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Who are we?
We are researchers from Durham and Sunderland Universities

• We have worked with Rape Crisis Tyneside and Northumberland, 
and Northumbria police to do this research.

• The research was funded by the N8 policing research partnership 

Hello, 
I’m 
Helen

And I’m 
Alison



Why did we do this research?

We wanted to find out how reporting rape/ sexual

assault can be made better for people with learning

disabilities.



We wanted to find out…

• What it is like for people with learning disabilities to report 
rape or sexual assault to the police.

• What help and support people with learning disabilities get 
when they report rape/sexual assault.

• What help and support people with learning disabilities need 
to support them when they report rape/sexual assault to 
the police.



We know from other research that…

• People with learning disabilities are at risk of rape/ sexual 
assault.

• It is difficult to report rape/ sexual assault.

• When people with learning disabilities report rape/sexual 
assault this is less likely to lead to an arrest or to a criminal 
conviction. 

• A criminal conviction is where a court decides that someone 
is guilty of the crime of rape/sexual assault.



We know from other research that…

• Telling the police and court what happened is difficult. 

• People can be helped to do this by video-recording 
interviews or using a TV link to talk in court. Picture boards 
or computers can also be used. A person called an 
Intermediary can be used to help people understand each 
other.

• This help is known as ‘special measures’.



We know from other research that…

But,

• Other research tells us that ‘special measures’ are not 
always used or available.



How did we do the research?

•We spoke to 14 people who work with people with learning 
disabilities who have reported rape or sexual assault. 

•These people worked in healthcare, counselling, community 
work, social work and law…

•…And included two specialist police officers and two 
registered intermediaries.



How did we do the research?

We spoke to one person with learning disabilities about their 
experiences of reporting rape/ sexual assault.



How did we do the research?

We wanted to see what had happened when people with 
learning disabilities reported rape/ sexual assault to the 
police.

Northumbria police selected four case files for us to look at.

No names were included. 



We would have liked to have done more

• This research was in North East England. Things 
might be different somewhere else..

• We would have liked to speak to more people with 
learning disabilities about their experiences of 
reporting rape/ sexual assault.



We would have liked to have done more

• We wanted to look at more cases where rape/ sexual 
assault was reported to the police…

• But, it wasn’t easy to know from police records when 
a report to the police was from a person with a 
learning disability. 



What we found out

There are special measures to help people give 
statements to the police and the courts.

• Everyone we spoke to thought these special 
measures worked well.

• But they aren’t always the only support needed for 
people with learning disabilities



What we found out

Not everyone can recognise learning disabilities

• We found that sometimes people do not know that 
someone had a learning disability.

• When that happened the person did not always get 
the help and support they needed.



What we found out

Not everyone knows how a learning disability can 
affect how people communicate

• Not all learning disabilities are the same.

• People with learning disabilities are individuals.



What we found out

Reporting crimes is very hard

• There are lots of parts to the process.

• When someone reports a crime like rape it doesn’t 
always mean that someone will be arrested.



What we found out

• It can be difficult to understand why things happen 
or what will happen next.

• This can make people feel worried.



What we found out

There are often lots of people involved

• Sometimes people with learning disabilities have lots of people 
to help them.

• These people have different jobs.

• They don’t always know who else is helping someone.

• It is not always easy to tell who is the right person to talk to.



What we found out

Sometimes people send important information in a letter

• People like the police send letters to people so they know 
what is happening with their case.

• Sometimes people are not able to read the letters.

• This means that they don’t get all the information they 
need.



What we found out

There is not much easy read material available in the 
Criminal Justice System.

• Services need help to develop things like easy read 
material.

• Easy read material can be helpful.

• But it is better if there is a person to explain things to.



What we found out

People with learning disabilities sometimes need help to 
talk about what happened to them.

• Sometimes people need help to understand each other.

• A person called an Intermediary can help everyone to 
understand each other better.



What we found out

But…

not everyone who needs an Intermediary can get one.



What we found out

When an Intermediary is not available, another 
person might be asked to help people communicate.

• This might be a family member or a carer

• Experiences of sexual violence can be difficult to 
talk about in front on family or other people we know



What we found out

Sometimes people with learning disabilities may not 
be listened to or believed.

• This is wrong and needs to stop.

• The police and the courts need to listen to and 
believe people with learning disabilities.



What we found out

Everyone we spoke to wanted to improve the 
experiences of people with Learning Disabilities who 
report rape/sexual assault

• But, services need help and resources to do this.



What we think should happen now

Specialist support is needed for people with 
learning disabilities when reporting rape/sexual 
assault.

• A specialist advocate for victims of rape/sexual 
assault with learning disabilities is one option.



What we think should happen now

Training is needed to support service providers who 
are working with people with learning disabilities

• This could help service providers to know how to 
best help people with learning disabilities 

• Multi-agency training could also help service 
providers to work together better.



What we think should happen now

Local agencies need support to make their services 
accessible to all.

• This includes developing ‘easy read’ material and developing 
better ways of communicating with people who have a 
learning disability. People with learning disabilities can help

• People with learning disabilities should be consulted on best 
practice and training. 



What we think should happen now

Police records could be designed to make it easier to know 
when a report to the police is from a person with a 
learning disability. 

• This could help with future research and help to get people 
with learning disabilities the right support.



What we think should happen now

There should be more research asking why people 
with learning disabilities are less likely to be 
listened to or believed when they report rape/ 
sexual assault.



Where to find out more

You can read our summary report and full report on the 
RCTN website:

https://rctn.org.uk/access-to-justice/

https://rctn.org.uk/access-to-justice/


With thanks to…

• The N8 policing research partnership (Staff and 
Knowledge Exchange stream) for funding this 
research.

• All of our research participants.

• Special thanks to Jane, who shared her story in the 
hope that it would help make things better for 
others.


