Release on bail 

Before a suspect is released from a police station, officers should: 

▪ inform the victim of the suspect’s impending release on bail and record this 

notification 

▪ ensure that all area control rooms and other intelligence databases are updated 

regarding any bail conditions imposed, in case of future calls 

A suspect charged with rape should be placed before the court at the earliest 

opportunity and bailed for the shortest period that local service level agreements and 

guidance from local criminal justice boards (LCJBs) will permit. This minimizes the 

opportunities that a suspect has to intimidate witnesses. 
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In cases of domestic and acquaintance rape, police officers should identify any risk 

factors specifics to the victim and communicate them to all other officers and 

personnel involved in the case. This will normally involve informing the SOLO, 

custody suite (for consideration of any police bail conditions), the investigating 

officers and the SARC (or similar facility). 

The SOLO should inform the victim of any risks/risk factors to them, and of any 

protective measures put in place to reduce these risks. Referring the cases to a 

Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences should also be considered. Identified 

risk factors relating to child victims should be communicated to parents or carers and 

similar safety strategies developed to reduce risk. 

Where a suspect and victim know each other, it is important to clarify the following 

points at the time bail is granted:  

▪ it is the suspect’s responsibility (not the victim’s) to comply fully with any bail 

conditions 

▪ any breaches of bail involving contact between the victim and the suspect will be 

treated as such. Where the suspect alleges that the victim agreed to such 

contact, this should be investigated, verified and the prosecutor informed of the 

correct position. 

If an application is made to the court for a defendant to be remanded in custody, the 

investigating officer should be present at court to assist the CPS. The victim personal 

statement (which may contain information about how the victim would feel were the 

subject to be bailed) can be used by the prosecution to object to bail being granted. 

Informing victims of decisions not to charge, 

discontinuance and alternative charges 

It is the duty of the police and the CPS to ensure that victims are informed of all 

charging decisions. In cases where, following discussions between an investigating 

officer and a rape specialist prosecutor, the decision is taken that there is insufficient 

evidence to bring any proceedings for a relevant criminal offence it will be the 

responsibility of the police to notify the victim of this fact. Victims will be dealt with 

sensitively and an explanation given as to why the investigation and prosecution 

cannot continue. 
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Where a rape specialist prosecutor, after receipt of a full evidential report takes the 

decision, in consultation with a second rape specialist prosecutor, that there is 

insufficient evidence to charge, it will be the responsibility of the CPS to notify the 

victim of this fact within one working day of the decision being made, unless the 

decision was made during discussion with the investigating officer. 

Where the decision was made during that discussion, it will be the responsibility of 

the police to inform the victim of the decision, usually through the SOLO. The name 

of the second rape specialist prosecutor should be recorded on the Case 

Management System. Where the responsibility to notify the victim of the decision 

falls to the CPS, a direct communication letter offering a meeting with the CPS 

should be sent to the victim. 

If, after a defendant has been charged and following case review, the rape specialist 

prosecutor (in consultation with a second rape specialist prosecutor) takes a decision 

to substantially alter or discontinue any charge, the prosecutor must notify the victim 

within one working day. In all other circumstances, the police will be responsible for 

notifying victims of decisions in cases. A direct communication letter offering a 

meeting with the CPS should be sent to the victim. 

Informing the suspect of no further action 

Where no further action is to be taken against the suspect, the rape specialist 

prosecutor should first inform the investigating officer of this decision. The suspect 

should then be advised of that outcome in accordance with force policy. The 

notification to the suspect should be made in writing. Suspects should be advised to 

retain and preserve any documents or other evidence that supports their defence as 

the investigation could be resumed. This may occur where, for example, any fresh 

evidence comes to light or new or historic allegations are made which are relevant to 

the same circumstances as the original investigation. 

Police appeals of CPS decisions 

The police can appeal a CPS decision to take no further action and these appeals 

are considered locally. There is no national data to show how many cases the police 

appeal. The police and the CPS need to work together to make sure the appeals 
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process is independent of the initial decision-making and that their internal 

processes don’t undermine it. 

Victim appeals of police or CPS decisions (Victims’ 

Right to Review) 

The Victims’ Right to Review (CPS 2021) scheme means victims can seek a review 

of a police or CPS decision not to bring charges. In nearly three quarters of the 

cases where the police had decided to take no further action there was no record 

that the victim had been informed of their right to have the decision reviewed. It is a 

requirement under the Victims’ Code that victims are told about this right. 

Police forces should ensure investigators understand that victims are entitled to have 

police decisions not to charge reviewed under the Victims’ Right to Review scheme 

and should periodically review levels of take-up. (HMICFRS (2021) A joint thematic 

inspection of the police and Crown Prosecution Service’s response to rape) 

Crime recording – Home Office Counting Rules (HOCR)  

Outcome codes 

When an investigation is completed, the case gets an outcome code under Home 

Office Counting rules. These rules are a national standard for recording and counting 

notifiable offences recorded by police forces in England and Wales (known as police 

recorded crime). Outcome codes record the reasons that crime investigations have 

been finalised. 

The following codes relate to decisions not to proceed with the case: 

Outcome 14: Evidential difficulties – suspect not identified. The victim doesn’t 

support further action (from April 2014). The crime is confirmed but the victim 

declines to or can’t support further police action to identify the offender. 

Outcome 15: Evidential difficulties – named suspect identified. The crime is 

confirmed and the victim supports police action, but evidential difficulties prevent 

further action. 

Outcome 16: Evidential difficulties – named suspect identified. The victim doesn’t 

support (or has withdrawn support for) police action. 
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Outcome 18: Investigation complete – no suspect identified. The crime has been 

investigated as far as reasonably possible and the case closed pending further 

investigative opportunities becoming available. 

Outcome 21: Not in the public interest – suspect identified (from January 2016). 

Further investigation resulting from the crime report that could provide enough 

evidence to support formal action being taken against the suspect isn’t in the public 

interest – police decision. 
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The value of a multi-agency approach in sexual 

assault cases 

Whatever the precise set-up of local multi-agency information sharing models, these 

approaches have positive outcomes for their service and service users (Home 

Office (2013) Multi-Agency Working and Information Sharing Project: Early 

Findings). These include: 

▪ more robust decision making among professionals because decisions are made 

based on sufficient, accurate and timely intelligence. Professionals have said 

they are better able to step up and step down risk assessments allowing for 

better allocation of resources and more appropriate services for users 

▪ working together avoids duplication of process across agencies. Greater 

efficiencies in process can mean re-allocation of resources to other areas ie, 

Child Sexual Exploitation/Prevent 

▪ an increase in the uptake of the use of early help assessments, such as the use 

of the Common Assessment Framework (CAF) 

▪ a reduction in repeat referrals and cases ending in ‘no further action’ through 

earlier sharing of information leading to earlier intervention in cases 

▪ better information sharing across partners – enables better safeguarding of the 

children and young people involved as concerns which initially appear to be of a 

low level when seen in isolation, are sometimes recognised as part of a long 

standing pattern of abuse and neglect which needs a response when information 

is pooled together 

▪ improved engagement of health partners – where involved – engagement of 

health partners has proved particularly valuable and beneficial across agencies, 

in helping to identify risks and intervene early 

▪ improved knowledge management – partner organisations (and the staff within 

them) develop a better understanding of the work undertaken by each 

organisation. Reduces the risk of ‘borderline cases’ slipping through the net 

without any action being taken 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225012/MASH_Product.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225012/MASH_Product.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225012/MASH_Product.pdf
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It is vital that practitioners for whom safeguarding rests within a wider range of 

responsibilities are aware of the need to share information early, otherwise examples 

such as the following can occur: 

‘The perpetrator repeatedly stated [to the Probation Trust] his 

intention to move into independent accommodation with the 

mother and the Child. However this did not prompt any enquiry 

or referral to Children’s Social Care to ensure that the child was 

safeguarded… Within two days he had violently assaulted both 

the Child and the mother …’  

(Flood 2016 p140)  

All national guidance and legislation supports sharing information to safeguard 

children but analysis over the last ten years suggest that deep cultural barriers inhibit 

effective information sharing. The Data Protection Act 2018 and human rights law 

are not barriers to justified information sharing, but provide a framework to ensure 

that personal information is shared appropriately. 

An alternative to the default position not to share information would be to presume 

that any information that has a bearing on child welfare should be shared with other 

professionals unless there is reason not to, placing the onus on the practitioner to 

make an active decision not to share information and to document their reasoning, 

for example: 

▪ establishing clear procedures or using pro-formas can help ensure that requests 

specify what information is being sought and why. This can avoid unnecessary 

delays in the receiver being forced to seek clarification 

▪ permitting direct information sharing in safeguarding cases instead of relying on 

slower routine methods (perhaps through third parties) can ensure the 

information gets to the right people quickly, allowing them to act 

▪ best practice should be to combine direct verbal or face-to-face communication 

with clear and comprehensive follow-up documentation 

▪ where front-line workers express concerns or share information with child 

protection agencies but receive no feedback, their confidence in the process may 
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be undermined. Child protection agencies must feedback promptly to referrers 

and others participating in safeguarding 

▪ where services are identified as fragmented, or operating from different settings 

or management structures, setting up clear pathways and agreements to allow 

effective information sharing is crucial 

▪ information must be triangulated and verified. This involves seeking independent 

confirmation of parents’ accounts and triangulating information between 

professionals 

▪ one approach to improving inter-agency communication was through practitioner 

forums, offering support to isolated professionals and creating an arena where 

disagreements could be raised without families present 

An example of good practice in information sharing is highlighted by Flood (2016) in 

which the police sent notifications of domestic violence not only to the normal partner 

agencies, but also to local schools. Teachers are in an excellent position to help 

children and young people discuss their situation and this background knowledge 

may also help explain a child’s absence, poor attainment or bad behaviour. 

The wealth of information within legal and forensic records places courts in a position 

to be a vital resource to other agencies. However, guaranteed access to such 

information by other professionals is not commonplace. Policy level negotiation for 

this could greatly enhance the effectiveness of the child protection system. 

(Adapted from Flood and others, 2016) 

Roles and responsibilities of individual agencies in a 

multi-agency approach 

Adult and Child Social Care 

A local authority social worker and their manager, health professionals and a police 

representative should, as a minimum, be involved in a strategy discussion. Other 

relevant professionals will depend on the nature of the individual case but may 

include: 

▪ the professional or agency which made the referral 

▪ a child’s school or nursery; and 
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▪ any health services the child or family members are receiving 

Section 11 of the Children Act 2004 places duties on a range of organisations and 

individuals to ensure their functions, and any services that they contract out to 

others, are discharged having regard to the need to safeguard and promote the 

welfare of children. 

Housing  

Housing and homelessness services in local authorities and others at the front line 

such as environmental health organisations are subject to the section 11 Children’s 

Act 2004 duties. Professionals working in these services may become aware of 

conditions that could have an adverse impact on children. Under Part 1 of the 

Housing Act 2004, local housing authorities must take account of the impact of 

health and safety hazards in housing on potential occupiers, when deciding on the 

action to be taken by landlords to improve conditions. Housing authorities also have 

an important role to play in safeguarding vulnerable young people, including young 

people who are pregnant, leaving care or a secure establishment. 

Education 

The governing bodies, management committees or proprietors of the following 

schools have duties in relation to safeguarding and promoting the welfare of pupils: 

▪ maintained schools (including maintained nursery schools), further education 

colleges and sixth form colleges, and pupil referral units 

▪ independent schools (including academy schools, free schools and alternative 

provision academies) and  

▪ non-maintained special schools 

Schools and colleges must also have regard to statutory guidance Keeping 

Children Safe in Education (HM Government 2015), which sets out the legal 

duties you must follow to safeguard and promote the welfare of children and young 

people. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/section/47
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/34/contents
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keeping-children-safe-in-education--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/keeping-children-safe-in-education--2
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Primary Health Care 

NHS organisations are subject to the section 11 duties. Health professionals are in a 

strong position to identify welfare needs or safeguarding concerns regarding 

individuals and, where appropriate, provide support. This includes understanding risk 

factors, communicating effectively with children and families, liaising with other 

agencies, assessing needs and capacity, responding to those needs and 

contributing to multi-agency assessments and reviews. 

A wide range of health professionals have a critical role to play in safeguarding and 

promoting the welfare of vulnerable people including: GPs, primary care 

professionals, paediatricians, nurses, health visitors, midwives, school nurses, those 

working in maternity, child and adolescent mental health, youth custody 

establishments, adult mental health, alcohol and drug services, unscheduled and 

emergency care settings and secondary and tertiary care. 

All staff working in healthcare settings – including those who predominantly treat 

adults – should receive training to ensure they attain the competences appropriate to 

their role and follow the relevant professional guidance. 

Within the NHS: 

▪ Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs) are the major commissioners of local 

health services and are responsible for safeguarding quality assurance through 

contractual arrangements with all provider organisations. CCGs should employ, 

or have in place, a contractual agreement to secure the expertise of designated 

professionals, ie, designated doctors and nurses for safeguarding vulnerable 

people. In some areas there will be more than one CCG per local authority and 

LSCB area, and CCGs may consider ‘lead’ or ‘hosting’ arrangements for their 

designated professional team, or a clinical network arrangement. Designated 

professionals, as clinical experts and strategic leaders, are a vital source of 

advice to the CCG, NHS England, the local authority and the LSCB, and of 

advice and support to other health professionals; and  

▪ all providers of NHS funded health services including NHS Trusts, NHS 

Foundation Trusts and public, voluntary sector, independent sector and social 

enterprises should identify a named doctor and a named nurse (and a named 

midwife if the organisation provides maternity services) for safeguarding. In the 
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case of NHS Direct, ambulance trusts and independent providers, this should be 

a named professional. GP practices should have a lead and deputy lead for 

safeguarding, who should work closely with named GPs. Named professionals 

have a key role in promoting good professional practice within their organisation, 

providing advice and expertise for fellow professionals, and ensuring 

safeguarding training is in place. They should work closely with their 

organisation’s safeguarding lead, designated professionals and the LSCB. 

▪ Further guidance on accountabilities for safeguarding children in the NHS is 

available in Safeguarding Vulnerable People in the Reformed NHS: 

Accountability and Assurance Framework (2013) (NHS 2019). 

Probation Service 

Probation services are provided by the National Probation Service (NPS) and 21 

Community Rehabilitation Companies (CRCs). The NPS and CRCs are subject to 

the section 11 duties. They are primarily responsible for working with adult offenders 

both in the community and in the transition from custody to community to reduce 

reoffending and improve rehabilitation. They are, therefore, well placed to identify 

offenders who pose a risk of harm as well as children who may be at heightened risk 

of involvement in (or exposure to) criminal or anti-social behaviour and of other poor 

outcomes due to the offending behaviour of their parent/carer(s). 

The section 11 duty is conferred on the Community Rehabilitation Companies by 

virtue of contractual arrangements entered into with the Secretary of State. 

Where an adult offender is assessed as presenting a risk of serious harm, the 

offender manager should develop a risk management plan and supervision plan that 

contains a specific objective to manage and reduce the risk of harm. 

In preparing a sentence plan, offender managers should consider how planned 

interventions might bear on parental responsibilities and whether the planned 

interventions could contribute to improved outcomes for vulnerable people known to 

be in an existing relationship with the offender. 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/safeguarding-children-young-people-and-adults-at-risk-in-the-nhs-safeguarding-accountability-and-assurance-framework/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/safeguarding-children-young-people-and-adults-at-risk-in-the-nhs-safeguarding-accountability-and-assurance-framework/
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Prison Service 

The Prison Service is subject to the section 11 duties. It also has a responsibility to 

identify prisoners who pose a risk of harm. Where an individual has been identified 

as presenting a risk of harm, the relevant prison establishment: 

▪ should inform the local authority social care services of the offender’s reception to 

prison and subsequent transfers and of the release address of the offender 

▪ should notify the relevant probation service provider. The police should also be 

notified of the release address; and 

▪ may prevent or restrict a prisoner’s contact with children and vulnerable people. 

Decisions on the level of contact, if any, should be based on a multi-agency risk 

assessment. The assessment should draw on relevant risk information held by 

police, probation service provider and prison service. 

HMP Public Protection Manual 

The management of an individual who presents a risk of harm will often be through a 

multi-disciplinary Interdepartmental Risk Management Team (IRMT). 

A prison is also able to monitor an individual’s communication (including letters and 

telephone calls) to protect vulnerable people where proportionate and necessary to 

the risk presented. 

Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA),  

Multi-agency public protection arrangements and managing 

potentially dangerous persons 

All sexual abuse investigations must consider the continuing risk of significant harm 

posed to a specific victim or victims by a suspect. It may not be possible in the 

course of an investigation to satisfactorily resolve all such concerns. This is 

particularly relevant where a conviction cannot be obtained. Where an investigation 

is concluded and concerns persist about risks presented by a suspect, they must be 

referred to systems for multi-agency public protection arrangements (MAPPA) 

offenders and potentially dangerous persons. 
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Staff need to be familiar with local arrangements for bringing concerns about victims 

to the attention of the force sexual abuse investigation unit or equivalent. Where 

continuing concerns exist about the risks posed by a suspect, the officer in the case 

or the key social worker should ascertain whether the suspect has any convictions 

for sexual or violent offences that would bring them within the remit of MAPPA. 

The unit supervisor should be informed of any existing convictions with a view to 

making a formal referral to MAPPA. When such a referral is made it must, as a 

minimum, be supported by a summary of the recent investigation and the continuing 

concerns. Depending on the level and nature of risk posed by the offender, the 

officer in the case or key social worker may be invited to subsequent risk 

management meetings. 

If the unit supervisor does not consider the matter suitable for referral to MAPPA, a 

record should be made of the reasons why. 

Where concerns exist but it is ascertained that the suspect does not fall 

within MAPPA, the matter must be brought to the attention of the unit supervisor to 

determine the appropriate action to take. Such suspects may fall within the definition 

of a potentially dangerous person. 

Multi-agency risk assessment conferences (MARACs) 

MARACs focus on domestic abuse and provide an opportunity (as part of a single 

meeting) to combine up-to-date risk assessment with a timely assessment of a 

victim’s needs. MARACs provide an opportunity for: 

▪ providing services for the victim, children and offender 

▪ the police to identify further lines of enquiries 

▪ target hardening and/or protective factors which might be used to increase the 

safety of the victim and any children 

In cases of domestic abuse involving sexual offending and/or rape, MARACs can be 

used to share relevant information and manage risks related to increasing the safety 

of victims. 
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Multi-agency strategies for building effective 

working relationships 

The value of engaging with other agencies in improving 

the awareness of, and response to, the impact of sexual 

violence 

Specialist investigations and departments 

One of the key elements of an effective police response to sexual abuse is a holistic, 

whole family approach to the investigation and related police and multi-agency 

action. For this reason, forces should have systems to ensure that the necessary 

connections are made between those in a force who specialise in investigations 

relating to sexual abuse, and those indirectly linked to such investigations (eg, 

specialist units and officers dealing with domestic abuse, child abuse, trafficking and 

hi-tech crime). To assist with this approach, investigators should consider 

the CPS guidance on Disclosure of Material to Third Parties (2021) where 

beneficial. Some forces have found it particularly beneficial to bring together within 

one unit, the functions of investigating child abuse, domestic abuse, vulnerable adult 

abuse, sexual offences, and the management of sexual offenders and violent 

offenders. 

File examination and retention by partner agencies 

Securing and preserving evidence early is of paramount importance in any 

investigation, and especially so in complex sexual abuse cases. Three options that 

were adopted in previous inquiries where social care held files on victims and 

witnesses may also apply where other agencies hold information relevant to a 

complex sexual abuse investigation. 

The choice of option should be based on an assessment of the benefits and 

disadvantages of each in the context of the particular inquiry and the established 

joint-agency working relationships. Whichever option is chosen, those viewing the 

files should have sufficient information to ascertain which material may be 

relevant. Access to details of allegations from a complainant’s statements reduces 

the possibility of key information being overlooked because its relevance was not 

http://www.cps.gov.uk/legal/d_to_g/disclosure_of_third_parties/
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apparent. The existence and extent of third-party material needs to be identified as 

early as possible in the investigation. 

Option 1: police retention of files 

Here the police view files (alone or in conjunction with trained personnel) and either 

retain them or copy the relevant areas. In both instances the files will be subject to 

full disclosure, and the police and partner agencies need to agree on retention and 

storage issues, eg, who will keep them and for how long? 

Option 2: partner agency retention of files 

The partner agency views the files, provides the relevant information to the inquiry 

team and retains the files. In these circumstances only the areas highlighted by 

partner agency staff are subject to disclosure by the police, but other material in the 

files may subsequently be subject to disclosure as third-party material. The storage 

and retention of files remains solely the responsibility of the partner agency. This 

option places considerable trust and responsibility on the partner agency employees, 

encouraging closer working practices and promoting a joint investigative training 

approach. The partner agency needs to be clear that the reason they are reviewing 

the files is to identify potential victims and witnesses, and to find corroboration such 

as third-party reports and medical information. This process may identify additional 

offences. In many operations, comprehensive questionnaires have been devised for 

the partner agency liaison officers to complete. 

Option 3: partner agency ‘embassy system’ co-located in police 

premises 

In this case the partner agency retains control of the files and reviews them as in 

option 2, but dedicated partner agency staff allocated to the inquiry have their own 

office or area (embassy) within the police MIR. The files can be securely stored there 

and are accessible to the police via the partner agency staff. 
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Decision-making regarding other agencies 

Information protocol between police forces and local authorities 

Police forces and local authorities should agree a protocol to identify the preferred 

option for handling material. The CPS website has a national template 

protocol between ACPO, the CPS, the Local Government Association and the Home 

Office. 

Disclosure to the CPS 

Whenever the police are given access to information, it must be revealed to 

the CPS for disclosure purposes. An assessment needs to be made in respect of 

each element of the information on whether it is to be regarded as sensitive. Material 

is not sensitive just because it is held by children’s social care or a third party. 

Where the partner agency maintains control of the information, the CPS and the 

defence may request information from them and they may be summoned to produce 

documents at court. 

Performance indicators 

Joint performance indicators should be developed which focus on outcomes rather 

than quantitative information. A performance regime should be developed in forces 

to address internal activity, outputs and outcomes from the police perspective. This 

should have both quantitative and qualitative indicators which focus on outcomes for 

victims. The ultimate measure of strategic performance should always be the quality 

of service that a victim is receiving in terms of increased safety as a result of police 

and/or multi-agency intervention (otherwise known as safeguarding interventions). 

Reviews 

Periodically, the SIO may wish to consider instigating a review of an ongoing sexual 

abuse investigations to ensure quality and identify additional investigative 

opportunities. Sometimes a serious case review will also be undertaken by local 

safeguarding children boards. This occurs where abuse or neglect of a child is 

known or suspected and either the child has died or been seriously harmed and 

there is cause for concern about how the local authority, the local safeguarding 
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children board partners or other relevant persons have worked together to safeguard 

the child. 

How to identify components of a strategy to build 

effective working relationships 

Local area suggestions for setting up multi-agency models (Home Office (2013) 

Multi-Agency Working and Information Sharing Project: Early Findings): 

Leadership and Governance 

Get strategic buy-in early on: Obtaining early strategic buy-in is identified as 

essential for the smooth running of the development of a model. Having a strategic 

board that is able to ‘unblock’ issues as they occur is found to be invaluable. Forming 

an Operation Group to coordinate activity is considered essential to ensuring work is 

being carried out against an agreed timeline, as is ensuring working groups are 

established, with clear terms of reference, to deliver on key components of the 

project. 

Co-location 

Co-locate partners in the same building: co-location is key to building trust and 

encouraging intelligence and soft information sharing. Co-location can create a 

better understanding of partners’ roles and responsibilities and result in an improved 

working relationship reflected not only inside the model/safeguarding hub but also as 

part of relationships/practices outside the model/hub. 

Accommodation 

Ensure accommodation is put in place and future proofed: In order to facilitate 

effective co-location of staff working in a multi-agency team, early consideration 

should be given to sourcing and funding appropriate accommodation, and 

accommodation costs ought to be shared between partner organisations rather than 

being met solely by any host organisation. The importance of effective demand 

profiling and future proofing the accommodation specification wherever possible is 

also emphasised.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225012/MASH_Product.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225012/MASH_Product.pdf
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Resources 

Plan resources and consider an overall hub manager: effective scoping of predicted 

demand is essential to the resource specification and employment of an overall 

manager is critical to the smooth day to day running of the hub/its ability to move 

resources to meet peaks in demand. Invariably demand is underestimated, which 

increases as a result of the existence of the model/hub and subsequent rise in 

awareness. Building in resilience, particularly in respect of decision makers and 

research/administrators, is key and having capacity to identify emerging 

trends/themes assists in targeting early intervention and prevention. 

Contractual/security issues 

Consider contractual and security vetting early on. Contractual issues and security 

vetting should be addressed at an early stage as they could present as delaying 

factors for the project. 

Cultural issues 

Build trust and engagement through understanding individual working approaches: 

Cultural barriers should not be underestimated and understanding differences in 

language and agendas is important in building trust and meeting expectations. 

Staff training 

Understand staff training needs and ensure this is costed. Understanding the training 

needs for staff is essential to the transition to a new way of working. Realisation of 

costs involved and the time it will take to deliver such training is crucial. 

Information technology (IT) 

Consider an integrated IT solution: IT issues could be a serious inhibitor to effective 

information sharing. Overcome this by linking into agency systems and working from 

remote access on laptops, with case investigation and safeguarding processes held 

on one central site for consistency and auditing purposes. 

Performance framework 

Consider performance indicators and outcome data on the model/hub activities. 

Having a performance framework for the model/hub, including performance 
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indicators and data on outcomes for children and vulnerable adults, is important to 

demonstrate the value a new model/hub would add in terms of outcomes, referrals, 

safeguarding work and savings. 

Processes 

Ensure you do some process mapping for all agencies involved in your model. 

Opportunities may exist to streamline processes and reduce duplication and 

understand how different processes feed into the model. 

Information sharing 

Ensure you develop a strong information sharing protocol. 

Communication/marketing strategy 

Consider communication and marketing strategies. Lack of an effective strategy can 

be problematic for the smooth running of a model/hub where through a lack of 

understanding staff try to circumnavigate the model/hub and revert back to old 

process. Use the strategy to consider internal and external marketing and 

communication for agencies inside/outside the project as well as the public. 

Multi-agency funding/structured funding 

Agree funding input from all multi-agency partners: In order to minimise the risk of 

funding being provided by just one or a small number of organisations, as many 

partner organisations as possible should be involved in the development and 

implementation of a new multi-agency model including the contribution of staffing 

and resources. This could help ensure greater clarity around expected costs, allow 

for financial planning, enable cost monitoring, and encourage engagement and 

contribution from all affected partner organisations. 

Management of challenge in a multi-agency strategy 

Working together is the key to keeping vulnerable people safe. Whether through 

specialist units such as child protection teams, partnership arrangements such as 

Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASHs) or the management of offenders through 

probation or YOTs, this must involve collective assessment and planning supported 

by accurate and timely information sharing. This can be through formal procedures 
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or other partnership arrangements, such as MAPPA (Multi-Agency Public Protection 

Arrangements) and MARACs (Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences). 

Inter-professional dynamics, systems and processes can unintentionally impede 

good joint working. For example, Flood (2016) found evidence of subtle hierarchies, 

such as practitioners deferring safeguarding responsibilities to social workers, 

according undue weight to medical opinion and not challenging senior professionals. 

Whilst some agencies will see and assess risk differently, a common narrative is 

needed so that all commit to safeguarding together. 

Welfare services 

Everyone involved in sexual abuse investigations should be aware of and make use 

of the welfare services provided by their force, where appropriate. This includes staff 

not directly involved in the investigation but who may come into contact with 

potentially disturbing aspects of the evidence, eg, transcribers. Supervisors should 

discuss any emerging difficulties encountered by their staff and provide advice 

regarding welfare services available within their force. They should also actively 

monitor those who undertake such investigations and offer support accordingly. 

Investigations that include extensive and repeated exposure to disturbing images, 

such as those involving child abuse, may require a particularly proactive approach to 

staff welfare and support. Staff who do not deal directly with images can be just as 

vulnerable as those who do. Forces should have policies to ensure that there are 

regular reviews of the individuals and posts involved in sexual abuse investigations. 
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Measures to address vicarious trauma, officer 

wellbeing and self-care 

Working with people who have sexually offended can be difficult and demanding. It 

can also have an impact on our health and well-being. Here is some information on 

the possible impact and advice on how to manage it. 

It is important to remember: 

▪ people don’t feel bad all of the time 

▪ probably, over time, all of us experience some sort of negative impact 

but…MOST OF US RECOVER 

Professionals have reported the following when working with sexual offenders: 

Cognitive changes: 

▪ increased difficulty making decisions (Bird Edmunds, 1997) 

▪ intrusive visual imagery about sexual violence (Jackson and others, 1997) 

▪ ruminating over offence details (Turner, 1992) 

▪ doubts about competence (Ellerby and others, 1993) 

▪ increased cynicism and suspicion of others (Farrenkopf, 1992) 

Emotional changes: 

▪ decreased sensitivity and dulling of emotion (Farrenkopf, 1992) 

▪ feelings of anger, frustration, disillusionment, depression, inadequacy and guilt 

(Ellerby and others, 1993) 

▪ heightened anxiety and fear (Jackson and others, 1993) 

▪ increased feelings of helplessness (Bird Edmunds, 1997) 

Behavioural changes: 

▪ sleep disturbance, increased alcohol/drug use, increased absenteeism (Bird 

Edmunds, 1997) 

▪ deceased sense of humour (Farrenkopf, 1992) 

▪ avoidance of physical contact with children (Turner, 1992) 

▪ increased general irritability (Bird Edmunds, 1997) 
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▪ Depersonalising clients (Hill, 1995) 

Professionals can also find that unwanted thoughts can interfere with their 

own sexual relationships through the following: 

▪ reduced interest in sex 

▪ reduction in sexual behaviour 

▪ avoidance of sexual behaviour 

▪ distraction during sex (Ellerby and others, 1993) 

▪ impotence 

▪ intrusive sexual imagery (Turner, 1992) 

The Blue Light Wellbeing Framework (Oscar Kilo 

website) 

Oscar Kilo (2021) is the home of the National Police Wellbeing Service and brings 

assessment, learning and conversation about emergency services wellbeing into one 

place. 

They provide access to evidence based research and resources that can be used to 

help shape wellbeing provision and encourage collaboration and innovation across 

not just policing, but all emergency services. 

Since its initial launch in 2017, Oscar Kilo has grown at a rapid rate and is now used 

by policing forces and organisations and Fire and Rescue Services across the whole 

of the UK. In April 2019, Oscar Kilo became the online home and the brand of the 

National Police Wellbeing Service and it works closely with the College of Policing, 

NPCC and Home Office to deliver this service. 

The website is open access which means it doesn’t matter who you are, or which 

emergency service you work for, you can now find out about what the National 

Police Wellbeing Service offers and see the resources, guidance and examples of 

best practice signposted. 

Some areas of the service are only available to police forces in England and Wales 

such as workshops, events, training materials and the wellbeing vans. Oscar Kilo is 

also the place where your organisation can access the Blue Light Wellbeing 

https://oscarkilo.org.uk/
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Framework. This is a login area for those UK Police Forces and Fire and Rescue 

Services who have adopted the Framework so they can audit and benchmark 

themselves as an organisation. 

On the Oscar Kilo website, you will be able to: 

▪ find relevant research and resources specific to emergency services wellbeing 

▪ share best practice, find out what other organisations are doing in wellbeing and 

promote your own work 

▪ find out more about and access the National Police Wellbeing Service 

▪ access the Blue Light Wellbeing Framework online assessment for your Police 

Force or UK Fire and Rescue Service 

▪ access our online learning communities 

If you are from a police force in England and Wales you will also be able to: 

▪ book a wellbeing van for your force 

▪ see when and where we’re holding all of our events, training and workshops and 

contact us to register your interest 

▪ access online learning materials when they become available 
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pose a risk of committing
serious sexual assault
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The purpose of risk assessment

Risk assessment analyses the static and dynamic risk factors relating to

reconviction and risk of serious harm. It is a continuous and evolving process.

 The risk of reconviction – the probability that a suspect will further offend.

 The risk of serious harm – the probability that a future offence will be one of ‘serious

harm’.

Risk of serious harm has two important dimensions:

 the relative likelihood that an offence will occur and

 the relative impact or harm of the offence – what exactly might happen, to what or whom,

under what circumstances, and why
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What makes a good risk assessment

Find good sources of information

Use a variety of sources

 Base your risk assessment on different sources of information. Make sure that the

sources are analysed and questioned wherever possible. Always try to get to the original

source and ensure you have sufficient information to make an assessment.

Verify

 Make every effort to verify information and document any limitations you see. Decide

how much weight to place upon information. Consider the credibility and motivation of

the source and whether the information is relevant to the assessment.

Understand the person you assess

 Build a deep understanding of the individual’s behaviour and their decisions to offend.
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Levels of risk posed by
individuals who have the
potential to cause serious
sexual assault harm
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The underpinning model of risk assessment

Offender + Victim + Context/Circumstances = Offence

Decide who is at risk and the nature of that risk:

 Be clear about who and what you are assessing. What specific risk does the individual

present and to whom?

 ‘The risk of serious harm is the likelihood of a life-threatening and/or traumatic event.

Recovery, whether physical or psychological, can be expected to be difficult or

impossible.’

 Where there is evidence of a risk of behaviour that meets the harm threshold you need

to undertake a risk assessment. Assess the risk of future harm that meets this definition

or threshold. Only make distinctions between levels of likelihood and imminence.
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The underpinning model of risk assessment

Be aware of potential escalation

Think about more than the index offence. Consider the evidence of all other behaviours. Be

aware of the possibility of risk at all times, including those who may not have previously

committed seriously harmful offences. Indicators include:

 possession or use of weapons

 evidence of attitudes that support the use of violence in relationships

 attitudes supportive of the use of serious violence

 callousness

 disclosures (fantasy or fears of further offending)

 attitudes supportive of extremism and/or hate crime



© College of Policing Limited 2022

The underpinning model of risk assessment

Be aware of potential escalation

Indicators include:

 attitudes supportive of contact sexual offending or breakdown in internal barriers to such

offending

 high/increased frequency of lower level violence as this may increase the likelihood of

unintended death/serious injury

 lifestyles involving exposure to risks of conflict with others (eg, rivalries, confrontations)

 coercive control and obsessive behaviour such as stalking and

 lifestyle that might expose children to a risk of harm (association, substance use or

confrontations)
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The underpinning model of risk assessment

Previous offending

Consider the previous patterns of offending and behaviours. Explore the details of these

incidents. Try to find unbiased sources wherever possible and examine the context.

Consider:

 criminal damage and public order offences – these can hide a variety of behaviours,

including domestic abuse

 the most serious offence/behaviour so far – alongside the time since that offence and the

impact of aging and increase in maturity on the continued likelihood of further offending

and

 any patterns of harm related offending
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Risk principles

Principle 1

 The willingness to make decisions in conditions of uncertainty (ie, risk taking) is a core
professional requirement of all members of the police service.

Principle 2

 Maintaining or achieving the safety, security and wellbeing of individuals and communities is
a primary consideration in risk decision making.

Principle 3

 Risk taking involves judgement and balance. Decision makers are required to consider the
value and likelihood of the possible benefits of a particular decision against the seriousness
and likelihood of the possible harms.

Principle 4

 Harm can never be totally prevented. Risk decisions should, therefore, be judged by the
quality of the decision making, not by the outcome.
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Risk principles

Principle 5

 Making risk decisions, and reviewing others’ risk decision making, is difficult. This needs
to take into account whether they involved dilemmas or emergencies, were part of a
sequence of decisions or might appropriately be taken by other agencies.

Principle 6

 The standard expected and required of members of the police service is that their risk
decisions should be consistent with those a body of officers of similar rank, specialism or
experience would have taken in the same circumstances.

Principle 7

 Whether to record a decision is a risk decision in itself which should be left to
professional judgement. The decision whether or not to make a record, and the extent of
that record, should be made after considering the likelihood of harm occurring and its
seriousness.
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Risk principles

Principle 8

 To reduce risk aversion and improve decision making, policing needs a culture that

learns from successes as well as failures. Good risk taking should be identified,

recognised and shared.

Principle 9

 Since good risk taking depends on quality information, the police service will work with

partner agencies and others to share relevant information about those who pose risk or

those who are vulnerable to the risk of harm.

Principle 10

 Members of the police service who make decisions consistent with these principles

should receive the encouragement, approval and support of their organisation.
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Risks associated with the suspect during investigation into
sexual assault

Self-harm and suicide

 You will need to consider the risk of suicide and self-harm in custody and the community.

Suicide is the result of a wide and complex set of inter-related factors.

 It’s important to understand the relationship between suicidal behaviour and self-harm. Self-

harm is a high-risk factor for later suicide and needs to be factored into assessments.

 Self-harm can be a way of dealing with a difficult situation, but it can also be a way of

communicating or managing distress. This also includes feelings of grievance, anger or

frustration.

 While self-harm does not always mean someone is suicidal, it is one of the strongest risk

factors for suicide and it’s important to consider whether suicide risk is present in addition to

self-harm risk.
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Risks associated with the suspect during investigation into
sexual assault

Self-harm and suicide

 Seeking multiple sources of information when assessing risk to self will mean you are

not overly relying on self-reporting. Very few individuals who die by suicide raise their

intention with a professional.

 Practitioners should also consider the imminence of suicide where current thoughts

indicate risk (eg, wish to die, or feeling hopeless and trapped). Such thoughts might

move the individual towards dangerous behaviour including self-harm and/or plans for

suicide.

 Where a risk to self is identified this must be addressed in risk management plans. Talk

to a line manager about immediate steps you may need to take.
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How to identify behaviours which are likely to result in
further serious harm

Some questions to aid thinking about immediacy:

Individual

 What do I know about the person?

 What is their history and pattern of offending?

 Is the person exhibiting intent and capability to inflict serious harm on others or

demonstrating minimal self-control or reckless dangerous behaviour with no concern for

the safety of others?
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How to identify behaviours which are likely to result in
further serious harm

Some questions to aid thinking about immediacy:

Individual

 Is the person actively manipulating people and situations in order to cause serious

harm? Is the person constantly on the lookout for opportunities to fulfil needs met by

their offending?

 Will the person act as soon as any controls or limits on their behaviour are lifted or

breakdown? If so, why do they not breach their conditions? Does the fear of return to

custody sufficiently reduce imminence? Or are they trying to work around those

conditions?

 Is there any offence-paralleling behaviour? Is the person able to manage their own risk?

Do they understand their risk factors and use strategies learnt to manage these?
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How to identify behaviours which are likely to result in
further serious harm

Some questions to aid thinking about immediacy:

Victim

 What do I know about past victims?

 How were they targeted, controlled or groomed?

 Have previous victims been strangers? If so, why were they targeted and in what

situations? How likely is that now?

 What do I know about the individual’s proximity/access to and potential grooming of

victims? How available are their target group of victims?

 Who might potential victims be?

 How vulnerable are the potential victims?
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How to identify behaviours which are likely to result in
further serious harm

Some questions to aid thinking about immediacy:

Circumstances

 Is the person already failing to comply with controls and limits set? Why is this? Is it

ability to comply or because they are engaging in behaviours that could be triggers to

offending? Consider the impact of time-keeping, literacy and personality disorder on

compliance.

 Are the circumstances in which the person has committed harmful acts in the past now

repeating?
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How to identify behaviours which are likely to result in
further serious harm

Some questions to aid thinking about immediacy:

Circumstances

 Are there any stressors or triggers in a person’s environment? If so, does the individual

have internal skills, strengths or motivation to cope with these?

 Does the person’s current interactions or circumstances provide increased opportunity?

(eg, access to weapons or living with a child?)

 Does the person do anything or visit places which make risk of serious harm more

likely?

 Is there any indication of offence-paralleling circumstances?
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Completing a risk assessment
of victims and witnesses in a
serious and complex sexual
assault
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How to identify vulnerability in victims/witnesses, and/or
their dependents

Decide who is at risk

To understand who is at risk, develop a solid understanding of current and previous

offending. Questions to ask are:

 What do I know about past victims?

 Who might potential victims be?

 Is there a pattern to the characteristics of previous victims? Age, gender, vulnerability?

 How did they target and/or groom victims?

 What similar scenarios could present a risk to differing groups?

 How vulnerable are they?

 Who else might be a target as a result of their lifestyle?
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How to identify vulnerability in victims/witnesses, and/or
their dependents

Identifying individuals

 An assessment must lead to a plan to manage risks. Where you can identify specific

individuals, it is important that their safeguarding becomes a core part of the plan.

Offender Assessment System refers to them as known adults.

 For clarity: a ‘future partner’ (in other words a person in the future with whom they form a

relationship) is not a known adult because that relationship is yet to happen and they are

not identifiable. You should capture that group under risk to the public.
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How to identify vulnerability in victims/witnesses, and/or
their dependents

Think about risk passing both ways ‘through the gate’

 Always consider the risks in custody and the community. If a case poses a risk to peers

involved in criminality, what risk might the individual pose to other prisoners? If a

prisoner uses violence in custody consider what has triggered it, such as response to

use of authority or expressive violence due to poor communication skills. Consider what

similar situations might occur in the community.

 Don’t forgot the risks to members of the community from the prisoner, such as grooming

and psychological harm from abuse, neglect or harassment. Ask: how is custody likely to

impact on an individual’s risk to themselves?
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Assigning a risk level

Very high risk

To assess a case as very high risk of serious harm the assessor must be broadly satisfied that:

 a prediction of the most significant harmful behaviour classifies the risk as high or above or the

assessor has a clear rationale for why the prediction underestimates the likelihood of seriously

harmful offending

 risk is pervasive with a pattern of static, active dynamic and acute risk factors in place

 protective factors are absent or extremely limited

 the person is hugely invested in the behaviours linked to serious harm and seeks opportunity to

engage in those behaviours

 the compliance with risk management is likely to be minimal and they have minimal (or no)

capacity for self-management

As a result they present an ongoing and imminent risk of causing serious harm that is more likely to

happen than not and the impact would be serious.
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Assigning a risk level

High risk

To assess a case as high risk of serious harm the assessor must be broadly satisfied that:

 predictions of the most significant harmful behaviour classify the risk as high or above or alternatively

the assessor has a clear rationale for why the predictions underestimate the likelihood of seriously

harmful offending

 static and stable dynamic risk factors are present and several acute risk factors may also be present

 several protective factors may be present but they require active management, maintenance and

support and are not sufficient to mitigate the risk

 the person is likely to be on the lookout for opportunities to engage in those behaviours linked to serious

harm

 there is some level of compliance and engagement with risk management strategies

 the event is likely to happen if risk factors escalate or protective factors fail

As a result they present a risk of serious harm that could happen at any time and the impact would be

serious.
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Assigning a risk level

Medium risk

To assess a case as medium risk of serious harm the assessor must be broadly satisfied that:

 predictions of the most significant harmful behaviour for the case classify the risk as medium or

alternatively the assessor has a clear rational for why the predictions overestimate or

underestimate the risk

 risk factors will be present but are under control and with limited acute risk factors

 the balance of protective factors is sufficient to mitigate current risk factors

 the person has underpinning needs that indicate a risk of serious harm but there will be no

evidence that they are actively seeking to engage in such behaviour

 they will be compliant with external risk management strategies and will have made progress in

developing their own ability to manage their own risk

As a result they present as unlikely to cause serious harm without a change in circumstances.
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Assigning a risk level

Low risk

To assess a case as low risk of serious harm the assessor must be broadly satisfied that:

 predictions of the most significant harmful behaviour for the case classify the risk as low

or alternatively the assessor has a clear rationale for why the predictions overestimate

the risk

 dynamic risk factors will be under long term control and there is no evidence of acute risk

factors being present

 protective factors are well established, self-maintaining and do not rely on an external

risk management plan

As a result there is no current evidence of a likelihood of seriously harmful behaviour in the

future.
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Methods of risk mitigation and
disruption techniques in
cases of sexual assault
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Orders to prevent sexual harm

A range of orders is available to police to prevent sexual harm and safeguard

potential victims.

 The suitability of a particular order depends on the nature of the risk posed by the

individual offender and the circumstances involved.

 Officers should have regard to the full statutory guidance on Part 2 of the Sexual

Offences Act (SOA 2003) when considering or making any application.

 Officers should carry out an assessment on a case-by-case basis in order to determine

the most appropriate order to use.

 It is often appropriate to include the views of partner agencies in this assessment. It is

always necessary to do so when the defendant is under 18 years of age.
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Sexual harm prevention order (SHPO)

Relevant legislation Sexual Offences Act 2003 (sections 103A to 103K).

Purpose To restrict the harmful behaviour of offenders who have been convicted of a sexual

or violent or other dangerous offence listed in Schedule 3 or Schedule 5 of the 2003

Act.

Effect To prohibit the offender from doing anything described in the order. Additionally, it

requires the offender to become subject to the notification requirements for the

duration of the order (if they are not already subject).

Test The order is necessary for protecting the public or any particular members of the

public from sexual harm from the defendant, or protecting children or vulnerable

adults generally, or any particular children or vulnerable adults, from sexual harm

from the defendant outside the United Kingdom.

Duration Five years to indefinite.

Foreign travel restrictions can last for up to five years, after which they may be

renewed.

Failure to comply Breach of any prohibition of an order is a criminal offence, with a maximum penalty

of five years’ imprisonment.
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Sexual risk order (SRO)

Relevant legislation Sexual Offences Act 2003 (sections 122A to 122K).

Purpose To restrict the harmful behaviour of any individual who has not been cautioned for or convicted of an

offence in Schedule 3 or Schedule 5 of the Sex Offences Act 2003, but who poses a risk of sexual

harm.

Effect To prohibit the defendant from doing anything described in the order. Additionally, it requires the

defendant to become subject to a limited form of notification requirements for the duration of the

order.

Test The defendant has done an act of a sexual nature as a result of which it is necessary to make such

an order for the purpose of:

a. protecting the public or any particular members of the public from harm from the defendant, or

b. protecting children or vulnerable adults generally, or any particular children or vulnerable adults,

from harm from the defendant outside the United Kingdom.

Duration Two years to indefinite.

Foreign travel restrictions can last for up to five years, after which they may be renewed.

Failure to comply Breach of any prohibition of a full or interim order is a criminal offence, with a maximum penalty of

five years’ imprisonment.

Offenders who breach an order also become subject to a limited form of notification requirements.
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Domestic violence protection notice (DVPN) and Domestic violence protection order (DVPO)

Purpose To put in place protection in the immediate aftermath of a domestic violence incident.

Effect To prevent the perpetrator from returning to the shared home and from having contact with the victim for up to 28 days,

allowing the victim time to consider their options and get the support they need.

Test The scheme is based on a two-step process. If, on being called to a domestic violence incident, the police have reasonable

grounds to believe the victim remains at risk of domestic violence, they can choose to issue an emergency non-molestation

and eviction notice to the perpetrator – the domestic violence protection notice. Because the DVPN is a police-issued notice,

it is effective from the time of issue, thereby giving the victim the immediate support they require. The issuing of a DVPN

requires the authorisation of a police superintendent or above.

Within 48 hours of the DVPN being served on the perpetrator, an application for a domestic violence protection order may

then be made by the police to the magistrates’ court. Sundays and public holidays are excluded from this 48-hour time limit.

The DVPN continues in effect until the court has reached a decision. If the court rules that the victim requires continues

protection, then they may issue a DVPO which lasts for a minimum of 14 days to a maximum of 28 days.

Duration Up to 28 days.

Failure to
comply

A perpetrator who fails to comply with a DVPN can be arrested by the police and then brought before the magistrates’ court

within 24 hours. The court then hears the application for the DVPO, or adjourns the case to a later date. The perpetrator

could be remanded on bail or in custody until the final hearing of the application. The court takes into account the

circumstances of the alleged breach of the DVPN in deciding whether to remand in custody, and what conditions to place on

a remand on bail.

Breach of a DVPO is dealt with under the provisions of the Magistrates’ Courts Act 1980, which applies to breach of any

order of the court. The perpetrator could be committed to prison for up to two months or fined up to £5,000.
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Purpose of this document 

This guidance has been developed to assist in the delivery of the module ‘Risk 

management in sexual assault investigations’. 

Aim  

On completion of this module, investigators will be able to understand how to 

manage risk effectively during sexual assault investigations. 

Cases studies 

The use of case studies when delivering this training is a key recommendation from 

the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) and has also been identified in 

case reviews. It makes the training practical, relevant and immersive for learners, 

particularly if the cases are challenging. It is recommended that trainers identify local 

case studies which can be included when delivering SSAIDP training; speak to the 

local Sexual Assault Lead about appropriate case studies to use. 

Assessment information 

To successfully complete this learning programme, candidates must be assessed as 

competent against the operational competence portfolio (OCP) criteria for a 

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). 

Further details regarding assessment processes can be found in SSAIDP Guidance 

for Assessment of Operational Competence v1.0. 

Learner support  

Forces may supply coaching and mentoring support which is particularly important 

for the work-based aspects of the SSAIDP and to assist learners in constructing and 

developing their SSAIDP OCP. 

For staff new to sexual assault investigations learner support should be explained as 

part of the initial induction so learners are aware where to go for advice and to raise 

any concerns.  
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It is also important learners are provided with details of other support available to 

them, for example Occupational Health, Police Federation and Staff Associations. 

The work involved in relation to sexual assault investigation can be very distressing 

and emotional for the staff involved therefore the welfare and support provided to 

staff should be prioritised.  

It is the responsibility of the trainers, mentors, coaches and assessors to regularly 

check the well-being of learners and to review such issues as: 

▪ possible impact of the emotional content of their role and ways of dealing with 

this 

▪ managing conflict 

▪ professional and personal development 

▪ healthy coping strategies 

▪ relationship concerns both work and personal 

▪ organisational and team issues 
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SSAIDP curriculum 

The national curriculum for SSAIDP is specified through the learning outcomes that 

are to be met, and the minimum content coverage to be achieved in the delivery of 

the programme. 

These learning outcomes are the minimum standards that must be achieved for the 

respective programmes.  

Curriculum learning outcomes 

▪ These are high-level outcomes to be achieved. 

Minimum content coverage 

▪ This consists of a sequence of summary guidance statements, indicating 

minimum learning content, coverage of which as part of the educational 

process will enable achievement of the learning outcome. 

Supporting guidance 

Where appropriate, the SSAIDP curriculum provides additional guidance on the level 

of detail required to ensure appropriate delivery of the learning content and 

achievement of the outcomes, as well as signposts to additional sources of 

information. This additional guidance will inform creative thinking during the 

development of the programme structure and associated delivery methodologies. 

Trainers delivering the SSAIDP curriculum should draw upon local resources and 

case studies wherever appropriate in order to ensure that learners develop a full and 

up-to-date understanding of the curriculum. 

Reference to Authorised Professional Practice (APP) is essential throughout this 

programme and guidance is provided as where this would be particularly beneficial. 

The College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice website contains the full 

index of content relating to Rape and Sexual Assault.  
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Identifying individuals who pose a risk of 

committing serious sexual assault 

Assessment of an individual’s behaviour and likelihood 

to pose a risk of serious sexual assault 

The following content has been adapted from HM Prison and Probation Service Risk 

of Serious Harm Guidance (2020). 

The purpose of risk assessment 

Risk assessment analyses the static and dynamic risk factors relating to reconviction 

and risk of serious harm. It is a continuous and evolving process. 

The criminal justice system has defined risk as: 

▪ the risk of reoffending – the probability that a suspect will further offend 

▪ the risk of serious harm – the probability that a future offence will be one of 

‘serious harm’ 

The Offender Assessment System risk assessment tool defines ‘serious harm’ as: 

‘an event which is life threatening and/or traumatic and from 

which recovery, whether physical or psychological, can be 

expected to be ‘difficult or impossible’.’ 

Risk of serious harm has two important dimensions: 

▪ the relative likelihood that an offence will occur and 

▪ the relative impact or harm of the offence – what exactly might happen, to what or 

whom, under what circumstances, and why 

Some crimes (eg, shoplifting) have relatively little impact or harm but, statistically, 

are the most common. Others (eg, homicide) are rare but cause immeasurable 

harm. 

What makes a good risk assessment 

A good risk assessment is evidence based and will be informed by the best 

information and intelligence available at that time. It uses statistical evidence, 

informed by research into likely risk factors for the type of offending, but is also 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/897166/rosh-guidance-2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/897166/rosh-guidance-2020.pdf
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individualised. A good risk assessment is fair, taking into account factors that 

mitigate risks as well as those that might increase it. Risk remains dynamic and 

should be assessed as circumstances change.  

Avoiding bias is an important feature of a good risk assessment, and involves 

recognising any bias you hold, acknowledging it and taking steps to mitigate it.  

A solid rationale is the centrepiece of good risk assessment. It explains why specific 

conclusions are drawn and makes logical sense based on the evidence. 

Good risk assessments form the foundations of a risk management plan that uses 

supportive and restrictive processes to reduce the risk and impact of further harm. 

Find good sources of information 

Use a variety of sources 

Base your risk assessment on different sources of information. Make sure that the 

sources are analysed and questioned wherever possible. Always try to get to the 

original source and ensure you have sufficient information to make an assessment. 

Verify  

Make every effort to verify information and document any limitations you see. Decide 

how much weight to place upon information. Consider the credibility and motivation 

of the source and whether the information is relevant to the assessment.  

Understand the person you assess 

Build a deep understanding of the individual’s behaviour and their potential decisions 

to offend. 
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Levels of risk posed by individuals who have the 

potential to cause serious sexual assault harm 

The underpinning model of risk assessment 

Offender + Victim + Context/Circumstances = Offence 

Research evidence tells us that risk is: 

▪ multifactorial 

▪ influenced by the interaction of risk factors and protective factors that make 

someone more or less likely to cause serious harm to others and 

▪ involves interaction between the suspect, potential victims and the circumstances 

and context within which the offending can take place 

▪ the most accurate risk assessments combine the best of actuarial methods of 

prediction with structured professional judgement 

One size does not fit all. 

You must assess risk of serious harm by considering the individual. Consider: 

▪ the person 

▪ their circumstances and context 

▪ their possible offending and 

▪ their risk/protective factors 

Look at circumstances that indicate risk and those that act as protective factors. 

Later risk management strategies can be tailored for the individual. 

Decide who is at risk and the nature of that risk 

Be clear about who and what you are assessing. What specific risk does the 

individual present and to whom? 

‘The risk of serious harm is the likelihood of a life-threatening and/or traumatic event. 

Recovery, whether physical or psychological, can be expected to be difficult or 

impossible.’ 
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Where there is evidence of a risk of behaviour that meets the harm threshold you 

need to undertake a risk assessment. Assess the risk of future harm that meets this 

definition or threshold. Only make distinctions between levels of likelihood and 

imminence. 

Be aware of potential escalation 

Think about more than the alleged index offence. Consider the evidence of all other 

behaviours. Be aware of the possibility of risk at all times, including those who may 

not have previously committed seriously harmful offences. Indicators include: 

▪ possession or use of weapons 

▪ evidence of attitudes that support the use of violence in relationships 

▪ attitudes supportive of the use of serious violence 

▪ callousness 

▪ disclosures (fantasy or fears of further offending) 

▪ attitudes supportive of extremism and/or hate crime 

▪ attitudes supportive of contact sexual offending or breakdown in internal barriers 

to such offending 

▪ high/increased frequency of lower level violence as this may increase the 

likelihood of unintended death/serious injury 

▪ lifestyles involving exposure to risks of conflict with others (eg, rivalries, 

confrontations) 

▪ coercive control and obsessive behaviour such as stalking and 

▪ lifestyle that might expose children to a risk of harm (association, substance use 

or confrontations) 

Previous offending 

Consider any previous patterns of offending and behaviours. Explore the details of 

these incidents. Try to find unbiased sources wherever possible and examine the 

context. Consider: 

▪ criminal damage and public order offences – these can hide a variety of 

behaviours, including domestic abuse 
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▪ the most serious offence/behaviour so far – alongside the time since that offence 

and the impact of aging and increase in maturity on the continued likelihood of 

further offending and 

▪ any patterns of harm-related offending 

Risk principles 

Learners should be referred to the APP on Risk Principles when considering risk 

management in cases of sexual assault. 

The approval of ten risk principles is a first step towards the police service 

encouraging a more positive approach to risk by openly supporting decision makers 

and building their confidence in taking risks. 

The ten principles convey strong and consistent messages about the nature and 

consequences of risk taking and should provide reassurance to the public and the 

police service. When police officers and staff use the national decision model (NDM) 

and the principles, they have a more flexible policing environment where they are 

better equipped and supported in exercising professional judgement. 

When responding to an incident which involves partners from other agencies, one of 

the key principles is having a Joint Understanding of Risk and the use of the joint 

decision model (JDM). 

Principle 1 

The willingness to make decisions in conditions of uncertainty (ie, risk taking) is a 

core professional requirement of all members of the police service. 

• Uncertainty is an inherent feature of operational decision making 

• Making decisions in an operational context is a form of risk taking 

• Risk taking offers the possibility of harm but also the chance of success 

• As professional risk takers, members of the police service must be willing to 

take risks rather than avoid them 

Principle 2 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/risk-2/risk/
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Maintaining or achieving the safety, security and wellbeing of individuals and 

communities is a primary consideration in risk decision making. 

• The police have a duty to confront risks and to make risk decisions on behalf 

of the communities they serve 

• Fear of being criticised if harm results from a risk decision should not distract 

the police from their duty to protect the public 

• Although there is a duty to protect life, this duty is not absolute 

Principle 3 

Risk taking involves judgement and balance. Decision makers are required to 

consider the value and likelihood of the possible benefits of a particular decision 

against the seriousness and likelihood of the possible harms. 

• Risk takers should consider and compare the value of the likely benefits and 

the possible harms of their proposed decision 

• Greater consideration and mitigating action should be directed at serious risks 

where the likelihood of harm is high 

• The rigour of operational decision making must be proportionate to the 

seriousness of the risks involved and be supported by appropriate, considered 

and robust systems 

Principle 4 

Harm can never be totally prevented. Risk decisions should, therefore, be judged by 

the quality of the decision making, not by the outcome. 

• It is in the nature of risk taking that harm, including serious harm, will 

sometimes occur 

• The fact that a good risk decision sometimes has a poor outcome does not 

mean the decision was wrong 

• Although the risk of harm always exists when a decision is made, more often 

than not the decision is successful and harm does not occur. Some 

successful outcomes, however, may happen in spite of poor decision making 

or management. 
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• A risk decision should be judged by how it was made, implemented and 

managed rather than by the outcome 

• Good risk management can to help reduce potential harms and increase 

potential benefits 

• Good risk-making tools can help to ensure quality decision making 

• All risk assessment is affected to some degree by imprecision and subjectivity 

Principle 5 

Making risk decisions, and reviewing others’ risk decision making, is difficult.  This 

needs to take into account whether they involved dilemmas or emergencies, were 

part of a sequence of decisions or might appropriately be taken by other agencies. 

• The quality of risk decisions is inevitably affected by the many influences that 

decision makers are subjected to 

• When a risk decision is being reviewed, the full conditions and influences 

existing at the time should be identified and examined to determine whether 

the action taken was reasonable in those circumstances 

• Decision makers have legitimate constraints on the scope of their action to 

investigate crime and bring offenders to justice 

• Decision-making strategies that can be used in real-life, dynamic, high-stake 

situations may be significantly different from those that can be applied when 

the risk can be anticipated and controlled 

• The police service is not responsible for all forms of risk 

• Being helpful may create other risks for police 

Principle 6 

The standard expected and required of members of the police service is that their 

risk decisions should be consistent with those a body of officers of similar rank, 

specialism or experience would have taken in the same circumstances. 

• Total agreement between all members of the police service on the most 

appropriate solution in a risk situation is neither possible nor required 
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• A risk decision does not have to be one that even the majority of officers 

would make 

• Police forces can use policies, plans, guidelines, checklists and rules to help 

with decision making but none of these can cover every eventuality 

• Rules, policies or guidelines should be as light as possible while still likely to 

achieve what is intended 

• Police officers and staff must, when taking risks, act reasonably 

• The police service should ensure that officers and staff as well as non-police 

individuals and groups understand the standard of care that underpins 

acceptable professional risk taking 

• Decisions must be judged against the standard that existed at the time they 

were made, not the standard that may exist at the time of a review 

• Risk decisions made by members of one agency may, quite properly, differ 

from those made by members of another 

Principle 7 

Whether to record a decision is a risk decision in itself which should be left to 

professional judgement. The decision whether or not to make a record, and the 

extent of that record, should be made after considering the likelihood of harm 

occurring and its seriousness. 

• It is impossible to record all decisions 

• Not all risk decisions need to be recorded 

• A record of decisions and their rationale will assist in ensuring risk decisions 

are defensible 

Principle 8 

To reduce risk aversion and improve decision making, policing needs a culture that 

learns from successes as well as failures. Good risk taking should be identified, 

recognised and shared. 
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• More valuable lessons can be learned from examples of successful decisions 

rather than from the much rarer ones that lead to loss or harm 

• A selection of risk decisions, both those leading to benefits and to harm, 

should be examined openly and regularly to assist future decision makers 

• Identifying and learning from successful and good risk decisions will help the 

police service move from a culture of risk aversion 

Principle 9 

Since good risk taking depends on quality information, the police service will work 

with partner agencies and others to share relevant information about those who pose 

risk or those who are vulnerable to the risk of harm. 

• Sharing information about individuals between public authorities is essential to 

keeping people safe 

• All information sharing must be conducted in accordance with a relevant legal 

power or duty 

• Sharing information with other agencies should be consistent with agreed 

guidelines 

Principle 10 

Members of the police service who make decisions consistent with these principles 

should receive the encouragement, approval and support of their organisation. 

• Where their decisions can be shown to be defensible, decision makers 

deserve to be actively supported by their organisation 

• This principle applies even if harm results from risk decisions 

• Case law recognises the difficulties involved in policing modern societies 
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Risks associated with the suspect during investigation 

into sexual assault 

Self-harm and suicide 

You will need to consider the risk of suicide and self-harm in custody and the 

community. Suicide is the result of a wide and complex set of inter-related factors. 

There are high rates of suicide and self-harm in the community probation population. 

People in police or prison custody are also at increased risk of suicide. 

It’s important to understand the relationship between suicidal behaviour and self-

harm. Self-harm is a high-risk factor for later suicide and needs to be factored into 

assessments. Self-harm can be a way of dealing with a difficult situation, but it can 

also be a way of communicating or managing distress. This also includes feelings of 

grievance, anger or frustration. Self-harm often acts as an internalised coping 

mechanism for managing difficult feelings, for tension relief or gaining a sense of 

control. It can also be ‘externally focused’, which means its function is 

communication, or seeking care and support. While self-harm does not always mean 

someone is suicidal, it is one of the strongest risk factors for suicide and it’s 

important to consider whether suicide risk is present in addition to self-harm risk. 

Seeking multiple sources of information when assessing risk to self will mean you 

are not overly relying on self-reporting. Very few individuals who die by suicide raise 

their intention with a professional. Practitioners should also consider the imminence 

of suicide where current thoughts indicate risk (e.g. wish to die, or feeling hopeless 

and trapped). Such thoughts might move the individual towards dangerous 

behaviour including self-harm and/or plans for suicide. Where a risk to self is 

identified this must be addressed in risk management plans. Talk to a line manager 

about immediate steps you may need to take. 

Recent research also suggests there may be a link between violence and self-harm 

or suicidal behaviour. We know that exposure to violence increases the likelihood of 

self-harm or suicidal thoughts. Being violent, especially repeatedly, further increases 

the risk of both self-harm and suicide. Ministry of Justice estimates suggest that 

between 20% and 30% of those who are violent also self-harm. 
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How to identify behaviours which are likely to result in 

serious harm 

Some questions to aid thinking about immediacy: 

Individual  

▪ What do I know about the person? 

▪ What is their history and pattern of offending? 

▪ Is the person exhibiting intent and capability to inflict serious harm on others or 

demonstrating minimal self-control or reckless dangerous behaviour with no 

concern for the safety of others? 

▪ Is the person actively manipulating people and situations in order to cause 

serious harm? Is the person constantly on the lookout for opportunities to fulfil 

needs met by their offending? 

▪ Will the person act as soon as any controls or limits on their behaviour are lifted 

or breakdown? If so, why do they not breach their conditions? Does the fear of 

return to custody sufficiently reduce imminence? Or are they trying to work 

around those conditions? 

▪ Is there any offence-paralleling behaviour? Is the person able to manage their 

own risk? Do they understand their risk factors and use strategies learnt to 

manage these? 

Victim 

▪ What do I know about past victims? 

▪ How were they targeted, controlled or groomed? 

▪ Have previous victims been strangers? If so, why were they targeted and in what 

situations? How likely is that now? 

▪ What do I know about the individual’s proximity/access to and potential grooming 

of victims? How available are their target group of victims? 

▪ Who might potential victims be? 

▪ How vulnerable are the potential victims? 
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Circumstances 

▪ Is the person already failing to comply with controls and limits set? Why is this? Is 

it ability to comply or because they are engaging in behaviours that could be 

triggers to offending? Consider the impact of time-keeping, literacy and 

personality disorder on compliance. 

▪ Are the circumstances in which the person has committed harmful acts in the 

past now repeating? 

▪ Are there any stressors or triggers in a person’s environment? If so, does the 

individual have internal skills, strengths or motivation to cope with these? 

▪ Does the person’s current interactions or circumstances provide increased 

opportunity? (e.g. access to weapons or living with a child?) 

▪ Does the person do anything or visit places which make risk of serious harm 

more likely? 

▪ Is there any indication of offence-paralleling circumstances? 

Thinking about these issues enables you to make judgements about both how likely 

serious harm is and if likely, how immediately that harm might take place. 
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Completing a risk assessment of victims and 

witnesses in a serious and complex sexual assault 

How to identify vulnerability in victims/witnesses, and/or 

their dependents 

Decide who is at risk 

Once you’re satisfied that there is evidence of behaviour indicative of risk of serious 

harm, establish who this risk is to. Be specific. Potential victims may include 

identified individuals, such as a partner (use of DASH or DARA will help assess risk 

in such circumstances), previous victim, associate or neighbour, or may be 

identifiable groups who are individually unknown. 

They may include people with protected characteristics, eg, gender, individuals 

undergoing gender-reassignment, age, race, disability, religion, sexual orientation, 

profession. They may also be people encountered under specific circumstances, 

such as staff and/or other prisoners or a particular motivation, such as exploitation 

that results in a broader risk to the public and strangers. 

You must also consider the risk posed to individual children or particular groups of 

children. The risk to self must also be considered. This could be risk through self-

harm or risk of victimisation. 

Target groups 

To understand who is at risk, develop a solid understanding of current and previous 

offending. Questions to ask are: 

▪ What do I know about past victims? 

▪ Who might potential victims be? 

▪ Is there a pattern to the characteristics of previous victims? Age, gender, 

vulnerability? 

▪ How did they target and/or groom victims? 

▪ What similar scenarios could present a risk to differing groups? 

▪ How vulnerable are they? 
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▪ Who else might be a target as a result of their lifestyle? 

Identifying individuals 

An assessment must lead to a plan to manage risks. Where you can identify specific 

individuals, it is important that their safeguarding becomes a core part of the plan. 

Offender Assessment System refers to them as known adults. 

For clarity: a ‘future partner’ (in other words a person in the future with whom they 

form a relationship) is not a known adult because that relationship is yet to happen 

and they are not identifiable. You should capture that group under risk to the public. 

Think about risk passing both ways ‘through the gate’ 

Always consider the risks in custody and the community. If a case poses a risk to 

peers involved in criminality, what risk might the individual pose to other prisoners? If 

a prisoner uses violence in custody consider what has triggered it, such as response 

to use of authority or expressive violence due to poor communication skills. Consider 

what similar situations might occur in the community. 

Don’t forgot the risks to members of the community from the prisoner, such as 

grooming and psychological harm from abuse, neglect or harassment. Ask: how is 

custody likely to impact on an individual’s risk to themselves? 

Assigning a risk level 

To assess a case as very high risk of serious harm the assessor must be broadly 

satisfied that: 

▪ a prediction of the most significant harmful behaviour classifies the risk as high or 

above or the assessor has a clear rationale for why the prediction underestimates 

the likelihood of seriously harmful offending 

▪ risk is pervasive with a pattern of static, active dynamic and acute risk factors in 

place 

▪ protective factors are absent or extremely limited 

▪ the person is hugely invested in the behaviours linked to serious harm and seeks 

opportunity to engage in those behaviours 
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▪ the compliance with risk management is likely to be minimal and they have 

minimal (or no) capacity for self-management 

As a result they present an ongoing and imminent risk of causing serious harm that 

is more likely to happen than not and the impact would be serious. 

To assess a case as high risk of serious harm the assessor must be broadly 

satisfied that: 

▪ predictions of the most significant harmful behaviour classify the risk as high or 

above or alternatively the assessor has a clear rationale for why the predictions 

underestimate the likelihood of seriously harmful offending 

▪ static and stable dynamic risk factors are present and several acute risk factors 

may also be present 

▪ several protective factors may be present but they require active management, 

maintenance and support and are not sufficient to mitigate the risk 

▪ the person is likely to be on the lookout for opportunities to engage in those 

behaviours linked to serious harm 

▪ there is some level of compliance and engagement with risk management 

strategies 

▪ the event is likely to happen if risk factors escalate or protective factors fail 

As a result they present a risk of serious harm that could happen at any time and the 

impact would be serious. 

To assess a case as medium risk of serious harm the assessor must be broadly 

satisfied that: 

▪ predictions of the most significant harmful behaviour for the case classify the risk 

as medium or alternatively the assessor has a clear rational for why the 

predictions overestimate or underestimate the risk 

▪ risk factors will be present but are under control and with limited acute risk factors 

▪ the balance of protective factors is sufficient to mitigate current risk factors 

▪ the person has underpinning needs that indicate a risk of serious harm but there 

will be no evidence that they are actively seeking to engage in such behaviour 
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▪ they will be compliant with external risk management strategies and will have 

made progress in developing their own ability to manage their own risk 

As a result they present as unlikely to cause serious harm without a change in 

circumstances. 

To assess a case as low risk of serious harm the assessor must be broadly satisfied 

that: 

▪ predictions of the most significant harmful behaviour for the case classify the risk 

as low or alternatively the assessor has a clear rationale for why the predictions 

overestimate the risk 

▪ dynamic risk factors will be under long term control and there is no evidence of 

acute risk factors being present 

▪ protective factors are well established, self-maintaining and do not rely on an 

external risk management plan 

As a result there is no current evidence of a likelihood of seriously harmful behaviour 

in the future.  
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Methods of risk mitigation and disruption 

techniques in cases of sexual assault 

Orders to prevent sexual harm 

A range of orders is available to police to prevent sexual harm and safeguard 

potential victims. The suitability of a particular order depends on the nature of the 

risk posed by the individual offender and the circumstances involved. Officers should 

have regard to the full statutory guidance on Part 2 of the Sexual Offences Act (SOA 

2003) when considering or making any application. 

Officers should carry out an assessment on a case-by-case basis in order to 

determine the most appropriate order to use. It is often appropriate to include the 

views of partner agencies in this assessment. It is always necessary to do so when 

the defendant is under 18 years of age. 
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Sexual harm prevention order (SHPO) 

Sexual harm prevention order (SHPO) 

Relevant legislation Sexual Offences Act 2003 (sections 103A to 103K). 

Purpose To restrict the harmful behaviour of offenders who 

have been convicted of a sexual or violent or other 

dangerous offence listed in Schedule 3 or Schedule 5 

of the 2003 Act. 

Effect To prohibit the offender from doing anything described 

in the order. Additionally, it requires the offender to 

become subject to the notification requirements for the 

duration of the order (if they are not already subject). 

Test The order is necessary for protecting the public or any 

particular members of the public from sexual harm 

from the defendant, or protecting children or 

vulnerable adults generally, or any particular children 

or vulnerable adults, from sexual harm from the 

defendant outside the United Kingdom. 

Duration Five years to indefinite. 

Foreign travel restrictions can last for up to five years, 

after which they may be renewed. 

Failure to comply Breach of any prohibition of an order is a criminal 

offence, with a maximum penalty of five years’ 

imprisonment. 

 

  



SSAIDP: Risk management in sexual assault investigations  college.police.uk 
Module resource pack 

SSAI_TR_004_PDF 

Version 1.0  Page 25 of 30 

Sexual risk order (SRO) 

Sexual risk order (SRO) 

Relevant legislation Sexual Offences Act 2003 (sections 122A to 122K). 

Purpose To restrict the harmful behaviour of any individual who 

has not been cautioned for or convicted of an offence in 

Schedule 3 or Schedule 5 of the Sex Offences Act 2003, 

but who poses a risk of sexual harm. 

Effect To prohibit the defendant from doing anything described 

in the order. Additionally, it requires the defendant to 

become subject to a limited form of notification 

requirements for the duration of the order. 

Test The defendant has done an act of a sexual nature as a 

result of which it is necessary to make such an order for 

the purpose of: 

a. protecting the public or any particular members of the 

public from harm from the defendant, or 

b. protecting children or vulnerable adults generally, or 

any particular children or vulnerable adults, from harm 

from the defendant outside the United Kingdom. 

Duration Two years to indefinite. 

Foreign travel restrictions can last for up to five years, 

after which they may be renewed. 

Failure to comply Breach of any prohibition of a full or interim order is a 

criminal offence, with a maximum penalty of five years’ 

imprisonment. 

Offenders who breach an order also become subject to a 

limited form of notification requirements. 
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Domestic violence protection notice (DVPN) and 

Domestic violence protection order (DVPO) 

Domestic violence protection notice (DVPN) and Domestic violence 

protection order (DVPO) 

Purpose To put in place protection in the immediate aftermath of a 

domestic violence incident. 

Effect To prevent the perpetrator from returning to the shared 

home and from having contact with the victim for up to 28 

days, allowing the victim time to consider their options 

and get the support they need. 

Test The scheme is based on a two-step process. If, on being 

called to a domestic violence incident, the police have 

reasonable grounds to believe the victim remains at risk 

of domestic violence, they can choose to issue an 

emergency non-molestation and eviction notice to the 

perpetrator – the domestic violence protection notice. 

Because the DVPN is a police-issued notice, it is 

effective from the time of issue, thereby giving the victim 

the immediate support they require. The issuing of a 

DVPN requires the authorisation of a police 

superintendent or above. 

Within 48 hours of the DVPN being served on the 

perpetrator, an application for a domestic violence 

protection order may then be made by the police to the 

magistrates’ court. Sundays and public holidays are 

excluded from this 48-hour time limit. The DVPN 

continues in effect until the court has reached a decision. 

If the court rules that the victim requires continues 

protection, then they may issue a DVPO which lasts for a 

minimum of 14 days to a maximum of 28 days. 
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Duration Up to 28 days. 

Failure to comply A perpetrator who fails to comply with a DVPN can be 

arrested by the police and then brought before the 

magistrates’ court within 24 hours. The court then hears 

the application for the DVPO, or adjourns the case to a 

later date. The perpetrator could be remanded on bail or 

in custody until the final hearing of the application. The 

court takes into account the circumstances of the alleged 

breach of the DVPN in deciding whether to remand in 

custody, and what conditions to place on a remand on 

bail. 

Breach of a DVPO is dealt with under the provisions of 

the Magistrates’ Courts Act 1980, which applies to 

breach of any order of the court. The perpetrator could 

be committed to prison for up to two months or fined up 

to £5,000. 
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The role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)

Rape victims need to be able to trust in the criminal justice system to handle their

cases thoroughly, fairly and effectively.

 Reports of rape recorded by the police increased by almost 20,000 in the four years to March

2020. But at the same time, the number of rape cases referred by the police to the Crown

Prosecution Service (CPS) has decreased steadily.

 More than 56,000 rapes were reported in the year to March 2020, and 4,181 were referred to the

CPS for a prosecution decision. Of these, 2,325 cases resulted in a charge that year and 1,439

cases – or 3 percent of those recorded by the police – resulted in successful prosecution.

 Missed opportunities for justice leave victims feeling badly let down and can contribute to their

distress. And when a case doesn’t progress to court, it can mean that dangerous people remain

free. There is no doubt that the current service provided to rape victims simply isn’t good enough.

Why then do so many rape cases fail in the criminal justice system?
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The role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)

The Rape and Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator supports victims and

undertakes investigation duties to identify the perpetrators of rape and/or sexual

assault and any associated offences, such as domestic abuse.
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The role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)

Aims

 Develop an understanding of the theories and behaviours associated with rape and sexual assault

and how they impact on investigative strategy.

 Develop the required underpinning knowledge, understanding and awareness of legislative

requirements and procedures for the effective investigation into rape and sexual offences involving

adults.

 Develop an understanding the role of the Crown Prosecution Service and evaluate the

mechanisms available to support victims through to trial.

 Develop an understanding of how intelligence sources, communications data and other digital

evidential opportunities can be harnessed to support an investigation.

 Develop an understanding of knowledge related to the behavioural aspects of sexual offending,

including the behaviours of perpetrators and victims and aspects of duality in these roles, as well

as the behavioural considerations for officers.
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The role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)
Key considerations for a SSAI:

 Your role is to conduct a full and through investigation. Follow all lines of enquiry whether they point towards or

away from the suspect.

 Safeguarding and risk will be paramount regardless of the outcome.

 Understand the myths and stereotypes for rape and sexual offending that prevail in society and the evidence

that dispels those misconceptions.

 Do not make judgements about a victim’s behaviour but focus on the evidence.

 Be compassionate and understanding in your approach.

 Remember that victims of rape and sexual offences are entitled to an enhanced service under the Victims

Code of Practice.

 Keep the victim updated on pertinent stages of the investigation (eg, arrest, charge, release).

 Stranger rapes are rare, there is likely to have been digital communication between the victim(s) and

suspect(s) before or after the incident(s) which may have a bearing on the case.

 Perpetrators target the vulnerable and your victim may have diverse needs. They will need support to address

those needs for an effective outcome.
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The scale of sexual offending
Latest Ministry of Justice (MOJ) statistics

According to the Office of National Statistics’ Nature of sexual assault by rape or penetration, England and

Wales:

 Around 773,000 adults were victims of sexual assault year ending March 2020 (approx. 1 in 50 adults 16-74).

 Approximately 80% of victims are female.

 78,395 rapes recorded to year ending March 2020.

 Estimated less than 16% of female victims and 19% of male victims of rape or sexual penetration since age

of 16 reported it to the Police.

 Reported that 20% of children have been the victim of sexual abuse.

 Estimated in UK 20% of adults (8.5 million) experienced at least one form of child abuse. Of those 36% (3.1

million) experienced sexual abuse.

 In 2011/12 we recorded some 53,700 sexual offences. In 2019/20 162,936 were.

 23% of recorded crimes were historical offences (more than 12 months).
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Key definitions, legislation
and guidance associated with
serious sexual assaults
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Sexual activity

Section 78 Sexual Offences Act 2003

 Penetration, touching or any other activity is sexual if a reasonable person would

consider that:

 whatever its circumstances or any person’s purpose in relation to it, it is because of

its nature sexual, or

 because of its nature it may be sexual and because of its circumstances or the

purpose of any person in relation to it (or both) it is sexual

 In deciding whether an activity is sexual look first at the nature of the activity. If the

activity is by its nature sexual (eg, sexual intercourse, masturbation) then it is sexual for

the purposes of the legislation.
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Rape

Section 1 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003

Rape is a statutory offence in England and Wales. The offence is created by section 1 of

the Sexual Offences Act 2003:

 (1) 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
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Assault by penetration

Section 2 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003

The defendant intentionally penetrating, with a part of his body or anything else, the vagina

or anus of another person:

 the penetration is sexual

 the victim does not consent to the penetration, and

 the offender does not reasonably believe that the victim consents
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Sexual assault

Section 3 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003

 Sexual assault is when a person is coerced or physically forced to engage against their

will, or when a person, male or female, touches another person sexually without their

consent.

 Touching can be done with any part of the body or with an object.
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Causing a person to engage in sexual activity without
consent

Section 4 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003

The defendant intentionally causing another person to engage in an activity:

 the activity is sexual

 the victim does not consent to engaging in the activity, and

 the offender does not reasonably believe that the victim consents
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Consent

Statutory definition of consent

 Section 74 of the Sexual Offences Act (2003) defines consent as ‘if he agrees by choice,

and has the freedom and capacity to make that choice’. Prosecutors should consider this

in two stages. They are:

 assuming that the complainant had both the freedom and capacity to consent, the

crucial question is whether the complainant agrees to the activity by choice

 Where the person reporting is under the age of 13 years, the prosecution does not have

to prove either the absence of consent or the lack of any reasonable belief in consent.

Only the act of penetration by the defendant and the age of the child need be proved.

 Similarly, a person may not have capacity to consent because they have a physical

disability or learning disability, suffer from mental ill health, or are asleep or unconscious.
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Consent

Intoxication

The question of capacity to consent is particularly important in cases where a victim was

voluntarily intoxicated to the point of stupefaction at the time of the incident. Police and

prosecutors should consider:

 whether the victim had the capacity to consent, and should build this into planning the

suspect interview

 asking experts to provide back calculations of the level of alcohol in the blood at the time

of the incident

 consider whether further supporting evidence could be obtained to demonstrate that the

victim was so intoxicated that they had lost their capacity to consent
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Consent

Intoxication – gathering further evidence

 This could be provided by evidence from the first officer at the scene, witnesses who can

attest to the extreme intoxicated state of the victim, or evidence from urine samples

taken as part of Early Evidence Kits (EEKs).

 For example, statements may be taken from door staff at nightclubs to show that an

individual was too drunk to be admitted. This supports the idea that the victim would not

have been in a position to consent.

 The issue of consent can sometimes be one person’s word against another. It is,

therefore, important to gather evidence. The investigator should look for potential

evidence from various forms of communication, eg, telephones, emails, and social

media.
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Consent

Obtaining consent

 Officers must explore what actual steps the suspect took to obtain consent.

 They should probe and challenge the suspect’s account and question the circumstances

surrounding it.

 For example, the officer could question the events leading to the suspect being in a

particular situation at a certain time.
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Reasonable belief

Assess if the belief was reasonable:

 How was the complainant behaving when she/he first met the suspect?

 What was the state or the behaviour of the complainant during the incident? (eg, how

many drinks did the complainant and suspect have?)

 Was she/he steady when walking?

 How did suspect know she/he was willing?

 How does the suspect’s account differ from the complainant’s? And how does the

suspect account for the difference?

 Is there any other evidence to substantiate the suspect or the complainant’s versions of

events?
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Reasonable belief

Assess if the belief was reasonable:

The test of reasonable belief is a subjective test with an objective element. The best way of

dealing with this issue is to ask two questions:

 Did the suspect believe the victim consented? This relates to his or her personal

capacity to evaluate consent. This is the subjective element of the test.

 If so, did the suspect reasonably believe it? It will be for the jury to decide if the suspect’s

belief was reasonable. This is the objective element of the test.

 If the answer to both questions is yes, the victim is deemed to have consented.

Whether the suspect’s belief in consent was reasonable or not will depend upon the

individual circumstances of the case and a close examination during police interview of any

steps taken to find out whether the victim was consenting.
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Conditional consent

Did the complainant specify what consent was given for? (Eg, consent to vaginal,

not oral or anal sex; or consent only with a condom.)

Consent can be withdrawn at any time during sexual activity and each time activity occurs. Consider

whether any of the 6 rebuttable presumptions to consent apply (Section 75 Sexual Offences Act 2003):

 Suspect, or any other person, has used violence towards complainant

 Suspect, or any other person, has caused complainant to fear violence will be used against someone

else

 At the time of the relevant act, complainant was unlawfully detained and suspect was not unlawfully

detained

 Complainant was asleep or unconscious at the time of penetration; and

 Due to a physical disability complainant was unable to communicate whether she/he consented

 Any person gave complainant (or caused her/him to take), without her/his consent, a substance capable

of causing stupefaction or overpowering at the time of penetration.



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Deception by the suspect

Section 76 SOA 2003 (conclusive presumptions):

 Conclusive presumptions relating to consent are particularly complicated. An investigator

must flag these to a rape specialist prosecutor as soon as the investigator becomes

aware that this is central to the investigation.

 Section 76 of the SOA 2003 deals with conclusive presumptions. These exist where:

 ‘the defendant intentionally deceived the complainant as to the nature or purpose of

the relevant act’, eg, where a defendant conducts breast examinations for his own

sexual gratification, on the pretence of collecting data for a cancer screening

 ‘the defendant intentionally induced the complainant to consent to the relevant act by

impersonating a person known personally to the complainant’.
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Revenge porn

Section 33 of the Criminal Justice and Courts Act 2015 and Section 69 of the

Domestic Abuse Act 2021

 Revenge pornography is a colloquial term used to describe behaviour captured under

Section 33 of the Criminal Justice and Courts Act 2015. This involves disclosure of

private, sexual materials, either photos or films, of another person without their consent

and with the purpose of causing distress to the person depicted.

 A person will only be guilty of the offence if the reason for disclosing the photograph, or

one of reasons, is to cause distress to a person depicted in the photograph or film.

 Section 69 of the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 amended section 33 of the Criminal Justice

and Courts Act 2015 to also make it an offence to threaten to disclose private sexual

photographs and films. This provision came into effect 29 June 2021.
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Possession of extreme pornographic images

Sections 63-67 of the Criminal Justice and Immigration Act 2008

An extreme pornographic image is an image which is:

 pornographic (‘of such a nature that it must reasonably be assumed to have been produced solely or principally

for the purpose of sexual arousal’), and

 grossly offensive, disgusting or otherwise of an obscene character, and

 portrays in an explicit and realistic way any of the following:

 an act which threatens a person’s life, or

 an act which results, or is likely to result, in serious injury to a person’s anus, breasts or genitals, or

 an act which involves sexual interference with a human corpse (necrophilia), or

 a person performing an act of intercourse or oral sex with an animal (whether dead or alive) (bestiality), or

 an act which involves the non-consensual penetration of a person’s vagina, anus or mouth by another with

the other person’s penis or part of the other person’s body or anything else (rape or assault by penetration)

and a reasonable person looking at the image would think that the persons or animals were real
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Rough sex defence
Consent to serious harm for sexual gratification not a defence

The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 clarifies the law that a person cannot consent to actual bodily harm or

to other more serious injury or, by extension, to their own death.

 A person is unable to consent to the infliction of harm that results in actual bodily harm or other

more serious injury or, by extension, to their own death, for the purposes of obtaining sexual

gratification.

 A defendant is unable to rely on a victim’s consent to the infliction of such harm as part of any so-

called ‘rough sex gone wrong’ defence.

 An exception remains, in relation to the transmission of sexually transmitted infections (STIs)

where, in certain circumstances, a person may consent to the risk of acquiring an STI. This

exception is in line with current case law.

 The law applies in all situations and is not limited to those which might also amount to incidents of

domestic abuse.
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Coercive or controlling behaviour

s76 Serious Crime Act 2015

 Coercive behaviour is an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, humiliation and intimidation or

other abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten their victim.

 Controlling behaviour is a range of acts designed to make a person subordinate and/or dependent

by isolating them from sources of support, exploiting their resources and capacities for personal

gain, depriving them of the means needed for independence, resistance and escape and

regulating their everyday behaviour, for example:

 stopping or changing the way someone socialises

 physical or mental health deterioration

 a change in routine at home including those associated with mealtimes or household chores

 attendance record at school

 putting in place measures at home to safeguard themselves or their children

 changes to work patterns, employment status or routes to work
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Key sources of guidance

 APP Content:

 Investigation

 Detention and Custody

 Major Investigation and Public Protection

 CPS ‘Toolkit for Prosecutors on Violence Against Women and Girls Cases Involving a Vulnerable Victim’

 Crime recording – Home Office Counting Rules (HOCR) and National Crime Recording Standards

(NCRS)

 Specific organisational policies and procedures when investigating offences committed against ‘adults at

risk’

 Director’s guidance on charging

 National Decision Model

 HMICFRS (2021) joint thematic inspection of the police and CPS response to rape

 Soteria/Bluestone products on Knowledge Hub
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Interacting with other
specialist investigative
officers
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Working with a Sexual Offence Liaison Officer (SOLO)

SOLOs (formerly SOITs) will normally be deployed to all reports of penetrative sexual

offences.

 Forces may make a decision to deploy a SOLO to other sexual offences.

 The SOLO will be responsible for building rapport and maintaining contact with the victim.
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Working with a Sexual Offence Liaison Officer (SOLO)

At initial report you will:

 have initial discussions on obtaining a full account from the victim, remembering that victims of

sexual offences are entitled to an enhanced service under the Code of Practice for Victims of

Crime and are eligible for assistance as intimidated witnesses by virtue of section 17(4) Youth

Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 within ABE guidelines

 identify potential witnesses or anyone to whom any early complaint was made

 identify any suspect and conduct intelligence checks – decisions relating to arrest of the suspect

will be made in consultation with the investigating officer

 obtain preferred method of contact details for the victim, explain next steps and keep them

informed

 discuss options with the victim for providing support and addressing welfare issues



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Interaction between the SSAI with other specialist
investigative officers

 Independent Sexual Violence Advisor (ISVA)

 Independent Domestic Violence Advisor (IDVA)

 Victim Support
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The involvement and actions
of first responders in
specialist sexual assault
investigations
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Anonymous and third party reporting

 A victim of rape may not wish to deal directly with the police, may be unable to make the

report themselves or the report may be made without the victim’s knowledge and/or

consent.

 In all such cases, report takers should take a detailed report from the third party and ask

them to encourage the victim to speak directly to the police, a SOLO or to seek help from

other specialist sexual violence services.

 In circumstances where the victim persists in refusing contact with the police, officers

and staff should make every effort to ensure that the victim is safe and is referred to the

appropriate local medical and support services for advice, for example, on preventing

sexually transmitted infections.



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Anonymous and third party reporting
 Police officers and staff should respect the confidentiality of the third party where

possible. They should not usually make direct contact with the victim without the

knowledge of the third party.

 Police officers should, however, avoid giving an undertaking not to contact the victim as

there may be occasions when this is necessary, despite the victim’s apparent

unwillingness to assist in any enquiry. Contact could be required, for example, if it is

suspected that the offence is one of a series of offences by the same offender(s) or if the

victim is still at risk of further offences.

 Officers and staff should contact the victim only after consultation with the appropriate

supervisory IO and following a risk assessment. In such cases the IO should consider

deploying a SOLO for any direct initial contact with the victim.

 If the third party identifies the alleged offender by name or makes them identifiable by

other means, the IO should consider further investigation.
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Anonymous and third party reporting
 Victims have the right to anonymity, and forces will receive anonymous reports through

SARCs, partner agencies, Crime stoppers or other sources. If an anonymous report
names or identifies an alleged offender, the IO should try to corroborate the report and
consider if there might be sufficient evidence amounting to reasonable suspicion to make
an arrest at a later stage in the investigation.

 If a suspect’s name or identity is provided as part of an anonymous report, the IO should
consider informing the suspect of the allegation as this information will be retained as
intelligence by police forces. It also allows the suspect to provide an account. However,
this decision should be balanced with consideration of the victim’s wishes, the risks
posed (which might be unclear, depending on the quality of the information) and the
requirement to encourage reporting.

 If the IO is uncertain about the victim’s safety or believes that a direct early approach to
the suspect could increase the possibility of danger, they should develop a strategy for
further investigation without directly approaching the suspect.
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Anonymous and third party reporting

 When a referral is received from another agency, including a SARC or specialist sexual
violence service, officers and staff should record and investigate it according to local
information-sharing protocols.

 Partner agencies should be able to contact the police to facilitate referrals, investigations
and information sharing. This requires forces to develop an auditable process as part of
a protocol, enabling all agencies to develop a more accurate picture of offending in the
local area.

 Police officers and staff should monitor all reports of rape offences, irrespective of the
source of the report. They should use information to develop crime pattern analysis (and
a problem profile) from intelligence reports as well as from reports made directly to the
police.

 This is particularly useful when an agency provides information to the police from a
victim who has self-referred and who wishes to remain anonymous, but provides details
of the offence and/or the name of the suspect.



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Other examples of first response

 If the report is of a non-recent incident, reassure the victim that their reasons for not

having reported before are understood and not uncommon. Record the reasons.

 Consider the links between serious sexual assault and other types of crime: human

trafficking, sex work. Reports may be made via domestic abuse process – consider links

to coercive and controlling behaviour.

 You may be notified of a victim raped or sexually assaulted in another country. Give

support and advice as you would to a victim in the UK. Consult the Foreign and

Commonwealth Office before transferring the report to the country where the offence

took place.
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Purpose of this document 

This guidance has been developed to assist in the delivery of the module ‘Role of the 

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)’. 

Aim  

On completion of this module, investigators will be able to understand the 

requirements of the role of a Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator and the 

sensitivities around this. 

The term ‘Sexual Assault’ encompasses all forms of sexual abuse. 

Cases studies 

The use of case studies when delivering this training is a key recommendation from 

the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) and has also been identified in 

case reviews. It makes the training practical, relevant and immersive for learners, 

particularly if the cases are challenging. It is recommended that trainers identify local 

case studies which can be included when delivering SSAIDP training; speak to the 

local Sexual Assault Lead about appropriate case studies to use. 

Assessment information 

To successfully complete this learning programme, candidates must be assessed as 

competent against the operational competence portfolio (OCP) criteria for a 

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). 

Further details regarding assessment processes can be found in SSAIDP Guidance 

for Assessment of Operational Competence v1.0. 

Learner support  

Forces may supply coaching and mentoring support which is particularly important 

for the work-based aspects of the SSAIDP and to assist learners in constructing and 

developing their SSAIDP OCP. 
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For staff new to sexual assault investigations learner support should be explained as 

part of the initial induction so learners are aware where to go for advice and to raise 

any concerns.  

It is also important learners are provided with details of other support available to 

them, for example Occupational Health, Police Federation and Staff Associations. 

The work involved in relation to sexual assault investigation can be very distressing 

and emotional for the staff involved therefore the welfare and support provided to 

staff should be prioritised.  

It is the responsibility of the trainers, mentors, coaches and assessors to regularly 

check the well-being of learners and to review such issues as: 

▪ possible impact of the emotional content of their role and ways of dealing with 

this 

▪ managing conflict 

▪ professional and personal development 

▪ healthy coping strategies 

▪ relationship concerns both work and personal 

▪ organisational and team issues 

  



SSAIDP: Role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)  college.police.uk 
Module resource pack 

SSAI_TR_001_PDF 

Version 1.0  Page 7 of 40 

SSAIDP curriculum 

The national curriculum for SSAIDP is specified through the learning outcomes that 

are to be met, and the minimum content coverage to be achieved in the delivery of 

the programme. 

These learning outcomes are the minimum standards that must be achieved for the 

respective programmes.  

Curriculum learning outcomes 

▪ These are high-level outcomes to be achieved. 

Minimum content coverage 

▪ This consists of a sequence of summary guidance statements, indicating 

minimum learning content, coverage of which as part of the educational 

process will enable achievement of the learning outcome. 

Supporting guidance 

Where appropriate, the SSAIDP curriculum provides additional guidance on the level 

of detail required to ensure appropriate delivery of the learning content and 

achievement of the outcomes, as well as signposts to additional sources of 

information. This additional guidance will inform creative thinking during the 

development of the programme structure and associated delivery methodologies. 

Trainers delivering the SSAIDP curriculum should draw upon local resources and 

case studies wherever appropriate in order to ensure that learners develop a full and 

up-to-date understanding of the curriculum. 

Reference to Authorised Professional Practice (APP) is essential throughout this 

programme and guidance is provided as where this would be particularly beneficial. 

The College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice website contains the full 

index of content relating to Rape and Sexual Assault.  
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The role of Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator 

(SSAI) and how it differs from other investigative 

roles 

Rape victims need to be able to trust in the criminal justice system to handle their 

cases thoroughly, fairly and effectively. 

Reports of rape recorded by the police increased by almost 20,000 in the four years 

to March 2020. But at the same time, the number of rape cases referred by the 

police to the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) has decreased steadily. 

More than 56,000 rapes were reported in the year to March 2020, and 4,181 were 

referred to the CPS for a prosecution decision. Of these, 2,325 cases resulted in a 

charge that year and 1,439 cases – or 3 percent of those recorded by the police – 

resulted in successful prosecution. 

Missed opportunities for justice leave victims feeling badly let down and can 

contribute to their distress. And when a case doesn’t progress to court, it can mean 

that dangerous people remain free. There is no doubt that the current service 

provided to rape victims simply isn’t good enough. Why then do so many rape cases 

fail in the criminal justice system? 

The problems surrounding rape investigation and prosecution in England and Wales 

have been intensively studied in scores of reviews over the past two decades. There 

is a high level of consensus in these reports, which have common themes and core 

recommendations. Despite all the work that has been done, successful prosecutions 

for offences of rape are at an all-time low. (HMICFRS (2021) A joint thematic 

inspection of the police and Crown Prosecution Service’s response to rape) 

The Rape and Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator supports victims and 

undertakes investigation duties to identify the perpetrators of rape and/or sexual 

assault and any associated offences, such as domestic abuse. For full details see 

the Policing Professional Role Profile for a Rape and Specialist Sexual Assault 

Investigator (PIP 2) (College of Policing 2020) on the APP. 
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Key accountabilities of the SSAI 

▪ Collect and gather evidence and record and retain material from a range of 

sources in a format that is evidentially admissible to support the investigative 

process. 

▪ Identify, assess and tailor engagement with victims, so that evidence is collected 

adequately and appropriately to support the child and achieve investigatory 

objectives. 

▪ Interview witnesses, victims and suspects and gather all required evidence in 

relation to rape and sexual assault investigations in accordance with PIP2 

standards, generating further lines of enquiry to bring offenders to justice. 

▪ Complete risk assessments and provide appropriate support for victims during an 

investigation, through the formulation of a victim safety plan if required, to ensure 

their safety and wellbeing. 

▪ Provide information regarding additional services available for victims, including 

signposting to support agencies, and explain criminal justice and coronial 

procedures, so that they can access all available services and support. 

▪ Carry out analysis, assess evidence, and evaluate material generated by the 

investigation of serious and complex crimes, so that intelligence generates 

evidence to identify and charge offenders. 

▪ Work in partnerships with agencies, such as social workers, health professionals, 

Independent Sexual Violence Advisors (ISVAs) and Sexual Assault Referral 

Centres (SARCs) or local equivalents, to develop networks, enable best use of 

resources, enable joined up approaches to services, and drive safeguarding of 

victims. 

▪ Ensure all material, including exhibits generated by serious and complex crime 

are seized, examined, and retained in accordance with legislation and policy, 

where necessary. 

▪ Prepare reports on the outcome of investigations and manage case files within 

best practice procedures, such as working closely with national Rape and 

Serious Sexual Offences (RASSO) units for investigative and case building 

advice, to ensure there is an accurate audit trail. 
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▪ Where the role exists work with the Sexual Offences Investigation Trained Officer 

to provide a joined up and enhanced support for the victim. 

▪ Contribute to the Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA), 

providing updates on offenders, and update records to support and enable joined 

up public agency management of offenders. 

Key considerations for the SSAI 

▪ Your role is to conduct a full and through investigation. Follow all lines of enquiry 

whether they point towards or away from the suspect.  

▪ Safeguarding and risk will be paramount regardless of the outcome. 

▪ Understand the myths and stereotypes for rape and sexual offending that prevail 

in society and the evidence that dispels those misconceptions. 

▪ Do not make judgements about a victim’s behaviour but focus on the evidence. 

▪ Be compassionate and understanding in your approach. 

▪ Remember that victims of rape and sexual offences are entitled to an enhanced 

service under the Victims Code of Practice. 

▪ Keep the victim updated on pertinent stages of the investigation (eg, arrest, 

charge, release). 

▪ Stranger rapes are rare, there is likely to have been digital communication 

between the victim(s) and suspect(s) before or after the incident(s) which may 

have a bearing on the case. 

▪ Perpetrators target the vulnerable and your victim may have diverse needs. They 

will need support to address those needs for an effective outcome.  
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Key definitions, legislation and guidance 

associated with serious sexual assaults 

Key definitions: Consent 

Statutory definition of consent 

Section 74 of the Sexual Offences Act (2003) defines consent as ‘if he agrees by 

choice, and has the freedom and capacity to make that choice’. Prosecutors should 

consider this in two stages. They are: 

Assuming that the complainant had both the freedom and capacity to consent, the 

crucial question is whether the complainant agrees to the activity by choice. 

Sexual activity 

The definition of sexual activity is at section 78. Penetration, touching or any other 

activity is sexual if a reasonable person would consider that: 

▪ whatever its circumstances or any person’s purpose in relation to it, it is because 

of its nature sexual, or 

▪ because of its nature it may be sexual and because of its circumstances or the 

purpose of any person in relation to it (or both) it is sexual 

In deciding whether an activity is sexual look first at the nature of the activity. If the 

activity is by its nature sexual (eg sexual intercourse, masturbation) then it is sexual 

for the purposes of the legislation. 

Sexual assault 

Sexual assault is when a person is coerced or physically forced to engage against 

their will, or when a person, male or female, touches another person sexually without 

their consent. Touching can be done with any part of the body or with an object. 

Rape 

Rape is a statutory offence in England and Wales. The offence is created by section 

1 of the Sexual Offences Act 2003: 

(1) A person (A) commits an offence if 
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(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. 

Sexual Offences Act 2003  

S.1 – Rape 

S.2 – Assault by penetration 

S.3 – Definition of sexual assault 

S.4 – Causing a person to engage in sexual activity without 

consent 

S.63 – Trespass with the intent to commit a sexual offence 

S.66 – Exposure 

S.67 – Voyeurism  

S.67A – Upskirting 

S.71 – Sexual activity in a public lavatory 

S.74 – Meaning of consent 

Where the person reporting is under the age of 13 years, the prosecution does not 

have to prove either the absence of consent or the lack of any reasonable belief in 

consent. Only the act of penetration by the defendant and the age of the child need 

be proved.  

It must be established whether the victim had the capacity to make a choice about 

whether or not to take part in sexual intercourse or a sexual act. Under the SOA 

2003, a person under 13 years of age does not have the capacity to consent to 

sexual activity. Similarly, a person may not have capacity to consent because they 

have a physical disability or learning disability, suffer from mental ill health, or are 

asleep or unconscious.  
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Intoxication 

The question of capacity to consent is particularly important in cases where a victim 

was voluntarily intoxicated to the point of stupefaction at the time of the incident. In 

cases similar to R v Bree [2008] QB 131 police and prosecutors should consider: 

▪ Whether the victim had the capacity to consent, and should build this into 

planning the suspect interview. 

▪ Asking experts to provide back calculations of the level of alcohol in the blood at 

the time of the incident. 

▪ Consider whether further supporting evidence could be obtained to demonstrate 

that the victim was so intoxicated that they had lost their capacity to consent. This 

could be provided by evidence from the first officer at the scene, witnesses who 

can attest to the extreme intoxicated state of the victim, or evidence from urine 

samples taken as part of Early Evidence Kits (EEKs). For example, statements 

may be taken from door staff at nightclubs to show that an individual was too 

drunk to be admitted. This supports the idea that the victim would not have been 

in a position to consent. 

Assuming that the complainant had both the freedom and capacity to consent, the 

central issue is whether the complainant agreed to the activity by choice. 

The issue of consent can sometimes be one person’s word against another. It is, 

therefore, important to gather evidence. The investigator should look for potential 

evidence from various forms of communication, eg, telephones, emails, and social 

media. 

Officers must explore what actual steps the suspect took to obtain consent. They 

should probe and challenge the suspect’s account and question the circumstances 

surrounding it. For example, the officer could question the events leading to the 

suspect being in a particular situation at a certain time. 

S.75 – Evidential presumptions 

Reasonable belief 

Assess if the belief was reasonable: 

▪ How was the Complainant behaving when she/he first met the Suspect? 
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▪ What was the state or the behaviour of the Complainant during the incident? (eg, 

how many drinks did the Complainant and Suspect have?)  

▪ Was she/he steady when walking? 

▪ How did suspect know she/he was willing?  

▪ How does the Suspect’s account differ from the Complainant’s? And how does 

the Suspect account for the difference? 

▪ Is there any other evidence to substantiate the Suspect or the Complainant’s 

versions of events? 

▪ The test of reasonable belief is a subjective test with an objective element. The 

best way of dealing with this issue is to ask two questions: 

▪ Did the suspect believe the victim consented? This relates to his or her personal 

capacity to evaluate consent. This is the subjective element of the test. 

▪ If so, did the suspect reasonably believe it? It will be for the jury to decide if the 

suspect’s belief was reasonable. This is the objective element of the test. 

▪ If the answer to both questions is yes, the victim is deemed to have consented. 

Whether the suspect’s belief in consent was reasonable or not will depend upon the 

individual circumstances of the case and a close examination during police interview 

of any steps taken to find out whether the victim was consenting. 

Conditional consent 

Did the Complainant specify what consent was given for? (Eg, Consent to vaginal, 

not oral or anal sex; or consent only with a condom.) Consent can be withdrawn at 

any time during sexual activity and each time activity occurs. Consider whether any 

of the 6 rebuttable presumptions to consent apply. If so, examine in detail in 

interview and ensure these are highlighted in the report to crown prosecutors. 

Section 75 Sexual Offences Act 2003 (rebuttable presumptions) applies where:  

▪ suspect, or any other person, has used violence towards Complainant  

▪ suspect, or any other person, has caused Complainant to fear violence will be 

used against someone else  

▪ at the time of the relevant act, Complainant was unlawfully detained and Suspect 

was not unlawfully detained  
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▪ complainant was asleep or unconscious at the time of penetration; and  

▪ due to a physical disability Complainant was unable to communicate whether 

she/he consented  

▪ any person gave Complainant (or caused her/him to take), without her/his 

consent, a substance capable of causing stupefaction or overpowering at the 

time of penetration 

S.76 – Conclusive presumptions 

Deception by the suspect 

Section 76 SOA 2003 (conclusive presumptions) applies where: 

▪ suspect intentionally deceived Complainant as to nature or purpose of the act 

▪ suspect intentionally induced Complainant to consent to penetration by 

impersonating a person known personally to Complainant 

Note: Deceptions must be directed to the nature and purpose of the relevant act ie, 

the penetration itself. Therefore, this will have limited use save for example where 

penetration was achieved under the pretence of it being a medical procedure or a 

suspect pretends to be the complainant’s partner. 

If an investigator is considering relying on evidential presumptions, they may benefit 

from early investigative advice from a rape specialist prosecutor. See CPS Guidance 

for Rape and Sexual Offences: Chapter 3: Consent (Crown Prosecution Service 

2021). 

Conclusive presumptions 

Conclusive presumptions relating to consent are particularly complicated. An 

investigator must flag these to a rape specialist prosecutor as soon as the 

investigator becomes aware that this is central to the investigation. 

Section 76 of the SOA 2003 deals with conclusive presumptions. These exist where: 

▪ ‘the defendant intentionally deceived the complainant as to the nature or purpose 

of the relevant act’, eg, where a defendant conducts breast examinations for his 

own sexual gratification, on the pretence of collecting data for a cancer screening 
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▪ ‘the defendant intentionally induced the complainant to consent to the relevant 

act by impersonating a person known personally to the complainant’ 

Section 33 of the Criminal Justice and Courts Act 2015 

and Section 69 of the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 

(Revenge Porn) 

Revenge pornography is a colloquial term used to describe behaviour captured 

under Section 33 of the Criminal Justice and Courts Act 2015. This involves 

disclosure of private, sexual materials, either photos or films, of another person 

without their consent and with the purpose of causing distress to the person 

depicted. 

Section 69 of the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 amended section 33 of the Criminal 

Justice and Courts Act 2015 to also make it an offence to threaten to disclose private 

sexual photographs and films. This provision came into effect 29 June 2021. The 

following guidelines on revenge pornography are provided by the Crown Prosecution 

Service (2021). 

The offence 

The offence, including defences, is at section 33 of the Criminal Justice and Courts 

Act 2015. The offence is triable either way and punishable with a maximum sentence 

of 2 years' imprisonment. 

Section 33 of the Criminal Justice and Courts Act 2015 creates an offence of 

disclosing private sexual photographs or films without the consent of an individual 

who appears in them and with intent to cause that individual distress. 

In the circumstances where material is posted on a website hosted abroad, the court 

would need to be satisfied that it was in substance an offence committed within the 

jurisdiction. For example, if the perpetrator was physically located in England or 

Wales it would be possible for the offence to be committed. In R v Smith (Wallace 

Duncan) (No.4) [2004] EWCA Crim 631 [2004] QB 1418 the Court held that an 

English court has jurisdiction to try a substantive offence if ‘substantial activities 

constituting [the] crime take place in England’; or ‘a substantial part of the crime was 

committed here’. This approach ‘requires the crime to have a substantial connection 
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with this jurisdiction’. It should be noted that there is no single verbal formula that 

must be applied: it is a question of substance, not form. 

A person will only be guilty of the offence if the reason for disclosing the photograph, 

or one of reasons, is to cause distress to a person depicted in the photograph or film. 

On the same basis, anyone who re-tweets or forwards without consent, a private 

sexual photograph or film would only be committing an offence if the purpose, or one 

of the purposes was to cause distress to the individual depicted in the photograph or 

film who had not consented to the disclosure. For example, anyone who sends the 

message only because he or she thought it was funny would not be committing the 

offence. 

There are currently a number of Acts containing offences that may be relevant to this 

behaviour, including, but not limited to: 

• Protection from Harassment Act 1997 

• Protection of Children Act 1978 

• Communications Act 2003 

• Malicious Communications Act 1988, s 1 

• Theft Act 1968, s 21 

• Serious Crime Act 2015, s 76 

Sections 63-67 of the Criminal Justice and Immigration 

Act 2008 (Possession of extreme pornographic images) 

The law 

This legislation was introduced with the following rationale expressed in the Home 

Office consultation: 

▪ a desire to protect those who participate in the creation of sexual material 

containing violence, cruelty or degradation, who may be the victim of crime in the 

making of the material, whether or not they notionally or genuinely consent to 

take part 
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▪ a desire to protect society, particularly children, from exposure to such material, 

to which access can no longer be reliably controlled through legislation dealing 

with publication and distribution, and which may encourage interest in violent or 

aberrant sexual activity 

The relevant law is found in Part 5 of the Criminal Justice and Immigration Act 2008 

(‘the 2008 Act’). The offence is provided for by section 63 of the Act. It criminalises 

the possession of an ‘extreme pornographic image’. The following guidance on 

extreme pornography is provided by the Crown Prosecution Service (2019). 

Extreme pornographic image is an image which is: 

▪ pornographic (‘of such a nature that it must reasonably be assumed to have been 

produced solely or principally for the purpose of sexual arousal’), and 

▪ grossly offensive, disgusting or otherwise of an obscene character, and 

▪ portrays in an explicit and realistic way any of the following: 

o an act which threatens a person’s life, or 

o an act which results, or is likely to result, in serious injury to a person’s anus, 

breasts or genitals, or 

o an act which involves sexual interference with a human corpse (necrophilia), 

or 

o a person performing an act of intercourse or oral sex with an animal (whether 

dead or alive) (bestiality), or 

o an act which involves the non-consensual penetration of a person’s vagina, 

anus or mouth by another with the other person’s penis or part of the other 

person’s body or anything else (rape or assault by penetration) and a 

reasonable person looking at the image would think that the persons or 

animals were real 

Expert evidence is not likely to be admissible to demonstrate whether an image is 

pornographic or not. This is a matter for the magistrates’ court or jury assessing the 

image. The intention of the defendant or their sexual arousal is not relevant either. 
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Charging practice 

The offence of possessing an extreme pornographic image criminalises the 

possession of a limited range of extreme sexual and violent material. When 

considering what may be classified as extreme pornography, it should be borne in 

mind that all extreme pornography is obscene (section 63(6)(b) of the Act) but not all 

obscene material is extreme. 

‘Life threatening act’ 

Section 63(7)(a) of the Act states that one category of an extreme image is ‘an act 

which threatens a person’s life’. Such an act should be obvious on the face of the 

image; there should be no speculation of what may happen next or what could occur. 

For example, merely wearing a mask or other fetish wear would not in itself make an 

act life threatening. A life threatening act as stated in the explanatory notes to the Act 

could include depictions of hanging, suffocation, or sexual assault involving a threat 

with a weapon. 

‘Serious injury’ cases 

Section 63(7)(b) of the Act states that one category of an extreme image is ‘an act 

which results, or is likely to result, in serious injury to a person’s anus, breasts or 

genitals’. The Act does not state what a serious injury is. Its ordinary meaning should 

be applied. 

When assessing whether there are aggravating factors present when considering the 

public interest in prosecuting, consideration should be given to: 

▪ the extent of the circulation of the images, if any. For example whether they were 

shared between consenting parties or posted more widely, for example on social 

media or pornographic sites 

▪ whether there is clear and credible evidence of exploitation of those depicted in 

the images 

▪ the number of images involved. It is less likely to be in the public interest to 

prosecute for a very small number of images 

▪ any previous behaviour or conduct that may amount to relevant bad character 

evidence 
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Common law (outraging public decency)  

Public nuisance is a common law offence involving environmental danger or loss of 

amenity or offensive public behaviour. The related common law offence of outraging 

public decency involves actions or displays in public places that outrage generally 

accepted standards of decency, in the presence of at least two people. (HM 

Government 2015). 

Domestic Abuse Act 2021 – ‘Rough Sex Defence’ 

The following is taken from the Home Office 2021 guidance Consent to serious harm 

for sexual gratification not a defence. 

The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 clarifies the law by restating, in statute, the broad 

legal principle established in the case of R v Brown, that a person cannot consent to 

actual bodily harm or to other more serious injury or, by extension, to their own 

death. 

The Act makes clear, in England and Wales, that: 

▪ a person is unable to consent to the infliction of harm that results in actual bodily 

harm or other more serious injury or, by extension, to their own death, for the 

purposes of obtaining sexual gratification 

▪ a defendant is unable to rely on a victim’s consent to the infliction of such harm 

as part of any so-called ‘rough sex gone wrong’ defence 

▪ an exception remains, in relation to the transmission of sexually transmitted 

infections (STIs) where, in certain circumstances, a person may consent to the 

risk of acquiring an STI. This exception is in line with current case law 

▪ the law applies in all situations and is not limited to those which might also 

amount to incidents of domestic abuse 

Background 

Rough sex, including sadomasochistic sexual activity, can involve the infliction of 

pain or violence, simulated or otherwise, with the aim of providing sexual gratification 

for the parties involved. This type of activity can encompass a wide range of 

behaviours and, although it may occur in private and be consensual, the law states 

that the infliction of serious harm which results in actual bodily harm (ABH) or other 



SSAIDP: Role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)  college.police.uk 
Module resource pack 

SSAI_TR_001_PDF 

Version 1.0  Page 21 of 40 

more serious injury or worse, will make a perpetrator liable to prosecution. This is 

irrespective of whether consent had been given by the victim or not to behaviour of 

this type. The general proposition of law reflecting this position was established by 

the then Appellate Committee of the House of Lords in the case of R v Brown [1993] 

2 W.L,R 556. 

The campaign group, ‘We Can’t Consent to This’ (2021), with support from MPs 

from across the political spectrum, have lobbied the Government on what had been 

reported to be an increasingly successful use of a claim made by defendants that 

their victim had died or sustained serious injuries as a result of ‘rough sex gone 

wrong’. We Can’t Consent to This stated that 60 UK women have been killed by men 

who made such a claim which colloquially became known as the ‘rough sex 

defence’. In the last five years, the campaigners also claimed that this defence was 

successful in seven of the 17 killings of a woman which reached trial, with the man 

being found either not guilty or, much more frequently, being convicted of 

manslaughter. 

We Can’t Consent to This also reported that women were being seriously injured in 

what men claim to be consensual sexual violence, stating that it is now 

commonplace for a woman to be assaulted and abused by men they’re dating, with 

38% of UK women under the age of 40 reporting being assaulted, choked, slapped, 

gagged or spat on, as part of otherwise consensual sex. We Can’t Consent to This 

stated this is not just a UK problem but one that occurs worldwide and argued that 

until it is made clear, in law, that consent is not a defence, defendants would 

continue to make claims in the pursuit of a lesser criminal charge or sentence, or 

with a view to being acquitted of any crime. 

As a result of the We Can’t Consent to This campaign and that of MPs, specifically 

Harriet Harman and Mark Garnier, the Government committed to ensuring that the 

law was clear on this matter. Accordingly, the Government tabled an amendment to 

the then Domestic Abuse Bill which was debated and agreed at Commons Report 

Stage of the Bill on 6 July 2020. What is now section 72 of the Act clarifies the law by 

restating it in statute, rather than continuing to rely on the existing common law, 

particularly in relation to the so called ‘rough sex defence’. This aims to make 

absolutely clear that a person cannot consent to the infliction of a serious level of 

harm (or worse) for the purposes of obtaining sexual gratification. 

https://wecantconsenttothis.uk/
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What will the Act do and what behaviour does it criminalise? 

What will the Act do and what behaviour does it criminalise? Section 72 of the Act re-

states the current law, particularly in relation to the use of the so-called ‘rough sex 

defence’, making it clear that a person cannot consent to the infliction of serious 

harm or, by extension, to their own death, for the purposes of obtaining sexual 

gratification. 

The Act codifies the principle set out in the case of R v Brown [1993] 2 W.L,R 556 

that where an assault occasioning actually bodily harm (ABH), or worse, takes place, 

then public policy requires that society be protected by the use of criminal sanctions, 

notwithstanding that a person may have consented to the acts inflicted upon him or 

her. This means that where a defendant claims that the victim’s death, or the injuries 

they sustained, were the result of ‘rough sex gone wrong’, the defendant will remain 

liable to prosecution for a relevant offence—sections 18 (grievous bodily harm with 

intent), section 20 (inflicting grievous bodily harm) and section 47 (actual bodily 

harm) of the Offences Against the Person Act 1861. 

The Act does not directly address or make reference to those circumstances in 

which the victim dies as a result of injuries sustained during so called rough sex. 

However, the position in relation to serious harm, by extension, covers the position 

where even greater harm is caused, ie, a person cannot consent to their death 

either. A charge of murder will be applicable where there is evidence to support such 

a charge being brought. 

The Act applies to all cases, and so not just to those which occur within a domestic 

abuse context, where a person consents, or is said to have consented, to the 

infliction of serious harm (or, by extension, their death) for the purposes of obtaining 

sexual gratification. 

Pending legislation for non-fatal strangulation 

Trainers should ensure learners are provided with the latest information on proposed 

updates to the Domestic Abuse Act (2021). 
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Coercive or controlling behaviour (s76 Serious Crime 

Act 2015) 

Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act 2015 provides for the offence of controlling or 

coercive behaviour in an intimate or family relationship. The stated aim of this 

offence was to close a gap in the law around patterns of coercive or controlling 

behaviour (CCB) during a relationship between intimate partners or family members. 

Coercive behaviour is an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, humiliation and 

intimidation or other abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten their victim. 

Controlling behaviour is a range of acts designed to make a person subordinate 

and/or dependent by isolating them from sources of support, exploiting their 

resources and capacities for personal gain, depriving them of the means needed for 

independence, resistance and escape and regulating their everyday behaviour, for 

example: 

▪ stopping or changing the way someone socialises 

▪ physical or mental health deterioration 

▪ a change in routine at home including those associated with mealtimes or 

household chores 

▪ attendance record at school 

▪ putting in place measures at home to safeguard themselves or their children 

▪ changes to work patterns, employment status or routes to work 

For the offence to be applicable, victims of controlling or coercive behaviour must be 

‘personally connected’ to their abuser at the time of the behaviour. This definition 

applies to those in an intimate personal relationship (whether or not they live 

together) or to those who live together and have either been in an intimate 

relationship or are members of the same family. As such, the section 76 offence 

currently does not apply when two people are either ex-intimate partners or family 

members who do not live together. The government plans an amendment to the 

legislation which removes the co-habitation requirement, ensuring that post-

separation abuse and familial domestic abuse is provided for when the victim and 

perpetrator do not live together. (‘Amendment to the controlling or coercive 

behaviour offence’ Home Office, 2021) 
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Interacting with other specialist investigative 

officers 

Sexual Offence Liaison Officer (SOLO) 

SOLOs (formerly SOITs) will normally be deployed to all reports of penetrative 

sexual offences. Forces may make a decision to deploy a SOLO to other sexual 

offences. The SOLO will be responsible for building rapport and maintaining contact 

with the victim.  

At initial report you will: 

▪ have initial discussions on obtaining a full account from the victim, remembering 

that victims of sexual offences are entitled to an enhanced service under the 

Ministry of Justice (2015) Code of Practice for Victims of Crime and are eligible 

for assistance as intimidated witnesses by virtue of section 17(4) Youth Justice 

and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 within ABE guidelines  

▪ identify potential witnesses or anyone to whom any early complaint was made 

▪ identify any suspect and conduct intelligence checks – decisions relating to arrest 

of the suspect will be made in consultation with the investigating officer 

▪ obtain preferred method of contact details for the victim, explain next steps and 

keep them informed 

▪ discuss options with the victim for providing support and addressing welfare 

issues 

Independent Sexual Violence Advisor (ISVA) 

Since 2005, Independent Sexual Violence Advisers (ISVAs) (Home Office 2017) 

have been working in local areas across England and Wales to provide continuous 

support, advice and help for victims and survivors of sexual violence. Over the past 

decade, access to support from an ISVA has emerged as an important factor in 

ensuring the needs of victims and survivors are met throughout the criminal justice 

process.  

ISVAs perform diverse and challenging roles, and the demand for ISVA services is 

dependent on local need. ISVAs can be based within a variety of organisations, 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/647112/The_Role_of_the_Independent_Sexual_Violence_Adviser_-_Essential_Elements_September_2017_Final.pdf
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including specialist sexual violence and abuse organisations and Sexual Assault 

Referral Centres (SARCs). The majority of funding for these roles is provided by a 

range of local commissioners including, Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs), 

NHS England, local authorities and charitable trusts. 

Independent Sexual Violence Advisers (ISVAs) play an important role in providing 

specialist tailored support to victims and survivors of sexual violence. An ISVA is an 

adviser who works with people who have experienced rape and sexual assault, 

irrespective of whether they have reported to the police. The nature of the support 

that an ISVA provides will vary from case to case and will depend on the needs of 

the individual and their particular circumstances. 

The ISVA role has been supported by a range of agencies, organisations, and victim 

and survivor groups, all of whom have highlighted the value of the role. A number of 

independent reviews have also highlighted and reinforced the importance of the 

ISVA role in supporting victims and survivors. Further information is provided in 

Annex B. ISVAs provide impartial information to the victim/survivor about all of their 

options, such as reporting to the police, accessing Sexual Assault Referral Centre 

(SARC) services, and specialist support such as pre-trial therapy and sexual 

violence counselling. ISVAs also provide information on other services that 

victims/survivors may require, for example in relation to health and social care, 

housing, or benefits. 

The benefit of the ISVA role is to provide ongoing continuity, advocacy and impartial 

advice and information to a victim/survivor of sexual violence. The ISVA role is 

distinct from that of an Independent Domestic Violence Adviser (IDVA), crisis worker, 

counsellor and support worker. Where an ISVA is required by their organisation to 

carry out multiple roles beyond the ISVA role, such as crisis worker or counsellor, 

this individual must not provide these services to a victim/survivor they are 

supporting as an ISVA. Where a victim/survivor is also a witness supported both by 

an ISVA and a victims and witnesses support organisation, such as the court based 

witness service, the two support providers will collaborate in the interests of the 

victim/survivor. 

Whilst there are a variety of different job titles to describe the work of an ISVA, it is 

important to note that where they are carrying out a role similar to that described 



SSAIDP: Role of the Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI)  college.police.uk 
Module resource pack 

SSAI_TR_001_PDF 

Version 1.0  Page 26 of 40 

above, the essential elements set out in this document will apply to their role and 

should be followed. 

Independent Domestic Violence Advisor (IDVA) 

Independent Domestic Violence Advocates (IDVAs) (Safer Futures 2021) are 

specialists who are SafeLives accredited. They are trained to work with victims of 

domestic abuse at high-risk of serious harm. IDVAs provide high-risk victims of 

domestic abuse with a tailored and person-centred safety and support plan so that 

victims and their families are protected from abusive behaviour. This includes, but is 

not limited to, immediate risk assessment, safety planning, advocacy, emotional 

support and empowerment. The support lasts, on average, 2-3 months and enables 

clients to progress towards long-term safety. An IDVAs work can include court 

support, support within health services, housing advice, signposting and mediating 

between clients and services, and is always rooted in the safety of the victim and 

their family. 

The Children and Young People IDVA role (CYPIDVA) provides high-risk children 

and young people aged 13-17 with domestic abuse support. CYPIDVAs offer age 

appropriate domestic abuse awareness and safety planning to incorporate the very 

different risks posed to children and young people in today’s multi-media society. 

The CYIDVA provides advocacy to their client by engaging with necessary 

professionals across appropriate services and can, when necessary, liaise between 

the criminal justice system and the client. The CYPIDVA works in partnership with 

the healthy relationships teams, social workers, schools and the MARU and Multi-

Agency Risk Assessment Conferences (MARAC), to ensure the safest and most age 

appropriate intervention and support. 

Victim support 

Victim Support (2021) is an independent charity dedicated to supporting people 

affected by crime and traumatic incidents in England and Wales. They provide 

specialist services to help people cope and recover and to empower them to ensure 

their voices are heard individually and collectively at a local and national level. 

Their services help people affected by all types of crime and we provide free 

confidential support 24 hours a day, 365 days a year for people affected by crime 

https://saferfutures.org.uk/our-programmes/idva/
https://www.victimsupport.org.uk/more-us/about-us/
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and traumatic events — regardless of whether they have reported the crime to the 

police or when it occurred and for as long as it is needed. 

Most of their services are delivered locally through skilled staff and volunteers who 

are deeply rooted in their communities. They are an independent charity with the 

ability to share best practice and innovate as well as champion victims’ rights from a 

strong evidence base. 
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The involvement and actions of first responders in 

specialist sexual assault investigations  

Anonymous and third-party reporting 

Rape is occasionally reported by a named and identified third party. A third-party 

report of an offence is one made to the police by a person or organisation other than 

the victim. It can include a witness to the offence or someone the victim has confided 

in. When reports are made by third parties or anonymous callers, report takers 

should try to identify the capacity in which the person is making the report (eg, 

sexual assault referral centre (SARC), witness, relative, friend, neighbour) and the 

reason for making a report. This should also be cross referenced with the victim’s 

ability to report anonymously to a SARC or other independent body, and the victim’s 

right to reach an agreement about the sharing of their information or storage of 

samples. 

Report takers should provide contact details of a nominated SPOC officer so that 

callers can call this person back with any further information. Report takers should 

then contact the nominated SPOC to brief them about the nature of the report. 

A victim of rape may not wish to deal directly with the police, may be unable to make 

the report themselves or the report may be made without the victim’s knowledge 

and/or consent. In all such cases, report takers should take a detailed report from the 

third party and ask them to encourage the victim to speak directly to the police, a 

SOLO or to seek help from other specialist sexual violence services. 

In circumstances where the victim persists in refusing contact with the police, officers 

and staff should make every effort to ensure that the victim is safe and is referred to 

the appropriate local medical and support services for advice, for example, on 

preventing sexually transmitted infections. 

Police officers and staff should respect the confidentiality of the third party where 

possible. They should not usually make direct contact with the victim without the 

knowledge of the third party. 

Police officers should, however, avoid giving an undertaking not to contact the victim 

as there may be occasions when this is necessary, despite the victim’s apparent 
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unwillingness to assist in any enquiry. Contact could be required, for example, if it is 

suspected that the offence is one of a series of offences by the same offender(s) or if 

the victim is still at risk of further offences. 

Officers and staff should contact the victim only after consultation with the 

appropriate supervisory IO and following a risk assessment. In such cases the IO 

should consider deploying a SOLO for any direct initial contact with the victim.  

SARCs, Independent Sexual Violence Advisers (ISVAs) and specialist sexual 

violence services are particularly useful in cases where the victim refuses direct 

contact with the police. They can provide support and advice to the victim and act on 

their behalf in any agreements to share information or store evidence. 

If the third party identifies the alleged offender by name or makes them identifiable 

by other means, the IO should consider further investigation.  

They should make an arrest if there is reasonable suspicion that an offence has 

taken place and that the alleged offender is reasonably suspected of having 

committed it. Decisions to arrest the alleged offender or to ask them to assist 

voluntarily with police enquiries should include a risk assessment of the impact on 

the victim’s safety. The decision should be balanced with consideration of the 

victim’s wishes and the associated identified risks that such unsupported action may 

result in.  

Anonymous reporting 

Victims have the right to anonymity, and forces will receive anonymous reports 

through SARCs, partner agencies, Crime stoppers or other sources. If an 

anonymous report names or identifies an alleged offender, the IO should try to 

corroborate the report and consider if there might be sufficient evidence amounting 

to reasonable suspicion to make an arrest at a later stage in the investigation. 

Police officers and staff should research police intelligence sources and any other 

sources to corroborate the report before making an arrest or requesting the alleged 

offender to voluntarily assist with enquiries. Any arrest for a recordable offence 

allows a sample to be taken from the suspect for uploading onto the National DNA 

Database (NDNAD). 
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If a suspect’s name or identity is provided as part of an anonymous report, the IO 

should consider informing the suspect of the allegation as this information will be 

retained as intelligence by police forces. It also allows the suspect to provide an 

account. However, this decision should be balanced with consideration of the 

victim’s wishes, the risks posed (which might be unclear, depending on the quality of 

the information) and the requirement to encourage reporting. 

If the IO is uncertain about the victim’s safety or believes that a direct early approach 

to the suspect could increase the possibility of danger, they should develop a 

strategy for further investigation without directly approaching the suspect. 

Any approach to a suspect should also include a risk assessment of the impact on 

the victim’s safety and confidence in the police, particularly when the alleged 

offender continues to have access to the victim. 

Police officers and staff should alert specialist sexual violence services to any 

anonymous reports so that they can monitor forthcoming reports for similarities, and 

provide safety advice through developed channels of communication, as relevant. 

Reports or referrals from other agencies 

Other agencies may alert the police to rape offences, as a documented or verbal 

referral, or where an agency is providing information as part of a regular or agreed 

routine information-sharing process. 

When a referral is received from another agency, including a SARC or specialist 

sexual violence service, officers and staff should record and investigate it according 

to local information-sharing protocols. Partner agencies should be able to contact the 

police to facilitate referrals, investigations and information sharing. This requires 

forces to develop an auditable process as part of a protocol, enabling all agencies to 

develop a more accurate picture of offending in the local area. 

Police officers and staff should monitor all reports of rape offences, irrespective of 

the source of the report. They should use information to develop crime pattern 

analysis (and a problem profile) from intelligence reports as well as from reports 

made directly to the police. This is particularly useful when an agency provides 

information to the police from a victim who has self-referred and who wishes to 
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remain anonymous, but provides details of the offence and/or the name of the 

suspect. 

In circumstances where the victim has undergone a forensic medical examination 

and has given permission for the sample to be provided to the police, officers and 

staff should attempt to cross-match DNA using the NDNAD. Such intelligence can 

also be useful in investigating current crimes and reinvestigating cold cases. 

Police forces should ensure that their information technology systems can record 

information from partner agencies, the decisions made and any subsequent action 

taken, thereby creating an audit process. If a referral indicates that a crime has been 

committed according to Home Office National Crime Recording Standard (NCRS) 

(April 2016): supervisors should ensure that officers and staff investigate the incident 

and complete a crime report. 

Police forces, prosecutors, health agencies and other partners should work to 

increase reporting levels of rape in their local areas. Any media coverage relating to 

rape issues, such as successful court outcomes or cold case reviews, provides 

opportunities for officers and partner agencies to reinforce the importance of 

reporting and to highlight the services available to victims of rape. 

Messages given to the media should avoid perpetuating myths about rape or putting 

unfair pressure on victims of crime to report for altruistic reasons. The focus should 

be on commitment to investigate cases and the support services available. 

Messages designed for offenders and future offenders should also be included in 

any media communication. Such communication should be developed in 

consultation with rape subject matter experts.  

Liaison officers with specific roles, for example, those working within education 

campuses, should have current information about reporting rape and increasing 

safety. 

Non-recent and historical cases and how they differ in 

terms of actions taken 

If the report is of a non-recent incident, reassure the victim that their reasons for not 

having reported before are understood and not uncommon. Record the reasons. 
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Links between serious sexual assault and other types of 

crime: human trafficking, sex work 

Reports made via domestic abuse process and the link 

to coercive and controlling behaviour 

You may be notified of a victim raped or sexually assaulted in another country. Give 

support and advice as you would to a victim in the UK. Consult the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office before transferring the report to the country where the offence 

took place. 

Record your actions and any views/comments expressed by the victim. Your 

priorities are to make anyone you identify as vulnerable, safe and begin an 

investigation into the report of rape and sexual assault.  

Further information can be found in the College of Policing’s Briefing Note ‘For police 

first responders to a report of rape or sexual assault’ (2020). 
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Your priorities are to make anyone you identify as
vulnerable, safe and begin an investigation into the report
of rape and sexual assault.



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Crime scene strategy in sexual assault cases

First steps (recent cases)

 Does a SSAI need to be deployed?

 If yes, follow local force procedures for arranging attendance.

 Is there a live crime scene, eg, location, victim, suspect?

 If yes, secure it and arrange for a crime scene investigator (CSI) to attend.

 Is there more than one crime scene?

 If yes, secure them and request for officers to be deployed to each scene to avoid cross-

contamination issues.

 Is there a risk that forensic samples might be lost through delay in arranging a forensic

examination or the victim’s need to urinate, wash etc?

 If yes, consider retrieving samples through use of an Early Evidence Kit (EEK).

 Are there other forensic or evidential retrieval opportunities?
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Crime scene strategy in sexual assault cases

First steps (non-recent cases)

 Does a SSAI need to be deployed?

 If yes, follow local force procedures for arranging attendance.

 Delays in reporting will result in loss of forensic samples. Reports that are more than a

week old are unlikely to require retrieval of forensic samples*.

 Are there other forensic or evidential retrieval of opportunities?

 * Hair for toxicology (drugs) = minimum 4-6 weeks after the incident has taken place.
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Crime scene strategy in sexual assault cases

If the victim DOES NOT consent to referral or examination

 Where appropriate, advise them to seek urgent medical/welfare advice and provide

details of the local sexual assault referral centre (SARC) or equivalent.

 Timescales may be crucial and victims should be advised, for example, that a maximum

of 72 hours applies to start HIV treatment and emergency contraception needs to be

taken within five days.
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Crime scene strategy in sexual assault cases

When a victim IS UNABLE to consent to forensic examination or retrieval

 eg, through being heavily intoxicated by alcohol or drugs, confusion due to head injury,

strangulation, diabetes or because of issues relating to capacity, such as mental ill health

 Make arrangements to do so when the victim is sober or is appropriately supported with

making decisions, eg, through an intermediary.

 Recording these facts is crucial to the lines of enquiry for the investigation. All actions

and decisions should be recorded in a sexual offences investigation log and handed to

the SSAI where deployed.
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Crime scene strategy in sexual assault cases

Delayed reporting and potential for continuance of crime with same/other victim

 Delayed reporting is common in rape cases. There is more likely to be a delay in

reporting a rape or sexual offence perpetrated by an acquaintance, family member, or

intimate partner than a stranger.

 Officers must be empathetic towards victims ensuring that they are aware that their

reasons for not reporting are understood and not uncommon, and reassure them that

they will be supported regardless.

 Officers and staff should not underestimate how difficult it is for victims (whether a child

or an adult) to report rape. This must not undermine the credibility of the victim’s account

or be allowed to affect the quality of the police investigation or delay the police response.
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Securing evidence at a sexual
assault crime scene
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Securing evidence at a sexual assault crime scene

The Forensic Science Regulator has published new guidance on how to control and

avoid DNA contamination during crime scene examinations

The guidance provides information on anti-contamination measures to be taken at crime

scene including:

 anti-contamination strategy

 personnel

 equipment and consumables

 crime scene activities and procedures

 drying cabinets and temporary storage of items

 contamination detection measures
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Scene preservation in a sexual assault

Materials and scenes related to medical intervention when:

 The victim was given alcohol or drugs or was voluntarily intoxicated.

 Oral intercourse occurred.

 Penetrative intercourse (vaginal and/or anal) or external ejaculation occurred close to

the genitalia.

 The victim was kissed, licked and/or bitten on a skin surface or held/gripped in a

particular area (skin or clothing).

 The victim was forced to masturbate by the offender.

 Items were discarded at the scene, eg, tissues used to wipe body, changed clothing,

items relating to offender, eg, brought to scene and/or used at scene.
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Seizure and analysis of digital devices

 The seizure and examination of mobile devices belonging to the victim and/or other

relevant parties is not a fixed requirement and may not be appropriate in certain

circumstances.

 Officers will ask both victim and suspect whether there has been prior contact between

them to enable decisions on what should be examined.

 Victims consent to examine devices must be given and it will be made clear to the victim

the purpose of the seizure and what will happen with any relevant material that is found.
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Seizure and analysis of digital devices

 Examples where seizure/and or analysis is not appropriate include:

 sexual offences committed opportunistically against a victim who is a stranger to the

perpetrator

 historic allegations where there is considered to be no prospect that the victim’s phone will

retain any material relevant to the period in which the offence is said to have occurred and/or

the victim through age or other circumstances did not have access to a phone at that time

 Consider the sensitivities involved in seizing a victim’s phone which is intrusive and can

take a long time (between initial seizure and reissuing).

 Another concern is the possibility of the phone being the only means with which a victim

can contact others for help. Where this is the case, providing the victim with a

replacement phone should be considered.
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Securing and preserving digital evidence

Levels of analysis

Provision for extracting and examining information from digital devices will vary across

forces but there are three general ‘levels’ of analysis to consider:

 Level 1: Configured Logical Extraction – Digital Forensics Kiosks

 Level 2: Logical and Physical Extraction – Digital Forensics Hubs or Laboratories or

Forensic Service Providers

 Level 3: Specialist Extractions and Examinations – Central Digital Forensics

Laboratories or Forensic Service Providers
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Gathering evidence for rape
and sexual offence
investigations
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Where should I search? What should I search for?

Crime scene location(s)  preserved physical and/or forensic evidence

 evidence of disturbance

 concealed evidence

Crime scene location(s)  evidence of grooming, targeting, harassment, rape, sexual

assault

 indecent images

 use cell site analysis for movement tracking

 consider locations services on victim’s phone to identify crime

 scene, victim route before and after, and offence time

 contact between suspect and victims, victim’s friend or family
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Where should I search? What should I search for?

Mobile telephones and landlines  websites visited

 evidence of grooming, targeting, harassment, rape, sexual

assault

 indecent images

 victim and suspect movement tracking

 identification of location where the offence occurred

 contact between suspect and victims, victim’s friend or family

 preparation for the offence (s)

Emails, computers, social media accounts,

internet sites visited, video/audio

recordings including CCTV, written text

 suspect’s routines, eg, membership of dating agencies,

 singles clubs, evening classes

 people the suspect is in contact with, who could be

 potential witnesses

 financial transactions relating to the offending



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Where should I search? What should I search for?

Employment records, financial information,

credit card use, banking, social security

records, telephone or internet billing,

council tax records

 history of violence not reported to the police but which might

be

 substantiated by health providers

 sexual health problems, in case the suspect has transferred

(or

 contracted) a sexually transmitted disease to (or from) the

victim

 prescribed medication and health needs caused by a current

or

 previous injury

 evidence of mental ill health, learning difficulties or

 physical disabilities
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Where should I search? What should I search for?

Automatic Number Plate Recognition

(ANPR)

 vehicle movement and any potential witnesses

 link vehicles through PNC checks

 vehicle movement and any potential witnesses

 link vehicles through PNC checks

Clothing  description of clothing for image matching

 damage including stretched elastic on underwear, rips,

 missing buttons, broken zips

 blood or dirt stains

 false nails or eyelashes

 drugs, touch DNA, body fluid transferal
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Where should I search? What should I search for?

Other agencies  disclosure of rape or sexual offences which have not been

reported to the police

Previous reports made against the suspect

which were retracted, discontinued (with no

further action), or which led to convictions

 evidence of serial offending

 potential witnesses and/or victims

 bad character evidence

Early reports made by witnesses and/or

victims against the suspect

 supporting evidence

Property disposal checks  attempts to conceal evidence

 taking ‘trophies’ of a crime
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Where should I search? What should I search for?

Fingerprints, fingermarks, footmarks  links between suspect and scene

 support for victim’s account

 scene interpretation

Injuries on the body (minor abrasions,

restraint bruises, minor scratches or older

healed injuries)

 support for victim’s account

 scene interpretation support for victim’s account

 scene interpretation
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Where should I search? What should I search for?

DNA samples  speculatively search these with samples held on the NDNAD

for

 matches against individuals or linked offences, even if the

victim

 retracts their report or decides not to support a prosecution

 delete DNA profile samples and fingerprints unless you find a

 match or the suspect is convicted – for exceptions see

sections

 1.2.4 and 1.2.7 of the Home Office Policy Paper (4 April

2013)

 Protection of Freedoms Act 2012: how DNA and fingerprint

evidence is protected in law
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Where should I search? What should I search for?

Forensic samples  traces of drugs and/or alcohol

 links between suspect, victim and scene(s)

 support for victim’s account

 interpretation of injuries
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Capacity of victim to consent to a medical examination

Forensic medical examination

If the decision is made that an FME is required, you will:

 explain the purpose of a forensic medical examination (FME) with the victim

 arrange and accompany the victim to the FME if the victim consents to the examination
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How to ensure the victim is fully aware of forensic
requirements and processes

Using an Early Evidence Kit (EEK)

 Explain the purpose of the EEK.

 Obtain signed victim consent before taking samples.

 Follow the instructions.

 Collect the mouth swab/rinse yourself.

 Have the subject take the other swabs.

 Record the lot number, expiry date and time each swab/rinse was taken.

 Take a second urine sample within one hour after the first if the forensic medical

examination is delayed and if the incident occurred within the last 24 hours.
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If the victim consents to forensic medical exam

 Record the victim’s written consent in your log.

 Advise the victim not to change/discard clothing, wash, use the toilet, eat, drink, or

smoke until after the examination.

 Avoid cross-contamination during transportation to the SARC or other medical centre by

using car seat covers.

 Ask the victim whether they have washed or had a drink since the incident took place –

these may affect forensic recovery.

 Brief the forensic practitioner with the facts of the case.
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If the victim consents to forensic medical exam

 Secure forensic samples taken from the victim and ensure continuity.

 Record forensic or medical findings in your log and any disclosures made by the victim

during the examination.

 Pass forensic findings to the investigating officer.

 Brief the CSI and manager.

 If the victim is in hospital, ask staff to preserve the victim’s clothing, forensic samples,

pre-transfusion blood sample (if applicable) and photographs of recent/non-recent

physical injury, scars, bruises, scratches, abrasions.



© College of Policing Limited 2022

If you have been in contact with the victim, to avoid cross-
contamination, arrangements will need to be made for
another officer to arrest the suspect.

A prompt arrest will help to detain the suspect and prevent
further offending.
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Purpose of this document 

This guidance has been developed to assist in the delivery of the module ‘Sexual 

Assault Crime Scene Management’. 

Aim  

On completion of this module, investigators will be able to understand how to 

manage the crime scene of a sexual assault.  

Cases studies 

The use of case studies when delivering this training is a key recommendation from 

the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) and has also been identified in 

case reviews. It makes the training practical, relevant and immersive for learners, 

particularly if the cases are challenging. It is recommended that trainers identify local 

case studies which can be included when delivering SSAIDP training; speak to the 

local Sexual Assault Lead about appropriate case studies to use. 

Assessment information 

To successfully complete this learning programme, candidates must be assessed as 

competent against the operational competence portfolio (OCP) criteria for a 

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). 

Further details regarding assessment processes can be found in SSAIDP Guidance 

for Assessment of Operational Competence v1.0. 

Learner support  

Forces may supply coaching and mentoring support which is particularly important 

for the work-based aspects of the SSAIDP and to assist learners in constructing and 

developing their SSAIDP OCP. 

For staff new to sexual assault investigations learner support should be explained as 

part of the initial induction so learners are aware where to go for advice and to raise 

any concerns.  
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It is also important learners are provided with details of other support available to 

them, for example Occupational Health, Police Federation and Staff Associations. 

The work involved in relation to sexual assault investigation can be very distressing 

and emotional for the staff involved therefore the welfare and support provided to 

staff should be prioritised.  

It is the responsibility of the trainers, mentors, coaches and assessors to regularly 

check the well-being of learners and to review such issues as: 

▪ possible impact of the emotional content of their role and ways of dealing with 

this 

▪ managing conflict 

▪ professional and personal development 

▪ healthy coping strategies 

▪ relationship concerns both work and personal 

▪ organisational and team issues 
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SSAIDP curriculum 

The national curriculum for SSAIDP is specified through the learning outcomes that 

are to be met, and the minimum content coverage to be achieved in the delivery of 

the programme. 

These learning outcomes are the minimum standards that must be achieved for the 

respective programmes.  

Curriculum learning outcomes 

▪ These are high-level outcomes to be achieved. 

Minimum content coverage 

▪ This consists of a sequence of summary guidance statements, indicating 

minimum learning content, coverage of which as part of the educational 

process will enable achievement of the learning outcome. 

Supporting guidance 

Where appropriate, the SSAIDP curriculum provides additional guidance on the level 

of detail required to ensure appropriate delivery of the learning content and 

achievement of the outcomes, as well as signposts to additional sources of 

information. This additional guidance will inform creative thinking during the 

development of the programme structure and associated delivery methodologies. 

Trainers delivering the SSAIDP curriculum should draw upon local resources and 

case studies wherever appropriate in order to ensure that learners develop a full and 

up-to-date understanding of the curriculum. 

Reference to Authorised Professional Practice (APP) is essential throughout this 

programme and guidance is provided as where this would be particularly beneficial. 

The College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice website contains the full 

index of content relating to Rape and Sexual Assault.  
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Crime scene strategy in sexual assault cases 

Constituents of a crime scene in serious sexual assault 

cases 

Your priorities are to make anyone you identify as vulnerable, safe and begin 

an investigation into the report of rape and sexual assault. 

First steps (recent cases) 

Does a SSAI need to be deployed (see below for further information)? 

− If yes, follow local force procedures for arranging attendance.  

Is there a live crime scene, eg, location, victim, suspect? 

− If yes, secure it and arrange for a crime scene investigator (CSI) to attend.  

Is there more than one crime scene?  

− If yes, secure them and request for officers to be deployed to each scene to avoid 

cross-contamination issues. 

Is there a risk that forensic samples might be lost through delay in arranging a 

forensic examination or the victim’s need to urinate, wash etc? 

− If yes, consider retrieving samples through use of an Early Evidence Kit (EEK) (see 

below).  

Are there other forensic or evidential retrieval opportunities? For further information, 

see FFLM (Faculty of Forensic & Legal Medicine 2021) Recommendations for the 

collection of forensic specimens from complainants and suspects. 

First steps (non-recent cases) 

Does a SSAI need to be deployed?  

− If yes, follow local force procedures for arranging attendance.  

Delays in reporting will result in loss of forensic samples. Reports that are more than 

a week old are unlikely to require retrieval of forensic samples*. For further 

information, see FFLM (2021) Recommendations for the collection of forensic 

specimens from complaints and suspects.  

https://fflm.ac.uk/resources/publications/recommendations-for-the-collection-of-forensic-specimens-from-complainants-and-suspects/
https://fflm.ac.uk/resources/publications/recommendations-for-the-collection-of-forensic-specimens-from-complainants-and-suspects/
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Are there other forensic or evidential retrieval of opportunities?  

* Hair for toxicology (drugs) = minimum 4-6 weeks after the incident has taken place. 

Significance of the victim and the offender as a crime 

scene 

If the victim does not consent to referral or examination where appropriate, advise 

them to seek urgent medical/welfare advice and provide details of the local sexual 

assault referral centre (SARC) or equivalent. Timescales may be crucial and victims 

should be advised, for example, that a maximum of 72 hours applies to start HIV 

treatment and emergency contraception needs to be taken within five days. 

When a victim is unable to consent to forensic examination or retrieval, eg, through 

being heavily intoxicated by alcohol or drugs, confusion due to head injury, 

strangulation, diabetes or because of issues relating to capacity, such as mental ill 

health, make arrangements to do so when the victim is sober or is appropriately 

supported with making decisions, eg, through an intermediary. 

Recording these facts is crucial to the lines of enquiry for the investigation. All 

actions and decisions should be recorded in a sexual offences investigation log and 

handed to the SSAI where deployed. 

Delayed reporting and potential for continuance of crime 

with same/other victim 

Delayed reporting is common in rape cases. There is more likely to be a delay in 

reporting a rape or sexual offence perpetrated by an acquaintance, family member, 

or intimate partner than a stranger.  

Officers must be empathetic towards victims ensuring that they are aware that their 

reasons for not reporting are understood and not uncommon, and reassure them that 

they will be supported regardless. Officers should record the reasons for the delay, 

and explain that this will provide anyone involved in the criminal justice process 

subsequently with a full understanding of the victim’s experience. 

In R v JD [2008] EWCA Crim 2557 it was held that judges are entitled to comment 

that a delay in a rape complaint may be because ‘the trauma of rape can cause 

feelings of shame and guilt which might inhibit a woman from making a complaint’. 
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This approach applies to any victim of rape, no matter their gender. Furthermore, it is 

appropriate for judges to direct juries that ‘a late complaint does not necessarily 

mean that it is a false complaint’. 

Children may also delay disclosing or reporting sexual offences out of fear, loyalty 

issues or a lack of understanding. They may disclose offences in a number of ways, 

depending on factors such as their age, development, sex, emotional state and 

feelings of safety. 

Officers and staff should not underestimate how difficult it is for victims (whether a 

child or an adult) to report rape. This must not undermine the credibility of the 

victim’s account or be allowed to affect the quality of the police investigation or delay 

the police response. 
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Securing evidence at a sexual assault crime scene 

How to identify and secure sexual assault crime scenes 

The Forensic Science Regulator (2020) has published new guidance on how to 

control and avoid DNA contamination during crime scene examinations. The 

purpose of the document is to provide guidance on how to control and avoid the 

incidence of DNA contamination during crime scene examination, including the 

searching for, recording and recovery of items, their packaging, transportation and 

storage prior to submission for forensic examination.  

The guidance provides information on anti-contamination measures to be taken at 

crime scene including:  

▪ anti-contamination strategy  

▪ personnel  

▪ equipment and consumables  

▪ crime scene activities and procedures  

▪ drying cabinets and temporary storage of items  

▪ contamination detection measures 

Scene preservation in a sexual assault 

The victim was given alcohol or drugs or was voluntarily 

intoxicated  

Urine samples should be obtained. The victim should be provided with a urine 

collection vessel from the EEK or another clean receptacle such as a cup if an EEK 

is not available. In these circumstances the sample should be put into the correct 

container as soon as possible, the time recorded and the action logged. You should 

not witness urination. If there is a delay before the medical examination, request a 

second sample approx. 1 hour after the first and record the time it was taken. 

Oral intercourse occurred 

The victim should not drink, eat, clean their teeth or smoke and a mouth swab or 

rinse should be taken. This could be taken by you using an EEK. If an EEK is not 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/915221/FSR_G-206_Issue_2_Final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/915221/FSR_G-206_Issue_2_Final.pdf
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available a toothbrush can be used and retained and water can be used a rinse. 

(This should be retained in a clean cup.) 

Penetrative intercourse (vaginal and/or anal) or external 

ejaculation occurred close to the genitalia 

Using the toilet should be delayed (except in cases where the victim has had drink or 

drugs) in all other circumstances if the toilet is used to urinate or defecate, tissue 

paper used should be retained, as should any sanitary dressings. If anal rape is 

suspected, any stool sample should be retained in a clean receptacle. The victim 

should not wash or bathe whenever possible. 

The victim was kissed, licked and/or bitten on a skin surface or 

held/gripped in a particular area (skin or clothing) 

The victim should not wash, bath, brush their hair, remove any jewellery or change 

clothing so as to preserve the area. Any clothing removed prior to officer contact 

should be recovered. If clothing is removed post officer contact the victim should 

stand on appropriately sized piece of paper and the paper recovered and packaged 

accordingly. The area should be examined by a forensic examiner in relation to 

recovering any cellular material and for any injuries. 

The victim was forced to masturbate by the offender 

Hand or jewellery swabs should be taken by you and any jewellery, such as rings 

and bracelets should be recovered if possible. 

Items were discarded at the scene, eg, tissues used to wipe 

body, changed clothing, items relating to offender, eg, brought 

to scene and/or used at scene 

Such items should be recovered and appropriately packaged. Lost items should also 

be recorded as they could have been lost at the scene or be with the potential 

offender. 
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Securing and preserving digital evidence including: 

Seizure and analysis of digital devices 

The seizure and examination of mobile devices belonging to the victim and/or other 

relevant parties is not a fixed requirement and may not be appropriate in certain 

circumstances. Officers will ask both victim and suspect whether there has been 

prior contact between them to enable decisions on what should be examined. 

Victims consent to examine devices must be given and it will be made clear to the 

victim the purpose of the seizure and what will happen with any relevant material that 

is found. Further advice can be found in the CPS (2020) ‘Social Media: Reasonable 

Lines of Enquiry’ which provides examples where seizure/and or analysis is not 

appropriate. For example: 

▪ sexual offences committed opportunistically against a victim who is a stranger to 

the perpetrator 

▪ historic allegations where there is considered to be no prospect that the victim’s 

phone will retain any material relevant to the period in which the offence is said to 

have occurred and/or the victim through age or other circumstances did not have 

access to a phone at that time 

Consider the sensitivities involved in seizing a victim’s phone which is intrusive and 

can take a long time (between initial seizure and reissuing). Another concern is the 

possibility of the phone being the only means with which a victim can contact others 

for help. Where this is the case, providing the victim with a replacement phone 

should be considered. 

Provision for extracting and examining information from digital devices will vary 

across forces but there are three general ‘levels’ of analysis to consider. 

Level 1: Configured Logical Extraction – Digital Forensics Kiosks: 

Level 1 extraction usually captures all of the data that you could see if you were to 

turn on the device and browse through it, but not usually deleted material. 

Level 2: Logical and Physical Extraction – Digital Forensics Hubs or 

Laboratories or Forensic Service Providers: 
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Level 2 extraction usually captures the data from the ‘logical extraction’ process 

outline above but also recovers a copy of the deleted data held on the memory chip 

of the device via a ‘physical’ extraction.  

Level 3: Specialist Extractions and Examinations – Central Digital Forensics 

Laboratories or Forensic Service Providers 

Level 3 extractions usually involve expert and bespoke methods to tackle complex 

issues or damaged devices. 

Decide which level of extraction and examination is appropriate. If the victim and 

suspect are known to each other but there is no specific information or intelligence to 

suggest that communications between them will be of particular importance then a 

Level 1 extraction should be undertaken.  

If analysis of data captured from this stage indicates the need for further examination 

then Level 2 or Level 3 extraction should be considered. 

There will be some cases where it will be necessary to bypass Level 1 and 

undertake an immediate Level 2 or Level 3 examination and extraction of digital 

devices. For example, where offences are committed using electronic means such 

as sexual communication with a child, or the possession of indecent images of 

children. 
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Forensic considerations when dealing with a victim 

of a sexual assault 

Gathering evidence for rape and sexual offence 

investigations 

Where should I search? What should I search for? 

Crime scene location(s)  

 

▪ preserved physical and/or forensic 

evidence 

▪ evidence of disturbance 

▪ concealed evidence 

Crime scene location(s) 

 

▪ evidence of grooming, targeting, 

harassment, rape, sexual assault 

▪ indecent images 

▪ use cell site analysis for movement 

tracking 

▪ consider locations services on victim’s 

phone to identify crime  

▪ scene, victim route before and after, and 

offence time 

▪ contact between suspect and victims, 

victim’s friend or family 

Mobile telephones and landlines ▪ websites visited  

▪ evidence of grooming, targeting, 

harassment, rape, sexual assault 

▪ indecent images  

▪ victim and suspect movement tracking  

▪ identification of location where the offence 

occurred 
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Where should I search? What should I search for? 

▪ contact between suspect and victims, 

victim’s friend or family 

▪ preparation for the offence (s) 

Emails, computers, social media 

accounts, internet sites visited, 

video/audio recordings including 

CCTV, written text 

▪ suspect’s routines, eg, membership of 

dating agencies,  

▪ singles clubs, evening classes 

▪ people the suspect is in contact with, who 

could be  

▪ potential witnesses  

▪ financial transactions relating to the 

offending 

Employment records, financial 

information, credit card use, 

banking, social security records, 

telephone or internet billing, 

council tax records 

▪ history of violence not reported to the 

police but which might be  

▪ substantiated by health providers  

▪ sexual health problems, in case the 

suspect has transferred (or  

▪ contracted) a sexually transmitted disease 

to (or from) the victim 

▪ prescribed medication and health needs 

caused by a current or  

▪ previous injury 

▪ evidence of mental ill health, learning 

difficulties or  

▪ physical disabilities 

Automatic Number Plate 

Recognition (ANPR) 

▪ vehicle movement and any potential 

witnesses 

▪ link vehicles through PNC checks 
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Where should I search? What should I search for? 

▪ vehicle movement and any potential 

witnesses 

▪ link vehicles through PNC checks 

Clothing ▪ description of clothing for image matching 

▪ damage including stretched elastic on 

underwear, rips,  

▪ missing buttons, broken zips 

▪ blood or dirt stains 

▪ false nails or eyelashes  

▪ drugs, touch DNA, body fluid transferal 

Other agencies ▪ disclosure of rape or sexual offences which 

have not been reported to the police 

Previous reports made against 

the suspect which were retracted, 

discontinued (with no further 

action), or which led to 

convictions 

▪ evidence of serial offending 

▪ potential witnesses and/or victims 

▪ bad character evidence  

Early reports made by witnesses 

and/or victims against the 

suspect 

▪ supporting evidence 

Property disposal checks ▪ attempts to conceal evidence  

▪ taking ‘trophies’ of a crime 

Fingerprints, fingermarks, 

footmarks 

▪ links between suspect and scene 

▪ support for victim’s account  

▪ scene interpretation 
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Where should I search? What should I search for? 

Injuries on the body (minor 

abrasions, restraint bruises, 

minor scratches or older healed 

injuries) 

▪ support for victim’s account 

▪ scene interpretation support for victim’s 

account 

▪ scene interpretation 

DNA samples ▪ speculatively search these with samples 

held on the NDNAD for  

▪ matches against individuals or linked 

offences, even if the victim  

▪ retracts their report or decides not to 

support a prosecution 

▪ delete DNA profile samples and 

fingerprints unless you find a  

▪ match or the suspect is convicted – for 

exceptions see sections  

▪ 1.2.4 and 1.2.7 of the Home Office Policy 

Paper (4 April 2013)  

▪ Protection of Freedoms Act 2012: how 

DNA and fingerprint evidence is protected 

in law 

Forensic samples ▪ traces of drugs and/or alcohol  

▪ links between suspect, victim and scene(s) 

▪ support for victim’s account 

▪ interpretation of injuries 

Taken from Annex A Gathering evidence for rape and sexual offence 

investigations (College of Policing 2020). 

https://library.college.police.uk/docs/appref/C910E0418-First-Responders-AnnexA.pdf
https://library.college.police.uk/docs/appref/C910E0418-First-Responders-AnnexA.pdf
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Capacity of victim to consent to a medical examination 

Forensic medical examination 

If the decision is made that an FME is required, you will: 

▪ explain the purpose of a forensic medical examination (FME) with the victim 

▪ arrange and accompany the victim to the FME if the victim consents to the 

examination 

Early Evidence Kit (EEK) 

Using an Early Evidence Kit 

▪ Explain the purpose of the EEK. 

▪ Obtain signed victim consent before taking samples. 

▪ Follow the instructions. 

▪ Collect the mouth swab/rinse yourself. 

▪ Have the subject take the other swabs.  

▪ Record the lot number, expiry date and time each swab/rinse was taken. 

▪ Take a second urine sample within one hour after the first if the forensic medical 

examination is delayed and if the incident occurred within the last 24 hours. 

How to conduct a forensic examination of the 

victim/suspect/crime scenes 

If the victim consents to FME 

▪ Record the victim’s written consent in your log. 

▪ Advise the victim not to change/discard clothing, wash, use the toilet, eat, drink, 

or smoke until after the examination. 

▪ Avoid cross-contamination during transportation to the SARC or other medical 

centre by using car seat covers. 

▪ Ask the victim whether they have washed or had a drink since the incident took 

place – these may affect forensic recovery.  

▪ Brief the forensic practitioner with the facts of the case.  
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▪ Secure forensic samples taken from the victim and ensure continuity. 

▪ Record forensic or medical findings in your log and any disclosures made by the 

victim during the examination. 

▪ Pass forensic findings to the investigating officer.  

▪ Brief the CSI and manager.  

▪ If the victim is in hospital, ask staff to preserve the victim’s clothing, forensic 

samples, pre-transfusion blood sample (if applicable) and photographs of 

recent/non-recent physical injury, scars, bruises, scratches, abrasions. 

If you have been in contact with the victim, to avoid cross-contamination, 

arrangements will need to be made for another officer to arrest the suspect.  

A prompt arrest will help to detain the suspect and prevent further offending.  
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Sensitivities associated with a serious sexual offence for
the victim

 80 per cent of young female victims report some sort of mental health disorder following

an attack, which is particularly relevant when it comes to understanding inconsistencies

in the complainant’s evidence.

 The latest CPS advice encourages police and prosecutors to take a ‘suspect-centric

approach to case building which involves looking closely at the actions of the suspect

both before, during and after the alleged assault.’ This is intended to ensure the

investigation is fair and not unduly focused on the behaviour and actions of the

complainant.

 CPS guidance takes further steps to balance the privacy of the complainant with the

defendant’s right to a fair trial. It advises that requesting material from digital devices

‘should not be taken lightly’ and only where relevant.
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The impact of sexual abuse on victims

Rape Trauma Syndrome

 Rape Trauma Syndrome is one theoretical explanation of the impact of sexual assault,

but it should be remembered that no two victims will respond in the same way.

 There are three phases to Rape Trauma Syndrome:

 Acute Phase

 The Outward Adjustment Phase

 The Resolution Phase
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Rape Trauma Syndrome

Acute Phase

This phase occurs immediately after the assault and usually lasts a few days to several
weeks. In this phase individuals can have many reactions but they typically fall into three
categories of reactions:

 Expressed – This is when the survivor is openly emotional. He or she may appear
agitated or hysterical, he or she may suffer from crying spells or anxiety attacks.

 Controlled – This is when the survivor appears to be without emotion and acts as if
‘nothing happened’ and ‘everything is fine’. This appearance of calm may be shock.

 Shocked Disbelief – This is when the survivor reacts with a strong sense of
disorientation. He or she may have difficulty concentrating, making decisions, or doing
everyday tasks. He or she may also have poor recall of the assault.
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Rape Trauma Syndrome

The Outward Adjustment Phase

During this phase the individual resumes what appears to be his or her ‘normal’ life but
inside is suffering from considerable turmoil. In this phase there are five primary coping
techniques:

 Minimization – Pretends that ‘everything is fine’ or that ‘it could have been worse’.

 Dramatization – Cannot stop talking about the assault and it is what dominates their life
and identity.

 Suppression – Refuses to discuss, acts as if it did not happen.

 Explanation – Analyses what happened – what the individual did, what the rapist was
thinking/feeling.

 Flight – Tries to escape the pain (moving, changing jobs, changing appearance,
changing relationships, etc).
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Rape Trauma Syndrome

The Resolution Phase

During this phase the assault is no longer the central focus of the individual's life. While he

or she may recognize that he or she will never forget the assault; the pain and negative

outcomes lessen over time. Often the individual will begin to accept the rape as part of his

or her life and chooses to move on.

NOTE: This model assumes that individuals will take steps forward and backwards in their

healing process and that while there are phases it is not a linear progression and will be

different for every person.
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Conducting an initial
assessment of the victim’s
needs at the scene
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How to conduct discussions with victims/witness of a
sexual assault in an appropriate and safe environment

 Be compassionate and understanding. Engage positively to build trust and rapport.

 Identify victim needs and vulnerabilities and meet these needs as far as possible. Do

you need a female/male interviewer, intermediary, interpreter?

 Safeguarding concerns will be identified and addressed from the outset and with consent

referral made to appropriate safeguarding services, eg, IDVA, MARAC.

 Know referral routes to specialist victim support organisations including Sexual Assault

Referral Centres (SARC), and the services that they offer.
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How to conduct discussions with victims/witness of a
sexual assault in an appropriate and safe environment

 Offer referral to an independent sexual violence advisor (ISVA)/local specialist support

service, if the victim consents.

 If the victim does not consent, safeguard them from risk and ensure that, as far as

possible, their health needs are met before they leave police care, irrespective of

whether or not they support the investigation.

 Be aware that if the suspect is a partner, member of the victim’s family or a carer, the

victim will need additional safeguarding and support.

 Discuss and reflect victim support needs in anticipation of a special measures

application.

 Sexual assault victims are eligible for enhanced entitlements under the Code of Practice

for Victims of Crime.
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How to conduct discussions with victims/witness of a
sexual assault in an appropriate and safe environment

 Explain how the case will be investigated, how often victims will be updated on the case,

how to raise concerns and information on the Victims’ Right to Review Scheme.

 If appropriate, explain the suspect identification process and arrange for an

officer/support worker not involved in the investigation to accompany the victim to and

from any suspect identification. Focus on minimising the victim’s distress.

 Explain that during the victim’s lifetime nothing can be published which is likely to lead to

their public identification.

 Use appropriate legislation and orders to manage victim/witness safety, eg, Sexual Risk

Orders, Domestic Violence Protection Orders, Stalking Risk Orders.
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Initial account

Allow the victim to speak freely about what has happened. Use open questions such

as ‘tell me’. Confine any questioning to establishing:

 What has happened?

 Who did it?

 Where did it happen?

 When did it happen?

Record the initial account accurately. Body worn video may be used to record initial

accounts only where the victim has consented and has the capacity to consent.
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Initial assessment of the victim’s needs at the scene

Considerations when carrying out an initial sexual assault victim assessment

 Protected characteristics

 Victim’s demeanour

 Physical/psychological aspects of the assault

 Forensic considerations

 Lack of physical injury

 Impact of victim attending A&E prior to reporting incident

 Potential psychological and neurological impact on a victim

 Assessment of the sexual assault victim’s including mental capacity, safeguarding and

cultural
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Initial assessment of the victim’s needs at the scene
Recording reports of rape where victims have protected characteristics

 Protected characteristics include age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil

partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation.

 In a case file analysis by HMICFRS gender was recorded for all victims. However,

ethnicity wasn’t recorded for the victim in 167 of the 502 cases, and for the suspect in

194 cases. Other than gender and ethnicity, the sample found the following recorded

protected characteristics:

 disability: in 57 cases

 mental health: in 26

 sexual orientation: in 12

 gender re-assignment: in 3; and

 religion or belief: in 3



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Initial assessment of the victim’s needs at the scene

The quality of your initial response may influence the victim’s decision to support

the investigation. In all cases, it is important to:

 ensure the victim’s safety, understanding any risk posed by the perpetrator to the victim

or other people

 identify any immediate medical needs

 initiate the investigation and consider evidence preservation from the outset

 reassure the victim that they have done the right thing in coming forward and reporting

 be non-judgemental

 show empathy and sensitivity

 maintain impartiality
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Initial assessment of the victim’s needs at the scene

The quality of your initial response may influence the victim’s decision to support

the investigation. In all cases, it is important to:

 identify if an interpreter or registered intermediary is required

 speak to the victim in an environment in which they are comfortable

 understand that rape and sexual offences in intimate/ex-intimate partner relationships

may occur as part of a pattern of coercive or controlling behaviour or stalking and seek

evidence connected with either of these offences

 remember that many victims may be under the age of 18 and are therefore still children

and need to be dealt with in accordance with current Working Together to Safeguard

Children guidance
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Recall and concentration

A number of issues can impact on the precision or the detail of the account provided

 The impact of recalling a traumatic situation or if someone feels under pressure.

 Possible side effects of medication, drugs or alcohol on memory.

 Whether the victim is consciously providing an inconsistent account. This might be for a
number of reasons including a fear of not being believed or criminalisation; to protect their
sexuality or gender identity; intimidation including to their family; allegiance to the
suspect/defendant.

 Biological impact eg, stress releases corticosteroids into the brain, and this may have effect
on memory or heightened perception of some, not all, senses such as smell and sound.

 The impact of post-traumatic stress where recall might be less sharp immediately after the
event and increasing as time goes by.

 The age of the victim both at the time the offence occurred and when the account is given.
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Cognition and interpretation of events

Understanding or acceptance of an offence can impact on the ability to provide

evidence which can require people to be able to put experiences within a wider

context. Consider the impact of any:

 feelings of guilt or shame leading to minimisation of abuse

 manipulation by the suspect/defendant or family, friends or peers

 resignation or acceptance of abuse, perhaps linked to culture

 grooming into a lifestyle where sexual exploitation is the norm

 allegiance or love towards the suspect/defendant

 delusions, paranoia or thought disorder
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Communication difficulties

Consider factors that might make it difficult for someone to communicate effectively:

 Fear of speaking in public perhaps due to lack of literacy or learning difficulties

 Embarrassment when referring to private parts of the body that are usually not spoken

about

 Wanting the process to end quickly so providing quick answers or telling the interviewer

what they think they want to hear

 Fear of repercussions to themselves or their family

 Offending might be reported by others leading to a reluctance to cooperate

 English not as a first language making it difficult to engage with the process

 Physical barriers to communication such as language barriers, hearing or visual
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Mental capacity

Mental Capacity Act 2005

Sets out in law how people over the age of 16, who may lack mental capacity, can be

assessed, provided with the care they need and are protected.

What is mental capacity?

 If you have mental capacity, it means that you are able to make your own decisions.

 This means you are able to understand and think through information and make a choice

based on that information.
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Mental capacity

Mental Capacity Act 2005

Assessing capacity

 To assess whether someone can make a decision, an assessor must look at whether the

person:

 can understand information given to them about the decision

 retain that information

 balance or weigh up information about options and then communicate their decision
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Mental capacity

It should always be assumed that a person has the capacity to consent unless

proven otherwise.

Two ‘decisions’ fall within the scope of the Mental Capacity Act In this type of investigation:

 1. Consent to the interview

 2. Consent to the sexual activity that amounts to the offence

These issues should be considered separately. A witness may have the capacity to consent

to one thing but not the other.
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Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual
assault

 Multiple offenders

 Age of victim

 Use or threat of weapon

 Intimidation potential

 Physical injuries

 Strangulation

 Alcohol and/or drugs

 Exploitation, grooming and/or coercive control
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Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual
assault

Physical injuries

 A victim may have been physically injured in the assault, although not all survivors suffer

physical injuries. Some injuries are internal and are only found during a medical

examination.

 Victims do not need to have evidence of injuries in order to prove they were the victim of

sexual assault; for example, women who may not physically resist the suspect. This

should not negate the need for attendance at a SARC.

 The police and others working in the criminal justice system should understand the

trauma and fear that sexual offences may cause and that sexual violence often occurs

without physical injuries being sustained.



© College of Policing Limited 2022

Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual
assault

Strangulation

 Strangulation has been identified as one of the most lethal forms of domestic violence

and sexual assault: unconsciousness may occur within seconds and death within

minutes. When domestic violence perpetrators choke (strangle) their victims, not only is

this assault, but it may be an attempted murder.

 Strangulation is an ultimate form of power and control where the assailant can

demonstrate control over the victim’s next breath: it may have devastating psychological

effects or a potentially fatal outcome.
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Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual
assault

Strangulation

 When one person puts hands around the neck of another and squeezes, that is

strangulation.

 It is a serious word that fits the potentially lethal action. Often erroneously called

‘choking’, it is not.

 ‘Choking’ refers to a blockage inside your throat, making it difficult to breathe.

Strangulation is when pressure is applied from the outside, cutting off blood vessels

and/or airflow in the neck, preventing oxygen from reaching the brain.

 This pressure can cause loss of consciousness in 5 to 10 seconds, and it can cause

death in a few minutes.
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Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual
assault

Strangulation

The idea that ‘if there are no marks you weren’t really hurt’ is a myth to dispel.

 Not all injuries show on the outside; there can be internal physical injuries. In addition,

there may be neurological damage from the loss of oxygen.

 Some examples that occur immediately include vision changes, ringing in the ears,

swollen tongue, cuts and abrasions in the mouth, swelling of the neck, difficulty

breathing, trouble swallowing, and other voice or throat changes.

 Neurological damage such as loss of memory, dizziness, headaches, vomiting, extreme

weakness, involuntary urination and behaviour changes can be the result of

strangulation. The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 provides legislation for non-fatal

strangulation as a criminal offence in its own right.
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Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual
assault

Alcohol and/or drugs administered without consent, commonly known as ‘spiking’

It may be that the suspect gave the victim a substance without their knowledge or agreement to

enable them to commit the offence. There are signs which might make a victim think they were given

a substance without their agreement:

 they felt more drunk than usual for the amount of alcohol they consumed, or felt drunk or woozy

despite only drinking soft drinks

 they woke up feeling confused, with little or no memory and/or there are gaps in their memory

 the room they wake up in is unfamiliarly messy, or they do not recognise where they are and have

no memory of how they got there

 they can remember drinking something, whether alcohol or not, and cannot remember what

happened next

 they have a vague feeling that they had sex, but it is not a clear memory
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Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual
assault

Alcohol and/or drugs administered without consent

 they have flashes of memories of a sexual experience

 they may feel nauseous, dizzy, sluggish, have been unconscious or find it difficult to wake up

 they may wake up without underwear or other clothing and cannot remember getting

undressed

 they may feel sore or in pain around the genital area, or bruised and sore elsewhere, without

any explanation

Some drugs only remain in the body for a short amount of time, so it is useful to go to a

hospital, Sexual Assault Referral Centre or GP as an emergency so that they can take a urine

sample. If they are unable to get medical attention quickly, they may urinate into a clean cupor

receptacle and then hand it to the police.
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Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual
assault

Alcohol and drugs that the victim chose to consume:

 It is vital that a victim is encouraged to tell the doctor and the police as much as they can

about what they have consumed and when to help establish lines of enquiry.

 They should not be judged or have a complaint taken less seriously because they have

drunk a lot of alcohol or consumed drugs.

 They should not be investigated for drug use.

 It is important to be honest about drug or alcohol use because if a case goes to court

and it emerges that they had drunk alcohol or used drugs and had not told the doctor or

police about this, it could affect the case.
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Design and implement a
victim strategy in sexual
assault cases
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Victim strategies in sexual assault cases

Behaviour and circumstances of the suspect

These risk factors are based on the offending background of the suspect and other routes by
which the suspect might begin serious sexual offending. Identification of any of these risk
factors should be clearly recorded and included within the investigative process.

 Suspect has access to the victim

 Previous violence committed by the suspect and/or the use of a weapon

 Previous sexual offences committed by the suspect

 Prowling activity by the suspect

 Suspect previously committed burglary offences

 Child abuse and cruelty by the suspect

 Suspect’s online activity eg searches relating to rape, viewing extreme pornography, dating
website activity
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Victim strategies in sexual assault cases

Risk factors and vulnerabilities relating to the victim’s circumstances

Caution should be exercised with risk factors relating to the victim (e.g. being intoxicated,
being in an abusive relationship, being in an isolated or dark location etc). These are not
the reasons for the offence taking place but rather factors that can increase vulnerability
and can put the person at risk of being targeted. Responsibility for rape offences always
rests with the offender. Depending on the circumstances, the risk identification process
should also be applied to witnesses and potential future victims.

 Victim’s perceptions that they are at risk of future harm

 Victim vulnerability due to disability, incapacity, location and opportunity

 Social isolation or vulnerability of the victim

 Vulnerability due to being part of an ‘at risk’ group

 Impact of trauma on victim
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Victim strategies in sexual assault cases

Empowering the sexual assault victim during the investigation

 Validating the victim’s experience through listening and empathy

 Including the victim in the decision-making process

 Keeping the victim updated and engaged in the progress of the investigation

 Utilising support from appropriate professionals and family members

 Challenging myths, stereotypes and the use of inappropriate/judgmental language

relating to the case

 Implementing the victim’s right to anonymity under the Sexual Offences (Amendment)

Act 1992

 Informing the victim of their right to review
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Victim strategies in sexual assault cases

Breaching anonymity

 The Coroners and Justice Act 2009 covers persons for whom anonymity is needed to

protect their safety (including where intimidation is feared) or the safety of others, or to

prevent serious damage to property, or in order to prevent real harm to public interest.

 The Act allows the courts to continue to grant anonymity to witnesses through witness

anonymity orders (WAOs). It also allows the courts to grant investigation anonymity

orders (IAOs) to persons from the early stages of the criminal justice process.

 If any matter is published in breach of anonymity the following shall be guilty of an

offence according to the Sexual Offences (amendment) Act 1992 Section 5:

 In the case of publication in a newspaper or periodical, any proprietor, any editor and any

publisher of the newspaper or periodical.

 In the case of publication in any other form, the person publishing the matter.
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Conducting ethical and
professional interviews of
victims of sexual violence
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Pre-interview decision-making

Vulnerable and Intimidated Witnesses (video for evidence-in-chief purposes)

 Section 22A Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 makes special provision for adult

complainants in sexual offence trials in the Crown Court.

 It provides for the automatic admissibility of a video-recorded statement as evidence in chief

unless this would not be in the interests of justice, or would not maximise the quality of the

complainant’s evidence.

 The effect of this provision is that victims of rape and sexual offences should be given the

opportunity to participate in a video-recorded interview.

 If they decline to participate in a video-recorded interview a written statement should be prepared

following an interview with them.

 The final decision as to whether or not to admit a video-recorded interview as evidence in chief is a

matter for the trial judge, no promises or guarantees should be given to the witness when

ascertaining their views about special measures.
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Individuals who may need to be involved in the interview
process

Intermediaries

 It is important to note that only witnesses defined by section 16 Youth Justice and Criminal

Evidence Act 1999 as ‘vulnerable’ are eligible for the assistance of an intermediary.

 The effect of this limitation is that most adult rape and sexual offence victims are NOT eligible for

the assistance of an intermediary because they are ‘intimidated’ rather than ‘vulnerable’.

 Adult rape and sexual offence victims only become eligible for the assistance of an intermediary if

they are also ‘vulnerable’, ie, they have a mental disorder, learning disability or physical

disability/disorder that has an impact on their ability to communicate.

 There are circumstances in which a diagnosis of PTSD, acute stress disorder or clinical

depression might amount to a ‘mental disorder’.
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Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE)

Approved interview and communication techniques to obtain accurate accounts

 Victims may not disclose fully and may change their initial account because they are in
trauma and unable to recollect the incident or details, feel afraid, embarrassed or
ashamed, or have learning difficulties or physical or mental ill health.

 They may disclose information or change their initial account of the incident during the
interview, or much later.

 Do not judge the victim, there is no ‘typical’ victim of rape or sexual offence.

 Interview whenever the victim recollects information, and address any inconsistencies
that arise throughout the course of the investigation. Question empathetically.

 Elicit the best detailed evidence from the victim using Achieving Best Evidence for
Criminal Proceedings guidance. Be sensitive to the victim’s needs and behaviour and
adapt your approach accordingly. The quality of your communication will influence the
victim’s ability to disclose.
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Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE)

Approved interview and communication techniques to obtain accurate accounts

 Interviewers should encourage and enable victims to reveal all aspects of the offence

and its circumstances, including any issues that they may feel reflect negatively on them.

 Victims should be informed that a strong prosecution case can only be established if the

police are in full possession of the facts.

 Adults being interviewed as victims of rape should not be required to answer questions

to determine whether they understand the difference between truth and lies at the outset

of the interview.

 The aim of the interview should be clear and the area that should be covered in detail

first is the full incident, including all points to prove.
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Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE)

Approved interview and communication techniques to obtain accurate accounts

 One of the key areas to address in any interview for rape offences with the victim and

the suspect is likely to be that of ‘consent’ to the acts reported.

 The ‘Police Investigators’ Tool kit for addressing consent and associated myths in rape

cases’ will assist officers to structure their interview plan in such cases.

 Identify information which might be important to the investigation. Consider obtaining the

following information:
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 history of the relationship and background to the offence being investigated including pre-, during

and post-offence behaviour of the suspect

 full details of the current incident, including evidence to support the offence

 details of witnesses present during the incident or immediately before or after the incident

 sequence and timings of events

 details of any speech or threats made by the suspect

 details of any of the victim’s dialogue with the suspect, and the means (eg, face-to-face meeting,

via a specific electronic device, through a particular social media account etc)

 details of the victim’s response during the offence and an explanation of why they reacted in this

way – this might include ‘freezing’ or being unable to respond through fear, complying, any

attempts to escape, resist or make it clear that sexual acts were non-consensual

 any identifying features if the suspect, where the offender is not known to the victim (this should

include questions relating to all senses, eg, smell, sight, hearing, taste and touch)

 whether a weapon was used (including how it was used and what type)
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Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE)

Consider the relevance of other investigative areas and introduce them after free

recall at the appropriate point:

 the nature and seriousness of any of the victim’s injuries (physical and psychological)

 history of the relationship and any previous incidents (if the suspect is known)

 details that relate to any previous consensual sexual activities within the last seven days

(for forensic purposes), including any with the suspect

 details about the first or early complaint

 victim’s background
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Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE)

History and context

Context is all important to the consideration of freedom and capacity to choose. It is

necessary to focus on the complainant’s state of mind in the context of all the relevant

circumstances. These will include:

 age, maturity and understanding

 complainant’s knowledge and understanding of the position she/he was in and what

she/he was being asked to do

 history of relationship between complainant and suspect

 suspect’s position of power or control over complainant
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Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE)

Context

and, especially for younger and/or vulnerable victims:

 provision by suspect of any gifts, alcohol or drugs

 promises by suspect of a more secure or exciting way of life

 excessive compliments and/or kindness shown by suspect

 any other evidence of exploitation or grooming so that complainant may not understand

the full significance of what she/he is doing
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Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE)

The ‘whole story’ narrative

To assist in gathering details of the Whole Story, investigators need to understand and elicit

three key elements regarding the offending relationship. These elements include the

following:

 ‘Grooming’ which refers to how the relationship evolved

 ‘Unique Signifiers’ which refers to individual aspects specific to each offending

‘relationship’

 ‘Points of Confirmation’ which refers to aspects of the suspects’, witnesses’ and victims’

narratives that are the same, allowing a combined story to be developed

Within each category, the most useful details are those that place the alleged perpetrator in

a position of power, control or authority over the victim or that indicate a sexualised element

to the relationship
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Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE)

In cases where the victim or the police believe that the offence was drug or alcohol

assisted, the interviewer should attempt to establish the following information:

 any drugs prescribed and taken by the victim

 signs and symptoms shown by the victim

 drugs taken knowingly by the victim, including any recreational drugs taken during the

last seven days

 drinking pattern before, during and after the incident, including types of drinks and the

time they were consumed

 last urination and number of urinations since ingestion of drug (where relevant)

 victim’s height and weight and general tolerance to alcohol and/or drugs (where relevant)

 last drink or food intake and the circumstances surrounding it
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Reasons why a victim may
withdraw cooperation during
an investigation and how to
manage these risks
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Reasons a victim withdraws cooperation during an
investigation

Withdrawal statements

A complainant may decide that they do not want the criminal proceedings against the defendant
to continue. If this is the case, they can contact the police officer dealing with the case and ask
to make a withdrawal statement. They can ask an ISVA to support them through this process.

In the withdrawal statement they will have to explain why they do not want the proceedings to
continue. This may be because they:

 may be anxious about giving evidence in court

 may be put under pressure to withdraw support of the investigation or prosecution by others

 may be concerned about the impact of the investigation or trial on health or wellbeing, or on
family

 may be in fear of the defendant or may not have the information and support they need

If the victim wishes to withdraw their support and fully retract their account, take a written or
video recorded statement to confirm their original statement, the reasons for the withdrawal,
and to establish whether the victim has been pressurised into withdrawing.
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Reasons a victim withdraws cooperation during an
investigation

Withdrawal statements

 Withdrawing a statement does not necessarily mean that the case against the defendant
will be stopped. The police and CPS can continue the case even if the victim does not
support it.

 Whether or not the investigation or court proceedings are stopped after they have made
a withdrawal statement will depend on what stage the case is at and how much evidence
there is against the suspect/defendant.

 When deciding whether or not to continue with a prosecution without the victim’s support
the CPS will consider factors like their safety, the strength of the evidence against the
defendant and the public interest in prosecuting.

 If the CPS decide not to continue with a prosecution it is very unlikely that they will be
able to re-start proceedings, so when making a withdrawal statement the complainant
needs to be sure they do not want a prosecution to continue.
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Reasons a victim withdraws cooperation during an
investigation

Withdrawal statements – false reports

 If a victim states that their original account was partially or completely false and you

suspect otherwise, arrange a joint visit with the victims advocate to speak with them as

soon as possible to establish the reasons behind the disclosure.

 After a full investigation, if it becomes apparent that a false report may have been made,

contact a Crown Prosecution Service rape specialist prosecutor. Log any details onto the

force intelligence system.
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Discontinuing an investigation

 Once all lines of enquiry have been exhausted by the IO and where it is considered that

CPS referral is not required, cases must be referred to the relevant officer deputed by

the force, who will have at least 3 years’ experience and knowledge of rape

investigation, for any decisions to take no further action.

 Explain a decision to discontinue the investigation and the rationale to the victim within

24 hours from the decision being taken, clearly, with care and in person.

 Explain that further evidence that comes to light may result in the case being reopened.

 Suspects will also need to be updated on this decision.

Supporting the victim
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Purpose of this document 

This guidance has been developed to assist in the delivery of the module ‘Supporting 

Victims in Sexual Assault Investigations’. 

Aim  

On completion of this module, investigators will be able to understand how to 

conduct and manage cases effectively during sexual assault Investigations. 

Cases studies 

The use of case studies when delivering this training is a key recommendation from 

the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) and has also been identified in 

case reviews. It makes the training practical, relevant and immersive for learners, 

particularly if the cases are challenging. It is recommended that trainers identify local 

case studies which can be included when delivering SSAIDP training; speak to the 

local Sexual Assault Lead about appropriate case studies to use. 

Assessment information 

To successfully complete this learning programme, candidates must be assessed as 

competent against the operational competence portfolio (OCP) criteria for a 

Specialist Sexual Assault Investigator (SSAI). 

Further details regarding assessment processes can be found in SSAIDP Guidance 

for Assessment of Operational Competence v1.0. 

Learner support  

Forces may supply coaching and mentoring support which is particularly important 

for the work-based aspects of the SSAIDP and to assist learners in constructing and 

developing their SSAIDP OCP. 

For staff new to sexual assault investigations learner support should be explained as 

part of the initial induction so learners are aware where to go for advice and to raise 

any concerns.  
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It is also important learners are provided with details of other support available to 

them, for example Occupational Health, Police Federation and Staff Associations. 

The work involved in relation to sexual assault investigation can be very distressing 

and emotional for the staff involved therefore the welfare and support provided to 

staff should be prioritised.  

It is the responsibility of the trainers, mentors, coaches and assessors to regularly 

check the well-being of learners and to review such issues as: 

▪ possible impact of the emotional content of their role and ways of dealing with 

this 

▪ managing conflict 

▪ professional and personal development 

▪ healthy coping strategies 

▪ relationship concerns both work and personal 

▪ organisational and team issues 
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SSAIDP curriculum 

The national curriculum for SSAIDP is specified through the learning outcomes that 

are to be met, and the minimum content coverage to be achieved in the delivery of 

the programme. 

These learning outcomes are the minimum standards that must be achieved for the 

respective programmes.  

Curriculum learning outcomes 

• These are high-level outcomes to be achieved. 

Minimum content coverage 

• This consists of a sequence of summary guidance statements, indicating 

minimum learning content, coverage of which as part of the educational 

process will enable achievement of the learning outcome. 

Supporting guidance 

Where appropriate, the SSAIDP curriculum provides additional guidance on the level 

of detail required to ensure appropriate delivery of the learning content and 

achievement of the outcomes, as well as signposts to additional sources of 

information. This additional guidance will inform creative thinking during the 

development of the programme structure and associated delivery methodologies. 

Trainers delivering the SSAIDP curriculum should draw upon local resources and 

case studies wherever appropriate in order to ensure that learners develop a full and 

up-to-date understanding of the curriculum. 

Reference to Authorised Professional Practice (APP) is essential throughout this 

programme and guidance is provided as where this would be particularly beneficial. 

The College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice website contains the full 

index of content relating to Rape and Sexual Assault.  
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Approaching sexual assault investigations in a 

manner which respects the sensitivities of the 

victim(s) 

The impact of trauma 

Investigators need to understand the complexities surrounding the impact of sexual 

assault and specifically the impact of trauma on memory, behaviour and demeanour. 

CPS (2021) guidance cites studies finding 80 per cent of young female victims report 

some sort of mental health disorder following an attack, which is particularly relevant 

when it comes to understanding inconsistencies in the complainant’s evidence.  

Suspect-centric approach 

The latest advice encourages police and prosecutors to take a ‘suspect-centric 

approach to case building which involves looking closely at the actions of the 

suspect both before, during and after the alleged assault.’ This is intended to ensure 

the investigation is fair and not unduly focused on the behaviour and actions of the 

complainant. 

Reasonable lines of enquiry/digital data 

Recognising the exponential growth in digital evidence over the past decade, CPS 

guidance takes further steps to balance the privacy of the complainant with the 

defendant’s right to a fair trial. It advises that requesting material from digital devices 

‘should not be taken lightly’ and only where relevant – giving examples of cases 

where this evidence may not be necessary, such as so-called ‘stranger rapes’ and 

non-recent allegations. 

The impact of sexual abuse on victims  

Rape Trauma Syndrome  

Rape Trauma Syndrome is one theoretical explanation of the impact of sexual 

assault, but it should be remembered that no two victims will respond in the same 

way. 

There are three phases to Rape Trauma Syndrome (RAIIN 2008): 

https://www.justice.gov/file/1121326/download
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1. Acute Phase  

This phase occurs immediately after the assault and usually lasts a few days to 

several weeks. In this phase individuals can have many reactions but they typically 

fall into three categories of reactions:  

1. Expressed – This is when the survivor is openly emotional. He or she may 

appear agitated or hysterical, he or she may suffer from crying spells or 

anxiety attacks.  

2. Controlled – This is when the survivor appears to be without emotion and 

acts as if ‘nothing happened’ and ‘everything is fine’. This appearance of 

calm may be shock.  

3. Shocked Disbelief – This is when the survivor reacts with a strong sense 

of disorientation. He or she may have difficulty concentrating, making 

decisions, or doing everyday tasks. He or she may also have poor recall of 

the assault.  

2. The Outward Adjustment Phase  

During this phase the individual resumes what appears to be his or her ‘normal’ life 

but inside is suffering from considerable turmoil. In this phase there are five primary 

coping techniques:  

1. Minimization – Pretends that ‘everything is fine’ or that ‘it could have been 

worse’.  

2. Dramatization – Cannot stop talking about the assault and it is what 

dominates their life and identity.  

3. Suppression – Refuses to discuss, acts as if it did not happen.  

4. Explanation – Analyses what happened – what the individual did, what the 

rapist was thinking/feeling.  

5. Flight – Tries to escape the pain (moving, changing jobs, changing 

appearance, changing relationships, etc). There are many symptoms or 

behaviours that appear during this phase including:  

▪ continuing anxiety  
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▪ severe mood swings  

▪ sense of helplessness  

▪ persistent fear or phobia  

▪ depression 

▪ rage  

▪ difficulty sleeping (nightmares, insomnia, etc)  

▪ eating difficulties (nausea, vomiting, compulsive eating, etc)  

▪ denial  

▪ withdrawal from friends, family, activities  

▪ hypervigilance  

▪ reluctance to leave house and/or go places that remind the individual of 

the assault  

▪ sexual problems 

▪ difficulty concentrating  

▪ flashbacks 

All of these symptoms and behaviours may make the individual more willing to seek 

counselling and/or to discuss the assault.  

3. The Resolution Phase  

During this phase the assault is no longer the central focus of the individual's life. 

While he or she may recognize that he or she will never forget the assault; the pain 

and negative outcomes lessen over time. Often the individual will begin to accept the 

rape as part of his or her life and chooses to move on.  

NOTE: This model assumes that individuals will take steps forward and backwards in 

their healing process and that while there are phases it is not a linear progression 

and will be different for every person. 
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Conducting an initial assessment of the victim’s 

needs at the scene 

How to conduct discussions with victims/witness of a 

sexual assault in an appropriate and safe environment  

Your priorities are to make anyone you identify as vulnerable, safe and begin 

an investigation into the report of rape and sexual assault. 

▪ Be compassionate and understanding. Engage positively to build trust and 

rapport. 

▪ Identify victim needs and vulnerabilities and meet these needs as far as possible. 

Do you need a female/male interviewer, intermediary, interpreter? 

▪ Safeguarding concerns will be identified and addressed from the outset and with 

consent referral made to appropriate safeguarding services, eg, IDVA, MARAC.  

▪ Know referral routes to specialist victim support organisations including Sexual 

Assault Referral Centres (SARC), and the services that they offer. 

▪ Offer referral to an independent sexual violence advisor (ISVA)/local specialist 

support service, if the victim consents. 

▪ If the victim does not consent, safeguard them from risk and ensure that, as far 

as possible, their health needs are met before they leave police care, irrespective 

of whether or not they support the investigation. 

▪ Be aware that if the suspect is a partner, member of the victim’s family or a carer, 

the victim will need additional safeguarding and support. 

▪ Discuss and reflect victim support needs in anticipation of a special measures 

application. 

▪ Sexual assault victims are eligible for enhanced entitlements under the Ministry of 

Justice (2020) Code of Practice for Victims of Crime. 

▪ Explain how the case will be investigated, how often victims will be updated on 

the case, how to raise concerns and information on the Victims’ Right to Review 

Scheme. 
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▪ If appropriate, explain the suspect identification process and arrange for an 

officer/support worker not involved in the investigation to accompany the victim to 

and from any suspect identification. Focus on minimising the victim’s distress. 

▪ Explain that during the victim’s lifetime nothing can be published which is likely to 

lead to their public identification. 

▪ Use appropriate legislation and orders to manage victim/witness safety, eg, 

Sexual Risk Orders under the Sexual Offences Act 2003, Domestic Violence 

Protection Orders, Stalking Risk Orders. 

Initial account 

Allow the victim to speak freely about what has happened. Use open questions such 

as ‘tell me’. Confine any questioning to establishing: 

▪ What has happened? 

▪ Who did it? 

▪ Where did it happen? 

▪ When did it happen? 

Record the initial account accurately. Body worn video may be used to record initial 

accounts only where the victim has consented and has the capacity to consent. The 

victim’s account will help decide whether a Specialist Sexual Abuse Investigator is 

required and whether to secure a crime scene. 

Considerations when carrying out an initial sexual 

assault victim assessment 

The quality of your initial response may influence the victim’s decision to support the 

investigation. Whether the report is about something that is recent or non-recent, the 

victim may still be traumatised. Your manner with the victim will be important for an 

appropriate and empathetic response.  

Victims of rape or sexual assault come from all backgrounds and the assault 

circumstances will vary. Victims tell us that there are many reasons why they don’t 

report or delay reporting (Hohl and Stanko 2015). It can be because they fear they 

will not be believed or will be blamed or judged for their actions, or they fear 

repercussions from the suspect or family for reporting. In all cases, it is important to: 
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▪ ensure the victim’s safety, understanding any risk posed by the perpetrator to the 

victim or other people 

▪ identify any immediate medical needs 

▪ initiate the investigation and consider evidence preservation from the outset 

▪ reassure the victim that they have done the right thing in coming forward and 

reporting  

▪ be non-judgemental 

▪ show empathy and sensitivity  

▪ maintain impartiality  

▪ identify if an interpreter or registered intermediary is required  

▪ speak to the victim in an environment in which they are comfortable 

▪ understand that rape and sexual offences in intimate/ex-intimate partner 

relationships may occur as part of a pattern of coercive or controlling behaviour 

or stalking and seek evidence connected with either of these offences 

▪ remember that many victims may be under the age of 18 and are therefore still 

children and need to be dealt with in accordance with current Working Together 

to Safeguard Children guidance (HM Government 2018) 

Recording reports of rape where victims have protected 

characteristics 

Some victims with protected characteristics may face greater barriers when reporting 

rape offences. Protected characteristics include age, disability, gender reassignment, 

marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex 

and sexual orientation. 

In a case file analysis by HMICFRS (2021), gender was recorded for all victims. 

However, ethnicity wasn’t recorded for the victim in 167 of the 502 cases, and for the 

suspect in 194 cases. 

Other than gender and ethnicity, the sample found the following recorded protected 

characteristics: 

▪ disability: in 57 cases 
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▪ mental health: in 26 

▪ sexual orientation: in 12 

▪ gender re-assignment: in 3; and 

▪ religion or belief: in 3 

While more than half of cases were positively identified as having no other protected 

characteristics, this was unknown in a large proportion. The analysis found that there 

is insufficient and inconsistent evidence of forces seeking to understand the profile of 

victims and whether they have protected characteristics. 

Accurately recording protected characteristics is very important and can affect many 

aspects of the case for the victim. This includes how well the police understand the 

prevalence of rape, contributing to rape profiles and how the police respond. But its 

main value is in better awareness and in helping victims get the right support. 

(HMICFRS (2021) A joint thematic inspection of the police and Crown Prosecution 

Service’s response to rape) 

Recall and concentration 

A number of issues can impact on the precision or the detail of the account provided. 

Consider:  

▪ the impact of recalling a traumatic situation or if someone feels under pressure  

▪ possible side effects of medication, drugs or alcohol on memory  

▪ whether the victim is consciously providing an inconsistent account. This might 

be for a number of reasons including a fear of not being believed or 

criminalisation; to protect their sexuality or gender identity; intimidation including 

to their family; allegiance to the suspect/defendant  

▪ biological impact eg, stress releases corticosteroids into the brain, and this may 

have effect on memory or heightened perception of some, not all, senses such as 

smell and sound  

▪ the impact of post-traumatic stress where recall might be less sharp immediately 

after the event and increasing as time goes by  

▪ the age of the victim both at the time the offence occurred and when the account 

is given  
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Cognition and interpretation of events 

Understanding or acceptance of an offence can impact on the ability to provide 

evidence which can require people to be able to put experiences within a wider 

context. Consider the impact of any:  

▪ feelings of guilt or shame leading to minimisation of abuse  

▪ manipulation by the suspect/defendant or family, friends or peers  

▪ resignation or acceptance of abuse, perhaps linked to culture  

▪ grooming into a lifestyle where sexual exploitation is the norm  

▪ allegiance or love towards the suspect/defendant  

▪ delusions, paranoia or thought disorder  

Communication 

Consider factors that might make it difficult for someone to communicate effectively:  

▪ fear of speaking in public perhaps due to lack of literacy or learning difficulties  

▪ embarrassment when referring to private parts of the body that are usually not 

spoken about 

▪ wanting the process to end quickly so providing quick answers or telling the 

interviewer what they think they want to hear  

▪ fear of repercussions to themselves or their family  

▪ offending might be reported by others leading to a reluctance to cooperate  

▪ English not as a first language making it difficult to engage with the process  

▪ physical barriers to communication such as language barriers, hearing or visual  

Mental Capacity Act 2005 

The Mental Capacity Act (MCA) (2005) sets out in law how people over the age of 

16, who may lack mental capacity, can be assessed, provided with the care they 

need and are protected.  
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What is mental capacity?  

If you have mental capacity, it means that you are able to make your own decisions. 

This means you are able to understand and think through information and make a 

choice based on that information. We all have problems making decisions from time 

to time, but the MCA is about more than that. It is designed to cover situations where 

someone is unable to make a particular decision at a particular time because the 

way their mind or brain functions is affected by illness or disability or the effects of 

drugs or alcohol.  

A lack of mental capacity could be due to a stroke or brain injury, a mental health 

problem, dementia, a learning disability or substance misuse for example. In all 

these instances a person may lack capacity to make particular decisions at particular 

times but it does not mean that they lack capacity to make any decision about their 

life. Lack of capacity can be temporary.  

The Mental Capacity Act is there to support people to make their own decisions, it 

provides a clear test to assess their capacity, sets out the considerations that need 

to be taken into account when decisions are made on behalf of someone who does 

not have capacity under the Act.  

Assessing capacity  

The MCA provides a test for people to use to make a judgment about whether a 

person has capacity to make their own decisions. To assess whether someone can 

make a decision, an assessor must look at whether the person:  

▪ can understand information given to them about the decision 

▪ retain that information 

▪ balance or weigh up information about options and then communicate their 

decision 

No one can be labelled ‘incapable’ because they have a learning disability, brain 

injury or anything else. Who assesses capacity depends on the decision to be made. 

For day to day decisions a carer/family member could assess capacity. For more 

complex decisions such as consent to treatment or where someone should live, a 

health or social care professional must assess capacity.  
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Mental Capacity Act 2005: it should always be assumed that a person has the 

capacity to consent unless proven otherwise. 

‘Best interest’: where it is thought that a vulnerable adult lacks capacity in relation to 

making a specific decision, then that decision must be made in that vulnerable 

adult’s best interests. 

The following principles apply for the purposes of this Act: 

▪ A person must be assumed to have capacity unless it is established that he lacks 

capacity. 

▪ A person is not to be treated as unable to make a decision unless all practicable 

steps to help him to do so have been taken without success. 

▪ A person is not to be treated as unable to make a decision merely because he 

makes an unwise decision. 

▪ An act done, or decision made, under this Act for or on behalf of a person who 

lacks capacity must be done, or made, in his best interests. 

▪ Before the act is done, or the decision is made, regard must be had to whether 

the purpose for which it is needed can be as effectively achieved in a way that is 

less restrictive of the person’s rights and freedom of action. 

Two ‘decisions’ fall within the scope of the Mental Capacity Act In this type of 

investigation: 

1. Consent to the interview 

2. Consent to the sexual activity that amounts to the offence 

These issues should be considered separately. A witness may have the capacity to 

consent to one thing but not the other. Consent to the interview rarely merits an 

expert assessment, it’s rather a matter of the investigator talking to the witness and 

anyone who knows the witness if concerns are raised about capacity. Consent to the 

kind of sexual activity that amounts to the offence is invariably and expert witness 

assessment. 
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Assessment of aggravating factors on a serious sexual 

assault  

The following is adapted from From Report to Court: A handbook for adult survivors 

of sexual violence (Rights of Women 2018). 

Physical injuries 

A victim may have been physically injured in the assault, although not all survivors 

suffer physical injuries. Some injuries are internal and are only found during a 

medical examination.  

Victims do not need to have evidence of injuries in order to prove they were the 

victim of sexual assault; for example, women who may not physically resist the 

suspect. This should not negate the need for attendance at a SARC. The police and 

others working in the criminal justice system should understand the trauma and fear 

that sexual offences may cause and that sexual violence often occurs without 

physical injuries being sustained. 

Strangulation 

Content adapted from the Training Institute for Strangulation Prevention (2021). 

Strangulation has been identified as one of the most lethal forms of domestic 

violence and sexual assault: unconsciousness may occur within seconds and death 

within minutes. When domestic violence perpetrators choke (strangle) their victims, 

not only is this assault, but it may be an attempted murder. 

Strangulation is an ultimate form of power and control where the assailant can 

demonstrate control over the victim’s next breath: it may have devastating 

psychological effects or a potentially fatal outcome. 

▪ When one person puts hands around the neck of another and squeezes, that is 

strangulation. 

▪ It is a serious word that fits the potentially lethal action. Often erroneously called 

‘choking’, it is not. 
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▪ ‘Choking’ refers to a blockage inside your throat, making it difficult to breathe. 

Strangulation is when pressure is applied from the outside, cutting off blood 

vessels and/or airflow in the neck, preventing oxygen from reaching the brain. 

▪ This pressure can cause loss of consciousness in 5 to 10 seconds, and it can 

cause death in a few minutes. 

Studies have shown that the absence of external signs does not mean there was no 

injury. Whether death resulted or not, only half of strangulation victims had marks on 

their necks, and only 15 percent of those marks were clear enough to photograph. 

The idea that ‘if there are no marks you weren’t really hurt’ is a myth to dispel. 

Not all injuries show on the outside; there can be internal physical injuries. In 

addition, there may be neurological damage from the loss of oxygen. Strangulation 

that stops short of killing may still cause significant health consequences, both 

physical and psychological. 

Some examples that occur immediately include vision changes, ringing in the ears, 

swollen tongue, cuts and abrasions in the mouth, swelling of the neck, difficulty 

breathing, trouble swallowing, and other voice or throat changes. 

Neurological damage such as loss of memory, dizziness, headaches, vomiting, 

extreme weakness, involuntary urination and behaviour changes can be the result of 

strangulation. The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 provides legislation for non-fatal 

strangulation as a criminal offence in its own right. 

Alcohol and/or drugs administered without consent, 

commonly known as ‘spiking’ 

It may be that the suspect gave the victim a substance without their knowledge or 

agreement to enable them to commit the offence. There are signs which might make 

a victim think they were given a substance without their agreement: 

▪ they felt more drunk than usual for the amount of alcohol they consumed, or felt 

drunk or woozy despite only drinking soft drinks 

▪ they woke up feeling confused, with little or no memory and/or there are gaps in 

their memory 
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▪ the room they wake up in is unfamiliarly messy, or they do not recognise where 

they are and have no memory of how they got there 

▪ they can remember drinking something, whether alcohol or not, and cannot 

remember what happened next 

▪ they have a vague feeling that they had sex, but it is not a clear memory 

▪ they have flashes of memories of a sexual experience 

▪ they may feel nauseous, dizzy, sluggish, have been unconscious or find it difficult 

to wake up 

▪ they may wake up without underwear or other clothing and cannot remember 

getting undressed 

▪ they may feel sore or in pain around the genital area, or bruised and sore 

elsewhere, without any explanation 

Some drugs only remain in the body for a short amount of time, so it is useful to go 

to a hospital, Sexual Assault Referral Centre or GP as an emergency so that they 

can take a urine sample. If they are unable to get medical attention quickly, they may 

urinate into a clean cup or receptacle and then hand it to the police. 

Alcohol and drugs that the victim chose to consume: 

It is vital that a victim is encouraged to tell the doctor and the police as much as they 

can about what they have consumed and when to help establish lines of enquiry. 

They should not be judged or have a complaint taken less seriously because they 

have drunk a lot of alcohol or consumed drugs. They should not be investigated for 

drug use. It is important to be honest about drug or alcohol use because if a case 

goes to court and it emerges that they had drunk alcohol or used drugs and had not 

told the doctor or police about this, it could affect the case. 

  



SSAIDP: Supporting victims in sexual assault investigations  college.police.uk 
Module resource pack 

SSAI_TR_003_PDF 

Version 1.0  Page 21 of 46 

Victim strategies in sexual assault cases 

Types of features of a victim strategy to be assessed in 

sexual assault cases 

Behaviour and circumstances of the suspect 

These risk factors are based on the offending background of the suspect and other 

routes by which the suspect might begin serious sexual offending. Some relate to 

antecedents of committing serious sexual offences and others are offences 

associated with sexual offending, such as domestic abuse, where sexual offences 

are often part of a pattern of abuse used to coerce and control, and domestic 

burglary. The following list is not exhaustive. Identification of any of these risk factors 

should be clearly recorded and included within the investigative process. 

1. Suspect has access to the victim 

In domestic and some acquaintance serious sexual offences, there are particular 

risks associated with the perpetrator’s ready access to, and knowledge of, the victim. 

This is particularly dangerous in those cases where the perpetrator has shown to be 

controlling or coercive in their behaviour, has access to the victim at their home or 

work, or has knowledge of their daily routine. Similarly, in stranger cases where the 

offence took place in the victim’s home or workplace, there may be an increased risk 

of repeat victimisation and/or a fear of repeat victimisation.  

In domestic or relationship offences, separation from a partner and any attempts to 

end a relationship may lead to further risks including homicide. 

2. Previous violence committed by the suspect and/or the use of a weapon 

Previous convictions for violence can indicate a risk of future convictions for serious 

sexual offences. Serious sexual offences are often carried out under the threat of 

physical violence and so such threats should be considered as potential risk factors 

for future offending. 

An offender may use a weapon in a stranger offence after they have made previous 

attempts that have failed because of victim resistance. 



SSAIDP: Supporting victims in sexual assault investigations  college.police.uk 
Module resource pack 

SSAI_TR_003_PDF 

Version 1.0  Page 22 of 46 

3. Previous sexual offences committed by the suspect 

Suspects with convictions for relatively minor sexual offences (where a sentence has 

been non-custodial) present an increased likelihood of being convicted at a later 

stage for a serious sexual offence.  

Investigating officers should be mindful that under-reporting and high attrition rates in 

cases of serious sexual offences mean that suspects with a history of such offences 

may not have a previous conviction for them. There may be police intelligence 

records or other sources of information which identify that a person has been 

previously suspected of other sexual offences. Investigating officers should check 

appropriate databases including intelligence reports, crime logs, PNC/PND and 

VISOR for this possibility. 

4. Prowling activity by the suspect 

Some stranger offenders spend considerable amounts of time prowling in localized 

neighbourhoods and/or more extensively. Records of prowlers coming to notice in 

particular localities should be retained so that this information can be explored by 

those investigating stranger rapes and other serious sexual offences. 

Although there is a tendency for stranger rapes to operate close to home, some 

offenders may be familiar with other more dispersed neighbourhoods which, for 

example, they have knowledge of because of their work or because they have 

friends or relatives living in the vicinity. If can, therefore, be useful to explore the 

former addresses and/or workplaces of possible offenders, and other significant 

locations that they may have a detailed knowledge of, especially those where 

previous offences have occurred. 

5. Suspect previously committed burglary offences 

The presence or absence of certain behaviours during the commission of an offence 

can indicate the type of previous convictions that an offender may possess. For 

example, there is an increased chance that an offender who, during the course of an 

offence, takes fingerprint precautions, steals from the victim, uses forced entry 

and/or takes a weapon to the offence, has a previous conviction for burglary. In such 

cases investigating officers should consider exploring the details of suspects with 
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previous convictions for burglary-related offences which, on the surface, may not 

appear to be connected with serious sexual offences. 

6. Child abuse and cruelty by the suspect 

Officers investigating serious sexual offences should maintain close links with Child 

Abuse Investigators and ensure that they are aware of any intelligence relating to 

incidents of child cruelty, grooming, exploitation and abuse. 

7. Suspect’s online activity e.g. searches relating to rape, viewing extreme 

pornography, dating website activity 

Risk factors and vulnerabilities relating to the victim’s 

circumstances 

As SSAI, you should identify and understand the victim’s personal and 

environmental circumstances, and their vulnerabilities. 

However, caution should be exercised with risk factors relating to the victim (e.g., 

being intoxicated, being in an abusive relationship, being in an isolated or dark 

location etc). These are not the reasons for the offence taking place but rather 

factors that can increase vulnerability and can put the person at risk of being 

targeted. Responsibility for rape offences always rests with the offender.  

Depending on the circumstances, the risk identification process should also be 

applied to witnesses and potential future victims. Full use should also be made of the 

statutory provisions available for dealing with the intimidation of witnesses, 

harassment and anti-social behaviour and other protective measures. 

1. Victim’s perceptions that they are at risk of future harm 

Victims who have reported serious sexual offences also often report a fear of 

recrimination and intimidation by the suspect(s) and/or their associates. Those fears 

may be exacerbated where the suspect has not been arrested and is able to identify 

the victim or the victim’s residence. Any information about the victim’s feelings of 

safety and security can be included as part of the evidence in chief to support any 

allegation of coercive control or stalking, or as part of the Victim Personal Statement 

should the victim wish to make one. 
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Investigating officers should identify risks faced by the victim before they leave police 

care, and ensure that all reasonable steps are taken to safeguard them (in 

compliance with the positive obligations under the Human Rights Act 1998).  

The scale of the response will vary according to each case ranging from the 

provision of personal security advice and arrangements for an immediate police 

response, through to the installation of technical equipment and, in more high-risk 

cases, finding the victim alternative, safe accommodation. 

2. Victim vulnerability due to disability, incapacity, location and opportunity 

Most rapes are committed by someone known to the victim and suspects will look for 

specific vulnerabilities in victims which provide them with greater opportunity to 

commit sexual offences; they will groom, manipulate or otherwise control victims to 

facilitate their offending. 

Risk factors which increase vulnerability differ according to the type of rape and 

serious sexual assault committed. Risk factors for ‘stranger’ rape can be separated 

into those associated with the victim’s location or circumstances (eg, being in an 

isolated or dark place), and those which decrease the victim’s awareness and 

sensitivity to danger (eg, mental ill-health, disability, alcohol or drug use).  

Other factors which increase risk are related to the opportunity to commit rape and 

serious sexual assaults. Residences more at risk of burglary are also more likely to 

be at risk of being targeted by intruder sexual offenders, including stranger, domestic 

and acquaintance offences.  

This might be because the burglar commits an opportunist sexual offence, selects 

the property because of its vulnerability, has knowledge of the residents of the 

property, or a combination of the factors.  

Selection criteria for burglaries might have similarities to criteria used by intruder 

sexual offenders who target vulnerabilities in victims. These criteria might include 

identification of entry and escape routes, visibility of the property or site to others, 

corner or end of terrace buildings, residences on the boundaries of neighbourhoods, 

single person households or multiple occupancy buildings. 
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3. Social isolation or vulnerability of the victim  

People who are socially isolated or who are particularly vulnerable because of their 

circumstances (eg, people with disabilities, children, those involved in sex work and 

victims of domestic abuse), are at increased risk of serious sexual offences. They 

may also have less access to informal and formal support networks and lack 

confidence in the police and the criminal justice system to deal appropriately with 

their complaint. 

Victims may also be particularly vulnerable to future harm if they live in institutions, 

have mental health issues, learning difficulties or are isolated because of their 

sexuality or lifestyle. Some people will be reluctant to report a rape to the police 

because of fear of the information becoming known to the community of which they 

are a member. 

Male victims of rape may also be vulnerable to repeat victimisation, particularly if 

they are reluctant to report offences because if stereotypical notions held about male 

victims and/or a lack of confidence in the level of support they are likely to receive 

from the police and the wider criminal justice system.  

Some victims from minority ethnic groups may experience particular social isolation 

and increased vulnerability due to racism, language, cultural, religious, or 

immigration matters that can all be barriers to reporting violence and seeking help. 

Feelings of shame and a desire for privacy may also be stronger within some 

communities than others. Barriers to reporting rape may also be increased in 

situations where the victim knows or fears that personnel involved in the reporting 

process are from the same community as them (e.g. interpreters, forensic 

physicians). 

4. Vulnerability due to being part of an ‘at risk’ group  

Where it is suspected that an offence might form part of, or is the first of, a series of 

offences, certain groups within a community could be at higher risk than others. Risk 

might relate to the social characteristics of a group of potential victims such as young 

people aged between 16-25 years, gay men, or to certain occupations or hobbies 

such nurses, sex workers, students or joggers. More generally, there may also be a 

risk to people who live in a particular isolated location, or a risk due to other 
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vulnerability factors such as a person’s habits (eg, being drunk or walking home 

alone at night). 

Victim needs and support 

Under the Mental Capacity Act 2005, the people who decide whether or not a person 

has capacity to take a particular decision are called assessors. Anyone can be an 

assessor – for example, a family member, a care worker, a nurse or social worker. 

However, health and social care practitioners or other relevant professionals and 

experts must be involved when an assessment and/or decision has significant 

consequences. These include when the person’s capacity may be challenged by 

someone; when reporting abuse or a crime; or where the decision has legal 

complications or consequences.  

Prosecutors and police should discuss, at an early stage, whether the witness is 

likely to be accepted as a competent witness by the courts, taking into account 

information provided by others, for example, a doctor, family members, or a social 

worker etc.  

The Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 sets out the general rule that 

people are competent to act as witnesses unless they cannot understand questions 

asked of them at court and answer them in a manner which can be understood (with, 

if necessary, the assistance of special measures).  

Mental capacity is only relevant to the competence of the witness in terms of 

assessing the witness’ ability to understand questions asked and to give replies that 

can be understood.  

Medication issues may be relevant when considering the timing of giving evidence 

and the need for maximum lucidity. This factor may be equally relevant to any 

witness taking medication, whether mental capacity is an issue or not.  

Empowering the sexual assault victim during the 

investigation 

Victim anonymity 

The Coroners and Justice Act 2009 covers persons for whom anonymity is needed 

to protect their safety (including where intimidation is feared) or the safety of others, 
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or to prevent serious damage to property, or in order to prevent real harm to public 

interest. 

The Act allows the courts to continue to grant anonymity to witnesses (where this is 

consistent with a defendant’s right to a fair trial and where certain conditions are met) 

through witness anonymity orders (WAOs). 

It also allows the courts to grant investigation anonymity orders (IAOs) to persons 

from the early stages of the criminal justice process (where certain conditions are 

met). 

Applications for witness anonymity can be made pre-trial under sections 74 to 85 of 

the Coroners and Justice Act 2009. The orders known as investigation anonymity 

orders can be requested at the very start of an investigation thus providing early 

certainty to people, who may have relevant information, that their identities will not 

be disclosed.  

Investigation anonymity orders are only available in limited circumstances, which 

are:  

1. that a qualifying offence has been committed (murder or manslaughter where the 

death was caused by being shot with a firearm or injured with a knife)  

2. that the person likely to have committed the offence was at least 11 but under 30 

years old at the time the offence was committed  

3. that the person likely to have committed the offence is a member of a group 

engaging in criminal activity and the majority of its members are at least 11 but 

under 30 years old; and  

4. the person in respect of whom the order would be made has reasonable grounds 

to fear intimidation or harm if they were identified as assisting the investigation 

Applications can be made to a justice of the peace by police officers or prosecutors.  

The granting of an investigation anonymity order does not guarantee that anonymity 

will be granted at the trial. A separate application has to be made for a trial 

anonymity order under sections 86 to 90 of the Coroners and Justice Act 2009.  

Applications for witness anonymity at trial must be authorised by Complex Casework 

Unit Heads or Heads of Division.  
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Discharge or variation of a witness anonymity order 

Any party may apply for a witness anonymity order to be varied or discharged if there 

has been a material change in circumstances. This power may be used where, for 

example, a witness who previously gave evidence anonymously is content for the 

anonymity to be lifted. The court can also vary or discharge an order of its own 

initiative. The court must give every party to the proceedings an opportunity to be 

heard before determining an application for variation or discharge or before varying 

or discharging an order on its own initiative. 

A witness anonymity order may be varied or discharged after proceedings have 

finished. The court may vary or discharge the order either on an application by a 

party to the proceedings or on an application by the witness him or herself. This may 

be appropriate for example, if a considerable period of time has elapsed since the 

trial and the circumstances of the witness have changed. Before discharging or 

varying an order the court must provide all parties to the proceedings and the 

witness the opportunity to be heard unless it is not reasonably practicable to do so. 

An ‘appeal court’ (defined in the Act as the Court of Appeal, Court of Appeal in 

Northern Ireland or Court Martial Appeal Court) can discharge or vary a witness 

anonymity order made in the proceedings which gave rise to the appeal. There is no 

provision for an application procedure; it is intended that the power will be exercised 

by the appeal court of its own motion, how and when it thinks fit. 

If an order is varied or discharged, the prosecutor must notify the police and CCU 

Head or HQ Casework Division Head immediately. Once an order is made, the 

prosecution advocate has a duty to ensure that the conditions are kept under review 

during the trial and that, should there be a material change in circumstances, the 

judge is informed. 

Breaching anonymity 

Sexual Offences (amendment) Act 1992 Section 5 Offences 

Section 5(1) If any matter is published or included in a relevant programme in 

contravention of section 1, the following persons shall be guilty of an offence and 

liable on summary conviction to a fine not exceeding level 5 on the standard scale. 
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a. In the case of publication in a newspaper or periodical, any proprietor, any editor 

and any publisher of the newspaper or periodical. 

b. In the case of matter included in a relevant programme. 

i. Anybody corporate engaged in providing the service in which the programme 

is included; and 

ii. Any person having functions in relation to the programme corresponding to 

those of an editor of a newspaper. 

c. In the case of any other publication, any person publishing it. 

Section 5(2) Where a person is charged with an offence under this section in respect 

of the publication of any matter or the inclusion of any matter in a relevant 

programme, it shall be a defence, subject to subsection (3), to prove that the 

publication or programme in which the matter appeared was one in respect of which 

the person against whom the offence mentioned in section 1 is alleged to have been 

committed had given written consent to the appearance of matter of that description. 

Section 5(3) Written consent is not a defence if it is proved that any person interfered 

unreasonably with the peace or comfort of the person giving the consent, with intent 

to obtain it. 

Section 5(4) Proceedings for an offence under this section shall not be instituted 

except by or with the consent of the Attorney General. 

Section 5(5) Where a person is charged with an offence under this section it shall be 

a defence to prove that at the time of the alleged offence he was not aware, and 

neither suspected nor had reason to suspect, that the publication or programme in 

question was of, or (as the case may be) included, the matter in question. 

Section 5(6) Where an offence under this section committed by a body corporate is 

proved to have been committed with the consent or connivance of, or to be 

attributable to any neglect on the part of: 

▪ a director, manager, secretary or other similar officer of the body corporate, or 

▪ a person purporting to act in any such capacity 

He as well as the body corporate shall be guilty of the offence and liable to be 

proceeded against and punished accordingly.  
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Section 5(7) In relation to a body corporate whose affairs are managed by its 

members ‘director’, in subsection (6), means a member of the body corporate. 
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Conducting ethical and professional interviews of 

victims of sexual violence 

Pre-interview decision-making: 

▪ Vulnerable and Intimidated Witnesses (video for 

evidence-in-chief purposes) 

Section 22A Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 (as inserted by section 

101 Coroners and Justice Act 2009) makes special provision for adult complainants 

in sexual offence trials in the Crown Court. It provides, on application by a party to 

the proceedings, for the automatic admissibility of a video-recorded statement as 

evidence in chief under s.27 of the 1999 Act, unless this would not be in the interests 

of justice, or would not maximise the quality of the complainant’s evidence. The 

effect of this provision is that victims of rape and sexual offences should be given the 

opportunity to participate in a video-recorded interview. If they decline to participate 

in a video-recorded interview a written statement should be prepared following an 

interview with them. The final decision as to whether or not to admit a video-recorded 

interview as evidence in chief is a matter for the court, no promises or guarantees 

should be given to the witness when ascertaining their views about special 

measures. 

▪ Planning the interview 

Planning the interview is essential, particularly in respect of setting objectives that 

draw a clear distinction between the alleged incident and the wider investigative 

material so that the interview is properly structured. 

Individuals who may need to be involved in the interview 

process, including: 

▪ Intermediaries 

It is important to note that only witnesses defined by section 16 Youth Justice and 

Criminal Evidence Act 1999 as ‘vulnerable’ are eligible for the assistance of an 

intermediary. The effect of this limitation is that most adult rape and sexual offence 
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victims are NOT eligible for the assistance of an intermediary because they are 

‘intimidated’ as recognised in 17(4) YJCEA 1999 rather than ‘vulnerable’ (as defined 

by section 16 YJCEA). Adult rape and sexual offence victims only become eligible 

for the assistance of an intermediary if they are also ‘vulnerable’, i.e. they have a 

mental disorder (as defined by the amended section 1 Mental Health Act 1983), 

learning disability or physical disability/disorder that has an impact on their ability to 

communicate. There are circumstances in which a diagnosis of PTSD, acute stress 

disorder or clinical depression might amount to a ‘mental disorder’ for the purposes 

of the legislation. They are, however, as intimidated witnesses eligible for special 

measures as per 1.13 of the Code of Practice for Victims of Crime – October 2015 

(publishing.service.gov.uk) 

Key points taken from Making the most of working with an intermediary (Plotnikoff, J, 

Woolfson, R (2014): 

If you are requesting appointment of a Registered Intermediary for a 

prosecution or defence witness: 

▪  

 

▪ Intermediary assessment of communication abilities is appropriate if the person 

seems unlikely to be able to recognise a problematic question or may be 

reluctant to say so to a questioner in authority. 

▪ Cost is not a factor in deciding to request assessment.  

▪ The officer in charge of the case, in consultation with an intermediary for a 

prosecution witness, arranges the assessment); who should be present; its 

location; and consents for release of information.  

▪ The interviewing officer and intermediary must plan the interview together.  

Additional advice from the intermediary may relate to: 

▪ communication aids 

▪ the ‘truth and lies’ test 

▪ modification of suspect identification procedures  

▪ witness preparation  
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▪ and a range of adjustments to accommodate the person’s needs 

How to outline the interview process to those present 

and confirm understanding 

If you are working with an intermediary in the criminal court process:  

▪ they must not be left alone with the witness  

▪ must be present at any contested application hearing  

▪ and at a ground rules hearing before the day of the witness’s evidence  

▪ informal discussion may be held beforehand 

▪ certain topics must be addressed at the hearing  

▪ other matters should be considered 

▪ the judge must define any limitations on questioning and state what ground rules 

apply 

▪ advocates have a duty to abide by rulings 

▪ the judiciary has a paramount responsibility to control questioning and deal with 

failure to comply with ground rules  

▪ prosecutors have a responsibility to seek the court’s intervention 

▪ limitations on questioning should be explained to the jury 

The intermediary must be allowed ‘actively to intervene’ if miscommunication is 

likely. 

Strategies for achieving best evidence (ABE) 

Approved interview and communication techniques to 

obtain accurate accounts 

Victims may not disclose fully and may change their initial account because they are 

in trauma and unable to recollect the incident or details, feel afraid, embarrassed or 

ashamed, or have learning difficulties or physical or mental ill health. They may 

disclose information or change their initial account of the incident during the 

interview, or much later. Do not judge the victim, there is no ‘typical’ victim of rape or 

sexual offence.  
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Interview whenever the victim recollects information, and address any 

inconsistencies that arise throughout the course of the investigation. Question 

empathetically. 

Elicit the best detailed evidence from the victim using Achieving Best Evidence for 

Criminal Proceedings guidance. Be sensitive to the victim’s needs and behaviour 

and adapt your approach accordingly. The quality of your communication will 

influence the victim’s ability to disclose.  

Registered Intermediaries may assist the interview process where the victim has 

learning disabilities, mental ill health or other specific needs which should be 

determined through assessment.  

Deploying an officer to monitor the victim interview could assist in progressing the 

investigative process (eg, to identify and fast-track actions such as securing CCTV). 

Interviewers should encourage and enable victims to reveal all aspects of the 

offence and its circumstances, including any issues that they may feel reflect 

negatively on them. Victims should be informed that a strong prosecution case can 

only be established if the police are in full possession of the facts.  

Adults being interviewed as victims of rape should not be required to answer 

questions to determine whether they understand the difference between truth and 

lies at the outset of the interview. The aim of the interview should be clear and the 

area that should be covered in detail first is the full incident, including all points to 

prove. 

Record the reasons for the agreed interview strategy and preserve this record for 

possible use in any subsequent legal proceedings.  

Information obtained from the victim (and witness) interview(s) should be included in 

any risk identification and crime prevention processes. 

One of the key areas to address in any interview for rape offences with the victim 

and the suspect is likely to be that of ‘consent’ to the acts reported. The ‘Police 

Investigators’ Tool kit for addressing consent and associated myths in rape cases’ 

will assist officers to structure their interview plan in such cases, as will the ‘Tool Kit 

for Police Supervisors and Managers: Addressing Consent and Associated Myths in 

Rape Investigations and Prosecutions’ which is available on the APP. 
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Identify information which might be important to the investigation. Consider obtaining 

the following information: 

▪ history of the relationship and background to the offence being investigated 

including pre-, during and post-offence behaviour of the suspect 

▪ full details of the current incident, including evidence to support the offence 

▪ details of witnesses present during the incident or immediately before or after the 

incident 

▪ sequence and timings of events 

▪ details of any speech or threats made by the suspect 

▪ details of any of the victim’s dialogue with the suspect, and the means (eg, face-

to-face meeting, via a specific electronic device, through a particular social media 

account etc) 

▪ details of the victim’s response during the offence and an explanation of why they 

reacted in this way – this might include ‘freezing’ or being unable to respond 

through fear, complying, any attempts to escape, resist or make it clear that 

sexual acts were non-consensual 

▪ any identifying features if the suspect, where the offender is not known to the 

victim (this should include questions relating to all senses, eg, smell, sight, 

hearing, taste and touch) 

▪ whether a weapon was used (including how it was used and what type) 

▪ points to prove 

The IO and SOLO should consider the relevance of other investigative areas and 

introduce them after free recall at the appropriate point: 

▪ the nature and seriousness of any of the victim’s injuries (physical and 

psychological) 

▪ history of the relationship and any previous incidents (if the suspect is known) 

▪ details that relate to any previous consensual sexual activities within the last 

seven days (for forensic purposes), including any with the suspect 

▪ details about the first or early complaint 

▪ victim’s background 
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History and context 

Context is all important to the consideration of freedom and capacity to choose. It is 

necessary to focus on the complainant’s state of mind in the context of all the 

relevant circumstances. These will include: 

▪ age, maturity and understanding 

▪ complainant’s knowledge and understanding of the position she/he was in and 

what she/he was being asked to do 

▪ history of relationship between Complainant and Suspect 

▪ suspect’s position of power or control over Complainant 

and, especially for younger and/or vulnerable victims:  

▪ provision by Suspect of any gifts, alcohol or drugs 

▪ promises by Suspect of a more secure or exciting way of life  

▪ excessive compliments and/or kindness shown by Suspect 

▪ any other evidence of exploitation or grooming so that Complainant may not 

understand the full significance of what she/he is doing 

The ‘whole story’ narrative 

The Whole Story framework is a new approach to conducting investigative interviews 

about sexual assault. It is designed to accompany and extend existing narrative 

approaches by dictating the nature and type of evidential detail required to increase 

prosecution rates involving sexual abuse of both adults and children. Specifically, the 

model focuses on understanding the dynamics of sexual assault and on establishing 

and representing the victim-offender relationship in the evidence, through the use of 

grooming, ‘Unique Signifiers’, and ‘Points of Confirmation’. The following information 

is taken from ‘‘Whole Story’; a new framework for conducting investigative interviews 

about sexual assault’ (Tidmarsh and others, 2012). 

Two core premises underpin the ‘Whole Story’ framework. The first premise is that 

sexual offending is a crime of ‘relationship’ that starts in the mind of the offender and 

develops over time. During the course of the ‘relationship’, offenders attempt, 

through a process of manipulation, to make victims behave in a desirable or 

compliant manner. The second premise is that because the ‘relationship’ is the 



SSAIDP: Supporting victims in sexual assault investigations  college.police.uk 
Module resource pack 

SSAI_TR_003_PDF 

Version 1.0  Page 37 of 46 

context leading to and linking the ‘events’ of offending, understanding this 

‘relationship’ is integral to interpreting victim behaviour. To view the offences in 

isolation of the wider ‘relationship’ (i.e., to concentrate on the offending ‘event’ or 

‘events’ rather than developing an understanding of the wider relationship context) 

would potentially heighten misunderstandings about the victims’ behaviour and the 

reason why they may have appeared, on face value, to be complicit rather than 

resistant during the sexual acts. 

To assist in gathering details of the Whole Story, investigators need to understand 

and elicit three key elements regarding the offending relationship. These elements 

include the following: 

(a) ‘Grooming’ which refers to how the relationship evolved 

(b) ‘Unique Signifiers’ which refers to individual aspects specific to each 

offending ‘relationship’ 

(c) ‘Points of Confirmation’ which refers to aspects of the suspects’, 

witnesses’ and victims’ narratives that are the same, allowing a combined 

story to be developed 

These elements are at the core of the framework. They facilitate investigators’ 

understanding of the alleged offending ‘relationship’ and its development. Further, 

they provide a framework to guide interviews and the gathering of relationship 

details. Within each category, the most useful details are those that place the alleged 

perpetrator in a position of power, control or authority over the victim or that indicate 

a sexualised element to the relationship. These elements may often be hidden in the 

everyday processes of families and relationships, such as rules and consequences, 

bed and bath times. It is necessary for investigators to seek these details because 

they are not always reported spontaneously. Victims (especially children and adults 

with a cognitive impairment) may be unaware of the offender’s process of 

manipulation and the real intent behind a range of behaviours, language, habits and 

events. Further, even if the victim was aware of the process of manipulation, they 

may not understand the importance of including this information in their accounts. 

For more information about the benefits of this approach, see ‘Police officers’ 

perceptions of specialist training, skills and qualities needed to investigate sexual 

crime (Tidmarsh and others, 2019). 
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Involvement of alcohol and/or drugs 

In cases where the victim or the police believe that the offence was drug or alcohol 

assisted, the interviewer should attempt to establish the following information (this 

information should also be forwarded with any forensic samples sent for analysis): 

▪ any drugs prescribed and taken by the victim 

▪ signs and symptoms shown by the victim 

▪ drugs taken knowingly by the victim, including any recreational drugs taken 

during the last seven days 

▪ drinking pattern before, during and after the incident, including types of drinks 

and the time they were consumed 

▪ last urination and number of urinations since ingestion of drug (where relevant) 

▪ victim’s height and weight and general tolerance to alcohol and/or drugs (where 

relevant) 

▪ last drink or food intake and the circumstances surrounding it 
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Reasons why a victim may withdraw cooperation 

during an investigation and how to manage these 

risks 

Reasons a victim withdraws cooperation during an 

investigation 

Withdrawal statements 

A complainant may decide that they do not want the criminal proceedings against the 

defendant to continue. If this is the case, they can contact the police officer dealing 

with the case and ask to make a withdrawal statement. They can ask an ISVA to 

support them through this process. 

In the withdrawal statement they will have to explain why they do not want the 

proceedings to continue. They may be anxious about giving evidence in court or be 

put under pressure to withdraw support of the investigation or prosecution by others. 

They may be concerned about the impact of the investigation or trial on health or 

wellbeing, or on family. They may be in fear of the defendant or may not have the 

information and support they need. 

If a complainant wishes to make a withdrawal statement the SSAI should discuss 

with them why they want the proceedings to be stopped, particularly if they have 

been put under pressure, or fear, by the defendant or another person. If the 

defendant (or one of their friends or family members) has contacted or threatened 

the complainant, the defendant may have breached bail conditions and may also 

have committed further offences, such as interfering with a witness or perverting the 

course of justice. 

The SSAI should ask whether the original statement made when the complainant 

reported the offence was true. A person who gives incorrect or misleading 

information to the police can be charged with wasting police time or perverting the 

course of justice. If they are concerned that they may be investigated for an offence 

after withdrawing support for a prosecution, they should seek legal advice. 

Withdrawing a statement does not necessarily mean that the case against the 

defendant will be stopped. The police and CPS can continue the case even if the 
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victim does not support it. Whether or not the investigation or court proceedings are 

stopped after they have made a withdrawal statement will depend on what stage the 

case is at and how much evidence there is against the suspect/defendant. 

When deciding whether or not to continue with a prosecution without the victim’s 

support the CPS will consider factors like their safety, the strength of the evidence 

against the defendant and the public interest in prosecuting. If the CPS decides to 

continue with a prosecution that the victim does not support they can either continue 

without this evidence (for example, by relying on the evidence of other witnesses) or 

compel them to attend court with a witness summons. 

If the CPS decide not to continue with a prosecution it is very unlikely that they will 

be able to re-start proceedings, so when making a withdrawal statement the 

complainant needs to be sure they do not want a prosecution to continue. 

Victims withdrawing support for investigations 

Victims may withdraw their support for the investigation and ask you to fully or 

partially retract their statement. Explore and record the reasons why. 

Victims may interpret difficulties in proceeding as their report not being believed, and 

withdraw their support for a prosecution. Provide information about the criminal 

justice process and, in particular, about prosecutions and the likelihood of conviction 

at an appropriate point in the investigation. Emphasise that difficulties do not imply 

that the victim is not believed. 

If the victim wishes to withdraw their support and fully retract their account, take a 

written or video recorded statement to confirm their original statement, the reasons 

for the withdrawal, and to establish whether the victim has been pressurised into 

withdrawing. Engage with the CPS to discuss the possibility of proceeding without 

the victim’s evidence and/or support. Explain the implications of an evidence led 

prosecution to the victim. 

If the victim wishes to retract partially, ask them to identify which sections and record 

their reasons for retracting.  

If a victim states that their original account was partially or completely false and you 

suspect otherwise, arrange a joint visit with the victims advocate to speak with them 

as soon as possible to establish the reasons behind the disclosure. 
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After a full investigation, if it becomes apparent that a false report may have been 

made, contact a Crown Prosecution Service rape specialist prosecutor. Log any 

details onto the force intelligence system. 

Discontinuing an investigation 

Once all lines of enquiry have been exhausted by the IO and where it is considered 

that CPS referral is not required, cases must be referred to the relevant officer 

deputed by the force, who will have at least 3 years’ experience and knowledge of 

rape investigation, for any decisions to take no further action. 

Explain a decision to discontinue the investigation and the rationale to the victim 

within 24 hours from the decision being taken, clearly, with care and in person. 

Explain that further evidence that comes to light may result in the case being 

reopened. Suspects will also need to be updated on this decision. 
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