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Introduction and research methods 

This report summarises the findings from the semi-structured telephone interviews about 

specialist rape teams1. Ethical clearance for the study was granted by the School of Applied 

Social Sciences ethics committee at Durham University. Invitations were sent to force rape 

champions, and a representative of every force was interviewed (hence 43 interviews were 

completed). In some cases this was the rape champion themselves, in other cases the 

interview was delegated to someone else in the team. Supplementary documents were often 

sent to the research team after the interview. The interviews were all transcribed and imported 

into NVivo (a qualitative data analysis package). The data were analysed thematically, and the 

results are summarised in the sections that follow2.  

How many forces said they had a specialist rape team? 

Nearly half the forces (47%, n=21) self-defined themselves as having a specialist rape team, 

11% (n=5) said they had a partial specialist team (e.g. responded ‘sort of’), and 39% (n=17) 

said no (although two of these said they were in the process of setting one up).  

We intentionally did not offer a definition of what a specialist/dedicated rape team was, since no 

official definition exists and we were aware that definitions vary across forces. Most forces 

defined themselves as having a specialist team if they:  

a) had specially trained officers and investigators (many of those who said they did not have a 

specialist team noted that they had specialist officers but not investigators),  

b) a name for their team to distinguish it from other officers/investigators/teams, and  

c) had some form of coordination.  

Two forces defined themselves in a different way – one described themselves as having a 

specialist rape team because they had a public protection unit and the other because they had 

an adult protection team.  

We also asked all forces, later in the interview, what they thought should be the core 

components of a specialist rape team. The responses given most frequently (mentioned by ten 

or more forces) are shown overleaf in Table 1. Following the self definitions given by those with 

teams, having trained officers and investigators working in an integrated way was the most 

frequent response.  

                                                           
1 Lead investigator contact details: Dr Nicole Westmarland, School of Applied Social Sciences, 32 Old Elvet, Durham 
University, DH1 3HN. Nicole.westmarland@durham.ac.uk 0191 3346833  
2
 We did not promise anonymity to the forces, however, since it is not our intention to name and shame forces in this report 

– rather we would prefer it be a forward thinking document to guide future development – we do not name forces where we 

do not see a need to do so. 
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Ideal core components of a specialist rape team 

Table 1.  What should be the core components of a specialist rape 

team? 

Trained officers and investigators working in an integrated way 25 

Wide understanding of the term ‘team’/very close multi-agency working 24 

Right skills and training 12 

The right/top quality people 10 

Good leadership/supervision 10 

 

In some cases the officers and investigators were the same people, and this model was argued 

to have some advantages in terms of managing workloads, quality of victim care, and quality of 

investigations:    

I know some forces have the investigators and then the sexual offences trained officers, 

so they do the victim care separately, we’ve gone down the road of having everyone 

trained in both areas which I think is the best approach for workload.  

I know a lot of people say that the rape team should be split up into two halves, one 

dealing with the investigation and one dealing with the victim, and I can see their point 

there but I think that having a unit that deals with both sides and you move people 

about, you get people to investigate rape fully, knowing what it’s like on both sides of 

the fence basically, so I think we do a thorough investigation, obviously dealing with the 

victim sensitively but also ensuring that it’s done by an officer who’s qualified to 

investigate rape fully.  

The second most frequent response was close multi-agency working by defining the team in its 

widest possible sense. Many included people such as Independent Sexual Violence Advisors 

and Sexual Assault Referral Centre staff within their understanding of the ‘team’.  

In addition, having people with the correct skills and training who were ‘right’ for the job was a 

common response: 

The right staff, sounds simplistic I know, but it’s about having the staff that want to be 

there and the necessary qualities in themselves to manage a rape victim, there are 

plenty of people who are good investigators but they’re not that good at managing the 

victim throughout that process, and invariably the best evidence comes from your 

victim. 

... you could have the swankiest of suites and resources available to you but by far and 

away the most important component of a specialist rape team is having the right people.  
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Other responses mentioned on more than one occasion were: crime scene 

investigation/forensic liaison (n=5), intelligence analyst (n=4)3, safeguarding and prevention 

work (n=3), enough people (n=2), pathways after rape, e.g. genitourinary medicine services, 

counselling (n=2) and admin support (n=2). 

 

What the teams covered  

It is important to highlight that although the term ‘specialist rape team’ seems self explanatory, 

in fact different forces were doing different things. The common ground was that most included: 

section 1 and 2 offences, stranger 2/acquaintance rapes, and some form of multi-agency 

collaboration. This is summarised in Table 2 below.  

Table 2. Different things covered by specialist teams 

Most did Some did Most excluded Some excluded 

Section 1  

Section 2 

Stranger 2/ 

acquaintance rapes  

Multi-agency 

collaboration 

HIV transmission 

offences 

Awareness raising 

campaigns 

Prevention work in 

schools 

Overview/investigative 

oversight of other 

sexual offences 

Domestic violence 

rapes 

Under 13’s if by family 

member 

 

Stranger 1 rape 

investigations  

 

It seems sensible for a specialist rape team to hold investigative oversight of all sexual 

offences, as some teams do, and to take these other sexual offence investigations on where 

capacity allows4. For example one force explained that they would take:  

...any other offence where there’s a link to a potential more serious offence, so you 

could have three or four indecent assaults on a group of people in which case we would 

take that. 

However, if this is adopted by other forces as good practice they will need to ensure that there 

is clear responsibility for decision making and the analytical ability to pick up these cases. 

 

                                                           
3
 This would help meet the last inspection recommendation that forces have up to date rape problem profiles 

(HMIC/HMCPSI, 2012).  
4
 Identifying patterns of sexual offending at an early stage was one of the recommendations made in the 

recent inspection (HMIC/HMCPSI, 2012). 
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A working definition  

Merging the responses from these two questions, we propose the following ‘bottom up’ 

definition:  

A specialist rape team has dedicated, trained staff working together in an integrated way 

to provide the highest quality victim care and investigative standards. It investigates 

rape and other serious sexual offences and may also take investigative oversight of 

other sexual offences. It should have access to an analyst and also play a role in 

education and prevention. Close partnership working with the Crown Prosecution 

Service, Sexual Assault Referral Centres, Independent Sexual Violence Advisors, Rape 

Crisis and other voluntary sector organisations is vital. The team should have strong 

leadership and coordination. It is not necessary for the team to be centrally located. 

 

We suggest that adopting such a definition would have the following benefits: 

a) clarify what is meant when people talk about a specialist rape team within the police;  

b) introduce more transparency outside of the police in terms of the definition of a specialist 

rape team and whether a force has one; 

c) allow the Association of Chief Police Officers to audit forces again in the future on whether 

they have a specialist rape team, allowing for change to be measured.  

Based on this definition, we calculate that 44% of forces (19) have a specialist rape team. 

These are numbered and listed below. The two that have been removed from the 21 who self-

assessed themselves as having a specialist team before the definition was written are the ones 

with the public protection and adult protection teams. The list is correct as of the end of April 

2012.  
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Pen pictures of forces with specialist rape teams 

1. Operation Bluestone, Avon and Somerset   
 

Operation Bluestone was established in 2010 as a result of concerns around performance 

(particularly poor detection rates), the opening of a Sexual Assault Referral Centre, and a new 

senior officer with a strong understanding of the importance of rape. Operation Bluestone deals 

with rapes and serious sexual assaults of victims aged 14 and over, but they are flexible with 

this. The team consists of one Detective Inspector, three Detective Sergeants, 12 Detective 

Constables and nine specially trained officers plus rolling attachments (e.g. trainee detectives, 

civilian investigators). They also have one analyst. The team currently only covers the Bristol 

area. 

  

 

2. Rape Investigation Unit, Bedfordshire 
 

The Rape Investigation Unit was established in 2009 as a result of a desire to professionalise 

rape investigations and support for victims, as well as an awareness of a national drive. In 

addition to the sexual offence officers they have two Detective Sergeants and 14 Detective 

Constables who are available during the day and evenings. They predominantly investigate 

section 1 offences.  

 

 

3. Rape Investigation Team, Cambridgeshire  
 

Cambridge’s Rape Investigation Team was established in 2011 to centralise existing units, to 

improve victim care and to produce faster more efficient investigations. They cover section 1 

and 2 offences, plus sexual offences which are deemed ‘especially serious’ or aggravated (e.g. 

section 4). The team consists of one Detective Inspector, two Detective Sergeants, ten 

Detective Constables and seven dedicated Specially Trained Officers, with a further 22 

Specially Trained Officers who cover out of hours via an on-call system.   
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4. Dedicated Rape Unit, Cheshire  
 

In 2011, Cheshire constabulary set up their Dedicated Rape Unit because of a concern that 

rapes were not being dealt with as well as they were in forces with specialist teams. They have 

one Detective Inspector and three Detective Sergeants with each Detective Sergeant managing 

six staff (a mix of Detective Constables and Police Constables).  

 

 

5. Sexual Offences Investigation Team, Essex 
 

The Sexual Offences Investigation Team was set up in 2012 because of a desire to improve 

their response to serious sexual crime and an acknowledgement that it is becoming a marker of 

good practice to have a specialist team. They deal with rape, digital penetration and any other 

offence where there is a potential link to more serious sexual offences. They have three hubs 

that cover the whole force area. One Detective Chief Inspector oversees the three hubs, and 

each hub has two Detective Inspectors, three Detective Sergeants, and 21 Detective 

Constables/Police Constables. The three hubs cover 7am – 1am and then there is a force wide 

night detective group, one member of which would normally be a sexual offences trained 

officer.  

 

 

6. Onyx, Gwent  
 

In 2009, Gwent established Onyx. It was established as part of a major force-wide restructuring, 

but the decision was also influenced by a national push towards dealing more effectively with 

rape cases and rape victims. Furthermore, the force was concerned with improving detection 

and conviction rates, and being able to offer a better service to victims. The team deals with 

rapes where the victim is over 13 and also plays a central role in offender management. It has 

officers trained in a wide range of skills, including passive data communications (examining 

phones, network usage etc.), and is considered to be a fairly self sufficient team (including links 

with charities and the Crown Prosecution Service). Onyx has 20 Detective Constables, four 

Detective Sergeants, one Detective Inspector and four Sexual Offences Liaison Officers. They 

cover from 8am until midnight.  
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7. Sexual Offence Investigation Team, Hertfordshire  
 

Hertfordshire set up their Sexual Offence Investigation Team in 2008 in order to standardise 

policies and investigations, to improve investigations and to increase public confidence. They 

cover sections 1-6 except section 3 (sexual touching). They also deal with HIV transmission 

offences. The team consists of one Detective Inspector, three Detective Sergeants and 18 

Police Constables. They work from 7am – 10pm or midnight on a Friday and Saturday. 

Overnight they have one Detective Constable responsible for vulnerable people, which in reality 

often means they are dealing with rape.  

 

8. Aquamarine, Lancashire  
 

Lancashire established Aquamarine in 2010 in Blackpool, and then a further two teams in 2011 

in Preston and Burnley. In Blackpool the Aquamarine Team is made up of one Detective 

Sergeant and three Detective Constables. The other teams in Preston and Burnley have the 

same structure and are specialist teams but don’t have particular names. First responders 

cover every division across the force and each team is overseen by a Detective Inspector who 

also has other responsibilities.   

 

 

9. Signal, Leicestershire  
 

In Leicestershire, Signal was established in 2010. They saw specialist teams as ‘becoming the 

norm’, and wanted to deliver a better quality of service to victims, improve detections, improve 

partnership working with the Crown Prosecution Service and other partner organisations, and to 

educate and to reduce crime. They deal with all section 1 and section 2 offences. The team 

consists of one Detective Inspector, four Detective Sergeants and 20 Detective Constables plus 

four support assistants. They cover the whole force area 24/7 (although investigators switch to 

on-call from midnight and are required to attend other major or significant incidents at night).  
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10. Emerald, Lincolnshire  
 

Emerald was established in 2011, following the launch of the Sexual Assault Referral Centre in 

2010 and the victim team in 2009. Emerald was set up to provide a closer link between victim 

supporting officers and investigating officers. The force also wanted to improve sanction 

detection rates and victim satisfaction. In addition to investigation and victim support, the team 

does a lot of prevention work, for example they link with the university and are about to run a 

force-wide sexual violence campaign aimed at young people. Emerald has a Detective 

Inspector (who also has responsibility for domestic abuse, honour based violence, stalking, 

harassment, and child abuse), two Detective Sergeants, nine Detective Constables, and six 

specially trained Police Constables. They cover the whole force area from 8am – 10pm and 

then have an on-call rota.  

 

 

11. Unity team, Merseyside  
 

Merseyside’s Unity team was established in 2010 to improve services for victims and to provide 

better coordination with the Crown Prosecution Service force-wide. Its mission statement is to 

provide the best possible evidence and the best possible victim care in every case. One of the 

reasons for calling the team Unity was because it is a joint police and Crown Prosecution 

Service team so they saw it as unifying the team. The team consists of two Detective 

Inspectors, three Detective Sergeants, 18 Detective Constables, ten Specially Trained Officers, 

a dedicated analyst and a researcher. They cover the whole force area, 24 hours a day, 7 days 

a week.  

 

 

12. Sapphire SCD2, Metropolitan police  
 

The first Sapphire team was established in 2003/4. They continued to be set up until 2009, 

when 30 of the 32 London boroughs had specialist teams. However, there were inconsistencies 

across London in terms of responses and resources. In 2009 it was agreed that a pan-London 

team was needed to improve consistency and also to respond to criticisms levelled at the 

Metropolitan police following the Worboys and Reid cases. This new pan-London team is 

referred to as Sapphire SCD2. In total, the team consists of around 500 staff. This consists of 

one Chief Superintendent, three Superintendents, seven Detective Chief Inspectors, 24 

Detective Inspectors, 71 Detective Sergeants, 210 Detective Constables and 157 Police 

Constables and a number of civilian staff including ten analysts and 28 researchers/office staff. 

They have a head office in Lewisham, and 19 cluster teams. 
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13. Rape Investigation Unit, Norfolk  
 

The Rape Investigation Unit was set up in Norfolk in 2009. It followed a review of rape within 

Norfolk which recommended the setting up of a dedicated team. The team originally dealt with 

all serious sexual assaults, not just rape, but the volume of offences meant they had to redefine 

its parameters. It now investigates offences of rape and attempted rape, digital penetration of a 

child/assault by penetration of a child under 13, and sexual activity with a mentally disordered 

male or female (although some of those will be picked up by their Adult Investigation Unit as 

well). The unit consists of one Detective Inspector, two Detective Sergeants and ten Detective 

Constables. They cover the whole of the county and form part of the Vulnerable People 

Directorate. They work as part of this wider team after 4pm.  

 

 

14. Dedicated Rape Team, Northumbria  
 

In Northumbria the Dedicated Rape Team was established in 2009 to standardise and improve 

the quality of rape investigations. It deals with all rapes that are not by family members 

irrespective of the age of the victim (although they do deal with domestic violence rapes). The 

team is split between two bases, one in the North (North Tyneside) and one in the South 

(Sunderland). They have two Detective Chief Inspectors, two Detective Inspectors, eight 

Detective Sergeants and 40 Detective Constables across the force, working from 8am – 

midnight. They also have Sexual Offence Liaison Officers. After midnight the Sexual Offence 

Liaison Officers and at least one specialist Detective Constable will be a available.  

 

 

15. City and County Rape Team, Nottinghamshire  
 

Nottingham established its City Team in 2009/10 because of concerns around the number of 

offenders they were bringing to justice. The County Rape Team was then set up in 2011. In the 

City Rape Team they have two Detective Sergeants and 12 Detective Constables, and in the 

County Rape Team they have two Detective Sergeants and ten Detective Constables. Both 

teams are headed up by a Detective Inspector and deal with rapes and attempted rapes. 

Across the force there are 55 Specially Trained Officers. The teams have carried out some 

awareness raising with help from their communications team, describing what the rape teams 

do and reassuring people that they take rape seriously. The Specially Trained Officers are 

available 24 hours a day and the investigators 10 hours per day.  
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16. Gemini, Suffolk  
 

Suffolk established their specialist rape team in 2009 to professionalise rape investigations, 

spurred on by some new staff who had come from forces that had specialist teams. The team 

covers all rape investigations other than stranger rapes, which go to their major investigation 

team, and interfamilial child offences, which go to their child protection team. However they are 

currently in the process of re-writing these terms of reference. They work between 8am – 6/8pm 

and don’t have a night duty/late shift. They have one Chief Inspector, two Detective Sergeants, 

eight Detective Constables and six dedicated Specially Trained Officers.  

 

 

17. Sexual Offences Investigation Team, Surrey  
 

Surrey introduced their Sexual Offences Investigation Team in 2007, and joined it with the 

investigation side in 2011. They wanted to provide better services to victims of rape and to 

improve detection rates and investigations. They explained, ‘It’s all about service to the victims 

really, in one way or the other.’ The team provides the victim care and conducts investigations 

into serious sexual assault and rape. It consists of one Detective Inspector, two Detective 

Sergeants, seven police staff and 11 Police Constables. The officers work from 7am-8pm then 

have an on-call rota. The investigators work from 8am-8pm, with CID or the night detective 

team picking up cases outside of these hours.  

 

 

18. Sexual Offences Investigation Team, Warwickshire 
 

In 2009 Warwickshire set up their Sexual Offences Investigation Team, because of a national 

push and a desire to give the best service to victims and to provide a joined up approach. The 

team is part of a wider Protecting Vulnerable People department. The Sexual Offences 

Investigation Team consists of one Detective Inspector, two Detective Sergeants, ten Detective 

Constables and two police staff investigators. They cover the whole force area Monday to 

Friday from 8am-8pm, and from around 8am-4pm at weekends. They don’t have night shift 

cover although someone can be called out if necessary.  
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19. Operation Topaz, West Yorkshire  
 

Operation Topaz was set up in 2007 to improve the consistency of victim care and 

investigations, to improve prosecution rates, and to increase victim confidence. It deals with 

rapes force wide apart from child rapes by family members (which would go to Child and Public 

Protection Unit) and stranger rapes (which would go to Homicide and Major Enquiry Team). 

The team consists of one Detective Chief Inspector, one Detective Inspector, six Detective 

Sergeants, and 26 Detective Constables/trainee investigators. They also have eight civilian 

investigating officers, three case builders, one crime evaluator and one liaison clerk. Altogether 

there are around 46 staff dedicated to Topaz work. They work from 7am-5am and have an on-

call Detective Inspector to cover the 2 hour gap (which goes down to a one hour gap on 

weekends when they work until 6am).   

 

 

The benefits of specialist rape teams  

Forces that had specialist teams were asked if they could identify any procedural or outcome 

related changes compared with before they had a specialist team. Table 3 (overleaf) shows the 

category of benefit in the column on the left, and the sub-themes in the column on the right. 

These sub themes will be taken into phase three as benefits within the cost-benefit analysis. 
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Table 3. Benefits of a specialist team – self evaluations  

Improved victim care 

Greater consistency 

Victim doesn’t have to keep repeating what happened 

Better at keeping in touch/victims informed 

Victims feel their case is a priority 

More professional practice/better victim care 

Faster response 

Wider recognition of what constitutes ‘success’ 

Better first response 

Procedural justice5 

Improved investigations 

Clarity re. who/which team is doing what  

Consistency, Continuity 

More appropriate, trained, staff 

Opportunity to carry out more targeted research and 

intelligence gathering 

More streamlined forensic strategy 

More experienced investigators  

Improved case file for the Crown Prosecution Service 

Better audit and review mechanisms 

Improved criminal justice 

outcomes 

Improved detection rates 

More prosecutions  

Improved conviction rates on prosecuted cases 

Decreased no-criming 

More ethical recording 

Faster progression through the criminal justice system 

More recording consistency  

Improved strategic and 

operational partnerships 

(multi-agency working) 

More integrated working 

Improved liaison with the Crown Prosecution Service 

Closer working with Sexual Assault Referral Centres 

More coordinated multi-agency response 

Improved trust in the 

police 

More rape reports – increased confidence to report 

More victims of multiple perpetrator rape coming forward 

 

The next section expands on this table by giving examples in the form of quotes where this 

elaborates the benefits listed above.  

                                                           
5
 Procedural justice refers to the fairness of the criminal justice system processes (as opposed to substantive 

justice which refers to the fairness of the outcome). 



14 

 

Victim care – consistency  

Improved consistency in terms of victim care was one of the main benefits mentioned when 

comparing the situation pre and post specialist team. The quotes below give examples of this: 

... prior to the implementation of the Rape Investigation Unit any number of people 

could have ended up holding or owning a rape investigation and the experience could 

have been a brand new trainee detective on day one or somebody who had been doing 

the job for 15 years so you were getting a variety of different members of the police 

service who were investigating the crime with a variety of different experience and 

knowledge and understanding of rape investigations.    

It’s more professional and streamlined and it runs more seamlessly. For example, we 

had a letter of complaint when a case didn’t go ahead, we received it because the PPU 

had just been set up but it referred to before, the investigator didn’t really know what 

they were doing with the early evidence kit, this had happened in the old days, we’ve 

been able to professionalise ourselves to remove those opportunities, so we get the 

early evidence and keep the victim on board. 

 

Victim care - wider understanding of what constitutes ‘success’ 

It was clear that forces were no longer solely focused on rape conviction rates as the only 

measure of ‘success’ for victims. The following quotes evidence more nuanced understandings 

of what victims want from their involvement in the criminal justice process: 

Success is not all about increasing your sanction detection rates it’s all about the way 

the investigation’s run, public confidence, people coming forward and reporting and 

whether or not people feel comfortable when you’re dealing with them, and dealing with 

them, dealing with the victims much better as you’d expect to be dealt with yourself. 

I do think that when you talk about outcomes a successful prosecution isn’t the only 

outcome and with the SARC in place very often the outcome for the victims has been to 

have the case investigated and taken as far as it possibly can be, to be believed, to 

have somebody listen and really take them seriously and also to have access to the 

services through the SARC that helps them put their life back together. 

The police can often be too focussed on that hard cut and thrust how many crimes have 

we had reported and how many have we detected and actually the value comes in what 

service is being given to the victim and are the victims getting a better quality of service 

from the police as a consequence of having a specialist team and my experience is yes 

they are. 
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Improved trust in the police - more reports 

Forces described huge rises in the number of rapes recorded following the introduction of 

specialist rape teams: 

Our number of reports per year are increasing, and since the team has been in 

operation it’s almost increased by 100%, the number of reports of rape that we get per 

year. Albeit you know the first year was 100% increase, the second year I think was 

about 45% increase and last year we’ve had a 30% increase, so it is slightly lessening 

year on year now. 

I think just generally year on year since I’ve been here there’s been about a 30% 

increase in the number of offences that we’ve dealt with. 

From the end of 2008 to now we’ve doubled the number of reports, 220 odd to 450 odd. 

Doubled the number of prosecutions. 

What we have seen in xxx though is a huge increase in rape reporting since we opened 

our SARC we’ve seen over a 50% increase in recorded rape. Some of that may be due 

to that consistency around crime recorded practices, some of it is I think due to 

increased victim confidence both in the service we provide and in their general 

confidence in coming forward and what that means is that a number of those cases that 

come forward are going to be very very difficult to detect so we are now receiving 

reports from third party, an increase in our third party reports and sometimes where the 

victim won’t co-operate with the investigation we are also receiving reports from victims 

who can’t actually describe what’s happened to them and this is often through 

excessive alcohol consumption so these are recorded crimes that are going to be really 

difficult to ever get to a point of conviction because right from the very beginning if the 

victim isn’t co-operating or the victim can’t actually describe what happened to them but 

they just feel as if they may have been raped Crime Recording Standards says that on 

the balance of probability you record that as a crime.  

Sometimes having more victims coming forward was adding to the strength and volume of 

evidence against an offender, for example in serial rape cases:  

What I’ve personally seen is where you’ve got those cases where the offender has 

perhaps offended in a more wider perspective against other victims who may all know 

each other they have seen what has happened with the way in which that first victim 

has been treated by the SOIT and have felt confident in coming forward and reporting 

that they have also been a victim of rape from the same offender and that has been a 

really good sign. 
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Improved strategic and operational partnerships  

Forces talked about improved multi-agency working following the introduction of the specialist 

rape team. This seemed most pronounced in terms of the Crown Prosecution Service, although 

many forces recognised that there had also been a general change in approach to prosecuting 

rapes: 

There are also a number of cases found not guilty as well but at least cases are getting 

to the final hurdle now which was a problem when I first started. The first 12 months we 

didn’t have anything going to court. So the link with the CPS has got better in that 

respect. I think they’ve got more used to the way we work and they now take on this 

merit based approach rather than the likelihood of conviction approach.  

Some pointed out that while this closer working relationship between the police and the Crown 

Prosecution Service had resulted in a higher number of prosecutions, although they also 

attributed this on the Crown Prosecution Service’s move towards a ‘merits based approach’. 

Taking more cases to court, however, also inevitably results in a lower conviction rate (when 

calculated as proportion of guilty pleas/verdicts out of offenders proceeded against in court):  

In terms of attrition, I think we’ve probably, we’ve lost a few recently, but that’s since 

they’ve brought in the merits based approach, a couple of years ago the cases wouldn’t 

have been taken, we’ve lost a few to adverse juries, about 60% of cases that go to 

court, before it was about 80% but they were only taking cases that were cast iron. 

Our conviction rate was pretty much the highest in the country at one point; we were up 

in the 90% conviction rate [...] the number of incidents the CPS were charging were 

poor compared to other forces but our conviction rate was very high. I suppose you can 

argue that either way that the CPS are taking a very cautious approach and only taking 

the ones that are likely to result in conviction or you know we had so many cases that 

just weren’t going to reach that threshold test. 

 

Performance management  

Most forces had stripped back the number of targets and performance indicators as part of the 

national drive to reduce police target culture, and the majority of forces were pleased about this 

shift. For example, one force responded to the question ‘does your team have any performance 

indicators?’ with: 

No we don’t, we’re very victim based here, the pressures of figures that used to be here 

are gone. I’m glad they’re gone, they don’t assist investigations, we have a lot of 

emphasis on detecting but it’s not the be all and end all to the victims’ expense. I’m glad 

to say those days are gone.   
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Most forces mentioned the sanction detection rate as a performance indicator, with targets 

ranging from 25-39% and most around the 30% mark. Some had additional indicators around: 

victim/‘customer’ satisfaction rates, and most mentioned conviction rates for the Crown 

Prosecution Service.   

In line with the wider understanding of what justice means for rape victims, forces seemed to be 

seeing good performance as an ongoing, holistic approach to the investigation rather than a tick 

box exercise:  

The general performance is just make sure that the cases are done, we’re quite 

fortunate at the moment there’s no sort of real pressure apart from make sure they’re 

done properly and getting them done properly, expeditiously really.  

... our priorities are simply to try and work with our partners, deliver as best service as 

we possibly can, whilst detecting and bringing offenders to justice. It’s kind of a whole 

holistic approach to rape, the main sort of focus it’s not about detection rates it’s not 

about, you know showing how good we are, it’s about helping victims rebuild their lives 

after going through a rape, because realistically that’s one of the things that we can 

really help to achieve. It’s not about detection rates it’s about helping people rebuild and 

cope with what they’ve suffered really.  

 

The costs associated with investigating rape and introducing specialist 

teams 

Forces were asked whether they had any information on the average number of deployable 

days per rape investigation or the cost of investigating rape to their force. Most forces did not 

have any of this information. Some said it would not be possible to produce a figure because 

each rape investigation is different, whereas others said it would be possible but very time 

consuming. The few forces that were able to give information on the cost of rape were as 

follows. 

 
Force A said that the only time they worked out the cost of an investigation was for cases that 
were ‘proven to be false’ because that had an impact on whether they decided to prosecute the 
complainant or not. In these cases they had worked out a figure of up to £12,200.  
 

  

 
Force B had costed a one off, particularly complex, long running (two year) investigation which 
came out as in excess of £40,000 not including standard staff hours or forensic work.  
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Force C appear to have done quite a bit of thinking on this topic, and have calculated that 
without including staff time for court appearances the total cost to investigate rape in 2011/12 
was £2.14 million for their force. 
 

 

Force D had also done some work on this and calculated that the annual staff cost of their 
specialist team is £1,202,000 (this includes £99,000 overtime) with an addition figure of 
£330,000-400,000 for forensic medical examinations. This amount does not include the costs of 
victim services, first response officers, forensics or scene of crime officers.       
 

 

The few forces that were able to give information about the number of deployable days per rape 

investigation were as follows.  

• Force E: 92 hours for the investigation plus specialist trained officers  

• Force F: 103 hours per investigation. 

• Force G: 55.5 hours for non stranger rapes (but appeared to be working on a calculation 

done in another force area)  

The differences between these forces are highly likely to be due to different calculation 

methods (in particular what they have/have not included) rather than true differences in the time 

spent on investigating rapes. These calculations will be looked at in more detail in phase three 

of this research (the cost-benefit analysis). 

Forces that had specialist teams were asked if they had any information on the cost of 

introducing their team. The only force that was able to put a figure on this was Force H. The 

figure they gave was £719,663, and they noted that this had come from top slicing budgets 

within the force.  

The other forces explained that they could not put a figure on the cost of introducing their 

specialist teams, but said that they believed it was either cost neutral (because it simply meant 

a reshuffle of existing resources) or allowed them to save money. No force seemed to think it 

had been a resource intensive exercise, and many had been established as part of force-wide 

restructures. The main costs identified were staff and training.  

Some forces promised to look further into these questions and send supplementary material. 

This will be analysed as part of phase three of this project (the cost-benefit analysis). 
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What are the reasons for NOT having a specialist rape team within your 

force area?  

Table 4 shows the coded responses to the question put to forces which did not have a 

specialist team. It shows that concern around resources was the most frequent response, but 

that other factors were also important.   

Table 4. Reasons for not having a specialist team 
Resources 10 

Large geographical size of area  5 

Volume of offences (not enough to warrant a specialist team) 4 

Senior management not convinced they result in better outcomes/not clear on 

benefits 

3 

Wants/need all DCs and DSs to be competent investigators 3 

Local decision making/political policing 2 

Not keen on arbitrary cut off point (i.e. having a different level of investigation for 

rape than for other sexual offences)  

1 

 

As expected, concern about resources was the most frequently given reason as to why a force 

had no specialist rape team (mentioned by ten forces). This was followed by concerns that an 

area was geographically too large to have a specialist team. It is worth noting that there were 

some fairly fixed ideas from those who said they had no specialist team and couldn’t see one 

working in their area – for example the view that a specialist team needs to be centrally located 

from a single force hub. Four forces mentioned the number of offences as being too low to 

warrant a specialist team, and three had senior management who were not convinced of their 

benefits:  

Where is the evidence that it’s actually improving performance, if it is are you talking 

about qualitative or quantitative performance? And if you do have a specialist team are 

you dealing with 100% of cases of SSOs and rape or just top slicing the most serious? 

Because if you are just top slicing the most serious then I would say XXX is already 

doing that because stranger rapes go to our major crime team anyway. But it’s a very 

dangerous area as the Home Secretary found out to his cost only a little while ago, 

talking about what’s a serious rape and what’s not a serious rape. 

This is indeed concerning, that one type of rape (stranger) is being prioritised and sent to a 

possibly more resourced (though possibly less skilled), ‘major crime’ team. However, this also 

happened within some specialist rape teams, so it is not unique to those forces without 

specialist teams.  
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Two forces linked their lack of specialist teams to ‘local decision making’, by which they meant 

if senior police in an area did not prioritise rape then it did not get resourced. They linked this 

also to the politicised demands on the police:  

... there’s no doubt this is now personality lead, it’s lead by personal preference and my 

biggest fear is that whole performance culture in political policing is not suited towards 

public protection, child protection and rape, it’s still massively centred on acquisitive 

crime, and anti-social behaviour. 

Although not mentioned in the interviews, this issue may become even more of a concern once 

the new policing and crime commissioners are appointed.  

 

Management of rape cases in force areas with no specialist team  

In forces without a specialist team there was a policy and practice division. This gap between 

strategic and operational overview is likely to be linked to the problems identified in recent 

national reports highlighting a problematic gap between policy and practice (Brown et al., 2010; 

Stern, 2010).   

The following quotes are examples of this:  

I’m the policy lead, I control the polices, the response, the strategy, and I do line 

management of the SARC, but in terms of the actual investigation, I have no 

investigators, I have no control of the investigators, all of those investigators sit with the 

VCUs and I’ve argued frequently that would love to be the rape champion who actually 

manages the task as well, I would love to have a team of investigators that actually 

investigate all the offences from cradle to grave. 

I work in the Public Protection Unit, my boss is the Superintendent head of Public 

Protection Unit, and she is responsible for rape performance. The anomaly and the 

difficulty perhaps and the frustration is that we don’t’ actually own any of the staff, the 

investigators are staffed on divisions, and managed by respective DCIs and DIs, so we 

don’t have any direct influence other than performance.   

The rape champion as such is Detective Superintendent [name]. He doesn’t manage 

investigators, the operational delivery is from crime managers of areas, DCI, and the 

day to day monitor is by the DIs. Our strategic lead is our Assistant Chief Constable as 

well. 

He’s a detective superintendent in the public protection division. [How does he manage 

the investigators?] Right, that is a bit of a problem because though he’s got 

responsibility probably for some policy and procedure, he doesn’t actually have 
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ownership of investigations. Because at the moment, what we have is, because the 

rape units are on division, and on other divisions they sit within the CID, then the 

division DCI, and divisional Superintendent still have responsibility for overall 

investigation. So at the moment he doesn’t actually own that, and the plan is that once 

we get the go ahead to have a rape unit throughout the force then he will have 

ownership of it.  

   

Areas without specialist teams – what they feel they do well and what 

could be improved upon  

Most of the forces without teams said that things had improved over the last five years. They 

reported low detections but honest recording. One force reported being visited as an example 

of good practice because of its outcomes, despite not having a specialist team. However, many 

also reported problems. Some reported poor relationships with partners including the Crown 

Prosecution Service. Some were concerned that a lot of different people were involved with the 

victims and saw differences in the quality of investigations, in keeping the victim updated, and 

in victim belief depending on who was dealing with the case. One force described the current 

situation as an ‘officer lottery’ (adapting the term postcode lottery often used in relation to rape 

investigations), and admitted:  

I think we do have good processes in place, whether or not victims are believed, 

hopefully the processes will mean that even when you’ve got an officer who is quite 

sceptical, the process will prevent that from being too much of a negative influence on 

the process itself, but you know, hands on heart, I couldn’t say that all officers approach 

things with an open mind. 

This disjuncture between policy and practice is a constant theme throughout recent reviews of 

rape (e.g. Brown et al., 2010; Stern Review, 2010). The idea that the policy, processes, and a 

good system can make up for negative attitudes is unfortunately not borne out by these 

reviews.  

Do you think more forces should have specialist rape teams? 

All forces, whether they had specialist teams or not, were asked whether they thought more 

forces should have specialist teams. None of the forces said no. Most forces said yes (n=34, 

79%) and the remainder were undecided (n=9, 21%).  

The reasons given by forces who said yes reiterated many of the points in the table above on 

the benefits of specialist teams, although interviewees often added caveats that the structure 
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should not be overly prescriptive and should be tailored to fit the force area. Consistency and 

building up expertise were commonly cited:  

I think they should all have them. On the basis that I’ve worked both sides, I was a DS 

on area when rape used to come into our office, and it was just hit and miss how it was 

investigated. Because of people’s workload, people’s preference for not dealing with 

certain cases and quite often, historically, rape used to get left to the bottom of the pile 

because it was a difficult one for people. I think now, because we’ve got a specialist unit 

every day a job comes in it will get the same service. 

I was a DI [before we had a specialist team] ... I investigated rape differently to my 

colleagues in the four other areas, and I had different trained staff to my other four 

colleagues. It was not a consistent approach, there was not a proper culture, there was 

not a proper belief system in place. Whereas now with a dedicated team you have all of 

that, and the staff here know how important it is for a victim that they’re believed, that 

they’re supported. And that is the priority. And you get that only from a dedicated team. 

I think they all should. Simply because I think sometimes it’s difficult if you’re juggling 

burglary, robbery victims with rape victims and that specialist knowledge about how 

rape victims react is crucial to an effective investigation. Officers need to have an 

understanding of what those reasons are and they can explain why victims don’t tell 

anyone for 6 months etc, there needs to be that understanding and you only get that if 

you’re dealing with rape victims day in day out. 

Echoing the reasons given in the table of reasons forces did not have specialist teams, not 

being convinced of their value was often given as the reason for being undecided: 

I don’t know, I’m yet to be convinced, so I’m not vehemently for or against because I 

don’t think the case has been made either way really. 

Finances and the size of forces/number of rapes were also mentioned again in response to this 

question. However, it is worth reiterating that no force gave an outright ‘no’ to the question, 

showing that all forces would at least consider introducing a specialist rape team if they had 

evidence that they would improve investigations and have a positive cost-benefit ratio.  

 

What do you think your force does best and what could it improve on in 

terms of rape investigations? 

All forces were asked what they felt their force did best. The broad response of ‘victim care’ 

was excluded in this analysis in favour of more specific responses. The most frequent answer 

was the opinion that they did well in their initial/first responses to rape – this was mentioned by 

14 forces. Partnership working was also a common response – mentioned by nine forces. 



23 

 

Other common responses included governance/oversight of investigations (n=6), quality of 

investigation (n=6), staff expertise (n=4) and transparent recording (n=3). 

All forces were asked what they thought they could improve on. A very wide range of responses 

was given, and there was no response that was particularly frequent. This may have been 

because they genuinely were not sure what they could be doing better (since most already 

maintained they were providing a very good service), it may have been because they were 

hesitant to be open about areas they could improve on to researchers (one force outright 

refused to answer this question on this basis) or it may have been because this question came 

near the end of the interview and we had already taken up a lot of their time. Responses 

mentioned more than once were: quality of investigation (n=6), analytical/intelligence work 

(n=6), better detection rate (n=4), better trained officers (n=4), closer Sexual Assault Referral 

Centre (n=3), better at keeping victim informed (n=2) and better relationship with the Crown 

Prosecution Service (n=2). Nearly all forces mentioned the current financial situation as a 

barrier to improvements requiring resources.   

 

Multi-agency working 

Relationships with Sexual Assault Referral Centres 

Forces were asked where their nearest Sexual Assault Referral Centre was and how closely 

they worked with them. Sexual Assault Referral Centres were uniformly praised and there was 

evidence of very close partnership working. There were no negative comments at all, although 

this should be considered in light of the fact that the police often played a role in managing the 

Sexual Assault Referral Centres. Nonetheless, it was clear that the police were very proud of 

their Sexual Assault Referral Centre services. Although there was not a direct question about 

joint working relationships with health in terms of these Centres, the tensions that were around 

a few years ago regarding partnership working (in particular health being seen as ‘pulling their 

weight’) did not come across as strongly as they probably would have in the past.   

However, it was also clear that in one area without a specialist rape team there was a lack of 

consistent practice and that the Sexual Assault Referral Centre’s services were not being used 

to their full potential:  

... some of the other divisions take their victims elsewhere because they can’t be 

bothered to take them to the SARC. The SARC has all the facilities, it’s state of the art, 

is forensically sound, really comfortable, everything you need, and yet some of our 

divisions they would take victims to a little tiny A&E up the road.  
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Only one force did not have its own Sexual Assault Referral Centre or a close working 

relationship with a Centre outside their area. However this force noted that they do have plans 

to create one in the future.  

 

Relationships with Rape Crisis 

Forces were asked where their nearest Rape Crisis Centre was and how closely they worked 

with them. The vast majority were able to say where it was, although some admitted that they 

had only looked this information up after reading the questions for their interview! A few said 

that the interview had prompted them to check whether Rape Crisis have a position on their 

strategic group and whether the multi-agency working was as strong as it could be.  

Most said they had a good relationship with Rape Crisis but admitted it could be better, and that 

relationships with Sexual Assault Referral Centres had been prioritised:  

Not as close as I would probably like ... I have tried to take steps to work more closely, 

more effectively with the Rape Crisis but along with other competing demands it’s one 

of those things that hasn’t been prioritised as much as other issues.   

Occasionally there was conflict, which seemed to be linked to a lack of understanding/empathy 

for the working restraints/missions of the voluntary sector: 

We are trying to get them actually to volunteer or provide volunteers within the SARC, 

our SARC is going to be open daily 10am-3pm to start with, but what we’d like really, 

especially for self referrals, is to extend, so we need somebody to man the desk to 

extend the hours, and we’re hoping to approach them to help with that.  

Not a very good relationship really because we want to refer people and they don’t 

accept it so it’s a bit of a battle really. And it has been raised at the Rape Crisis area 

level and they’re trying to rectify that ‘cause I understand it’s not the same elsewhere.  

Locally we work very well with them. Strategically and financially, not so well.  

There are still some gaps in Rape Crisis service provision, and it was clear that this was felt at 

the local level and that there is a need for more widespread provision.  

 

Relationships with other voluntary sector organisations 

There were also some difficult relationships mentioned with the voluntary sector more 

generally, although in many cases it was Rape Crisis specifically they were talking about again 

here. The following phrases and quotes were all given in response to the question of the forces’ 
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relationships with the voluntary sector which again, we suggest, are largely linked to cultural 

differences between the police and the voluntary sector. There also seemed to be some power 

issues evident: ‘difficult to manage’, ‘don’t share data’, ‘when we try to get involved and support 

them, they don’t particularly always like males getting involved to be honest ... I think that’s 

something perhaps we need to overcome a little bit in this day and age.’, ‘they won’t sort of 

allow us to refer victims to them, they say that victims have got to come to them first. And they 

say that’s down to, they haven’t got enough resources to deal with referrals, so that’s not 

particularly good’, ‘definitely disappointing, Rape Crisis in particular is very poor, there’s no 

doubt been some personality issues there in recent years.’ ‘again, it’s good, but the more 

referrals we make, the more delays we encounter, so I mean that can cause a bit of tension.’  

Other forces appeared to have made steps forward in working relationships over the last few 

years, and it was clear that both the police and the voluntary sector had put a lot of work and 

effort into these developments.  

Like with Rape Crisis, I think that we’re sharing more, they’re sharing more, people are 

starting to understand each other’s difficulties and it’s starting to get more joined up. 

Yeah I think there’s a fair way to go but I do think it’s getting better. 

Certainly a lot better than a few years ago, our attitude and ability and approach to 

working with partners has massively improved in recent years, that’s a big feature of 

modern approach to policing.  

I think in the past the relationship’s been a little bit frosty, if that’s the way I can put it, 

but I think they’re just trying to break those barriers down now, rather than having to ring 

the police and have a uniformed cop turn up to take the report, there’s an alternative 

method of how they can actually speak to specially trained officers so that they don’t 

have to go through all the  rigmarole, which probably put them off in the old days, you 

know? 

Very good, productive, and they provide challenges. 

However, it was clear from some accounts of attempts of partnership working that there was 

still a long way to go:   

There are strong individuals that run that organisation that you know are very set to 

their principles and what they and their organisation will and won’t do. They don’t 

provide services for men and they don’t provide services to r children and erm, it’s 

caused some problems because obviously we now have a disparity of service that we 

the police can provide our victims ... Rape Crisis initially were the drivers behind getting 

a SARC some years ago [...] because the police and health are the funders they 

obviously just went on and cracked on and did what they needed to do. And I think the 

Rape Crisis Centre felt a little bit left out of all those decisions, but because they weren’t 
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bringing any money to the table or any willingness to develop their services fully, they 

obviously did not get involved in the financial and the decisions about locations etc.  

 

Relationships with the Crown Prosecution Service  

When asked about their relationship with the Crown Prosecution Service, responses ranged 

between reasonable to excellent. It was clear that in many cases the level of resources had 

reduced over recent years and that this was linked into financial austerity measures and the 

fallout from various restructures. Other themes were tensions between organisational targets 

and, in some cases, an improving relationship.  

Fallout from restructuring: 

If I was honest I think the relationship with CPS 3 years ago was probably better. As I 

said we used to have somebody sat in the office all the time and sort of discuss cases 

… probably help you know lead you in investigation in a certain way and sort of suggest 

bits are missing and things like that. And they sat in the office. So, to get the CPS 

advice was brilliant. Obviously due to cuts and everything else that’s stopped, and we 

did feel it a little bit when we didn’t have CPS there. 

It’s generally very good to be honest yeh. I mean the process of getting advice now on 

files and prosecutions has now changed recently. We used to have what we call 

specialist rape lawyers on every division, and obviously they would be used to support 

divisions when they had an investigation, but because of cuts in their budgets the CPS 

have now withdrawn it. That sort of local service and it’s more based on a telephone 

process now. 

No, I mean, over the years there’s been ups and downs but generally now we’ve got a 

very proactive senior lawyer prosecutor in the county who... we haven’t got... I mean 

we’ve got specialist rape lawyers  ...used to have a specialist rape surgeries, CPS, well 

they call them surgeries, but you used to be able to go there and discuss any rape 

cases specific for rape. Unfortunately because they’re restructuring that’s had to go but 

we can arrange I’m sure if there’s a rape case they’re approachable enough to be able 

to phone them up and say I need to discuss this case with you, or with someone. And 

I’m sure someone would be available so they are available by appointment if, as and 

when required really.  

Erm it’s a fairly good relationship with our local CPS, and that improved when they 

created their own public protection unit which took on all rape cases and sexual, er child 

sexual cases. So that improved tremendously when that happened. However, since 
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they’ve become regionalised that has gone downhill because it seems that everything 

we now do has to be approved regionally rather than locally. 

Tensions regarding targets 

There’s no doubt about it - it is a good relationship, however, CPS are measured on 

their conviction rates and I’m measured on detection rates. So actually they’re poles 

apart. I would rather see more detections which means CPS have to get more to court, 

but CPS are not gonna want to run more at court if it means they’re gonna have less 

people convicted. 

CPS is good but our targets are different and until we can get consistent targets I think 

we’re forever going to be at odds with each other, they are judged on how many cases 

going from charged to conviction, there’s got to be reluctance on them then to take the 

charges where they might not get a conviction, and therefore when we have a victim of 

any offence but particularly of rape that deserves justice but the evidence is less than 

compelling then we have the problem that CPS might not be taken them.   

 

However, we did find some evidence of improving relationships, especially when there were 

clearly links made between specialist teams both within the Crown Prosecution Service and the 

police: 

The CPS here have just started a RASSO unit which is the Rape and Serious 

Offences... Rape and Serious Sexual Assault Offences Unit, RASSOs I think they’re 

called. Where there’s two dedicated lawyers, that started in February, I have yet to meet 

them, so it’s early days really. It could be better the relationship with the CPS, and I’m 

hoping the advent of this RASSO unit will make sure that we have a better relationship 

with them. It’s not a bad relationship we have with them they’re just, they’re like us, 

they’re under a lot of cut backs, and they haven’t had many lawyers and so things have 

taken a long time to get a turnaround, as in us submitting a rape file previously could 

take months to come back, so, but I’m hoping with the new RASSO unit this will change 

and with the dedicated team here the relationship will really be quite good.  

With the CPS I would say that obviously now that we’ve got our dedicated team, 

Operation xxx that encouraged CPS to also produce and create a dedicated rape 

investigators team and they call it RASSO. Yes I think it is Rape and Serious Sexual 

Offences and they are responsible for rape, serious sexual offences for adults and for 

children and so there is now some very very close links and a very good working 

relationship with Operation xxx and CPS, they meet regularly, the lawyers regularly call 

in within the offices of Operation xxx so they know each other face to face and 
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obviously CPS are one of the key players within our new sexual violence structure and 

they sit on the Governors Board and the Executive Board.   

I think that sort of came about as a result of the creation of the rape team as well, 

because then they had a single point of contact, rather than trying to ring individuals 

officers all over the force, we became like a dedicated point for them to ring as well, so I 

think it was seen as best practice. 

 

Involvement in multi-agency partnerships 

Every force was involved in multi-agency partnerships, and all said these meetings were useful. 

The membership and purposes of the groups varied, as did the names, which included the 

following: rape steering group, sexual violence strategic group, domestic violence and serious 

sexual violence board, rape strategic group, serious sexual assault operations board, rape 

operational group, domestic abuse and sexual violence partnership, multi-agency sexual 

violence group, sexual violence forum, sexual assault strategic group, sexual offences working 

group, rape prevention group, sexual violence group, violence against women group, Sexual 

Assault Referral Centre strategic group, violence against women and girls group. In addition, 

two forces mentioned running sexual violence specific Multi Agency Risk Assessment 

Conferences.  

 

Evaluations 

Most forces had undergone some level of evaluation of their approach to rape investigations. 

These included: involvement in Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary inspections, 

Process Evolution reports, internal evaluations, problem profiles (internally and externally 

commissioned), and national rape support team evaluations and associated action plans. Some 

forces had also been involved in the Association of Chief Police Officers’ previous report on 

specialist rape teams.   

 

Summary and conclusions  

• All 43 forces were interviewed over the telephone about their approach to investigating rape 

and their reasons for/for not having a specialist rape team. The people we interviewed were 

clearly very dedicated to improving victim care and investigative standards in rape cases.  

 

• We suggest the following definition of a specialist rape team be adopted: ‘A specialist rape 

team has dedicated, trained staff working together in an integrated way to provide the 
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highest quality victim care and investigative standards. It investigates rape and other 

serious sexual offences and may also take investigative oversight of other sexual offences. 

It should have access to an analyst and also play a role in education and prevention. Close 

partnership working with the Crown Prosecution Service, Sexual Assault Referral Centres, 

Independent Sexual Violence Advisors, Rape Crisis and other voluntary sector 

organisations is vital. The team should have strong leadership and coordination. It is not 

necessary for the team to be centrally located.’  

 

• Based on this definition, we list 19 forces that have specialist rape teams and provide a 

brief ‘pen picture’ of each of these.  

 

• Themes that came out from the descriptions of the investigations: child rapes within family 

often went to child protection teams or similar, rapes within relationships often went to 

domestic violence teams or similar, stranger 1 rapes often went to major crime teams. This 

was even the case for forces with specialist teams. Although many forces did not explicitly 

equate this with seriousness, it has implications for the level and resources of investigations 

and victim response. It may not be the most effective practice in terms of case progression 

and may send out poor messages to victims. Some specialist teams said they had plans to 

move towards including domestic violence rapes within the remit of their teams. A smaller 

number of forces had an overview of all sexual offences and/or also did preventative work. 

We suggest that the latter two points may constitute good practice.  

 

• The benefits of specialist rape teams were identified as improved: victim care, 

investigations, criminal justice outcomes, strategic and operational partnerships (multi-

agency working), and trust in the police. 

 

• Most forces had stripped back the number of targets and performance indicators as part of 

the national drive to reduce police target culture, and the majority of forces were pleased 

about this shift. As well as a wider understanding of what justice means for rape victims, 

forces seemed to be seeing good performance as an ongoing, holistic approach to the 

investigation rather than a tick box exercise.  

 

• Four forces had attempted some calculations on what a rape investigation costs them. 

Three had estimated the number of deployable days per investigation. These calculations 

will be looked at in more detail in phase three of this research (cost-benefit analysis). The 

other forces said that they could not put a figure on the cost of introducing their specialist 

teams, but said that they believed it was either cost neutral (because it simply meant a 

reshuffle of existing resources) or allowed them to save money. No force seemed to think it 

had been a resource intensive exercise, and many had been established as part of force-

wide restructures. The main costs identified were staff and training.  
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• The main reasons forces gave for not having specialist teams were: a lack of resources, 

having a force with a large geographical area, not having enough offences to make it 

worthwhile, senior management not convinced of their benefit, that they want all 

investigators to be competent in all crimes, that it was down to local decision 

making/political policing, and that they weren’t keep on having an arbitrary cut off point 

(where rape and some serious sexual offences get a specialist service while other sexual 

offences don’t). 

 

• In forces without a specialist team there was a policy and practice division. This echoes 

problems that have been identified in a number of official reports and inspections.  

 

• Most of the forces without teams nevertheless said that things had improved over the last 

five years. However, problems were reported with relationships with partners (including the 

Crown Prosecution Service), with the number of different people were involved with the 

victims, and with variability in terms of the quality of investigations, keeping the victim 

updated, and in victim belief depending on who was dealing with the case. One force 

described the current situation as an ‘officer lottery’.  

 

• Nearly 80% of people interviewed said they thought more forces should have specialist 

rape teams and the rest were undecided. Not being convinced of their value was often 

given as the reason for being undecided. 

 

• Relationships with Sexual Assault Referral Centres were described as strong and positive. 

Relationships with the Crown Prosecution Service were also largely positive, although it 

was clear that partnership working had been affected by cost-cutting restructures.   

 

• Relationships with Rape Crisis and other voluntary sector organisations were not as strong, 

although there was local variability (excellent in some places, very bad in others). Many 

described improvements over recent years. There is definitely a place for developmental 

work here and on increasing understandings of the way Rape Crisis works.  
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