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This pilot research project was undertaken in

partnership by academics at Durham and

Sunderland Universities, Rape Crisis Tyneside

and Northumberland and Northumbria Police.

The research was funded by the N8 Policing

Research Partnership and approved by the

Department of Sociology Ethics Committee at

Durham University.

Inform criminal justice responses

locally and nationally.

Inform and develop policy and

practice to support victims of sexual

assault/rape who have a learning

disability.

Improve experiences of the Criminal

Justice System for people with

learning disabilities who have

experienced sexual assault/ rape.

In order to:

To explore and document criminal

justice responses to people with

learning disabilities who have

experienced sexual assault/ rape.

To explore how people with learning

disabilities experience the Criminal

Justice System in cases of sexual

assault/rape.

The project was organised around the

following research aims and objectives:

What we did

The research team conducted one-to-one interviews with 14 workers. All had

experience supporting individuals with learning disabilities who have experienced rape

or sexual assault. Participants included those working in healthcare, counselling, social

work, and law.One person with learning disabilities was interviewed about their

experiences of reporting rape to the police and subsequent experiences at court.Four

anonymised case files involving sexual offences where the complainant had a learning

disability were analysed. These were provided by Northumbria police.



Reporting rape/ sexual assault

Like all victims of rape/sexual assault, people with learning disabilities are reluctant to report their

experiences to the police. Specific difficulties in communication between people with learning

disabilities and the police were noted by police officers and workers from external agencies. This

may make those with learning disabilities less likely to report a rape or sexual assault.

Participants recognised that individual police officers had specialist knowledge or expertise working

with vulnerable victims. Good practice by these police officers was highlighted by external

agencies. However, a lack of consistency in police responses overall was also reported.

When rape/ sexual assault was reported and special measures for vulnerable witnesses were

used, these measures were considered to be effective. However, while special measures address

some barriers for people with learning disabilities, participants highlighted that these should not be

regarded as the only approach needed. Different or additional forms of support may be needed to

support an individual’s communication needs. There was also concern that special measures were

not in place when learning disabilities were not disclosed or recognised.

Communication was considered crucial in supporting people with learning disabilities through the

process of reporting and negotiating the criminal justice system. Yet, participants suggested that in

many cases insufficient attention was given to achieving sensitive and effective communication.

While the criminal justice system is difficult to negotiate for anyone, people with learning disabilities

were doubly impacted by a lack of understanding of the process from the outset and the increased

likelihood of their case not progressing beyond the initial stages of an investigation. Professionals

indicated that there was insufficient understanding and acknowledgement of the diverse

communication needs of learning disabled victims. They would welcome expertise to establish the

most appropriate and effective support needed in each case.

What we found out

Intermediaries were considered valuable experts to

facilitate communication. However, there was

concern about the availability of a suitable

Intermediary within appropriate timeframes.

Professionals raised other potential barriers such as

the cost of engaging an Intermediary or not having

access to the same Intermediary through the whole

process.

Concern was raised about the use of family members

or carers as an Appropriate Adult in place of an

Intermediary. This practice can inhibit a victim’s

testimony and undermine their case. The use of

family members or carers as Appropriate Adults was

attributed to the lack of timely access to an

Intermediary.

Intermediaries raised that they

sometimes had to address situations

where a complainant or witness had

been confused by the communication

methods used by other agencies.

Intermediaries reported that other

agencies including the Crown

Prosecution Service did not always

understand the work that they do to

facilitate communication for

witnesses.



‘Credible Witnesses’

Professionals outlined the ways that individuals might be perceived as unreliable witnesses by

criminal justice agencies due to traits associated with their learning disability. Simply having a

learning disability may be enough for an account to be questioned by criminal justice agencies.

Where complainants had difficulties in articulating a consistent account or with their memory of

events, then the credibility of their account could be questioned.

Being held to a code of conduct that assumes universal understanding and the ability to make

informed decisions is inherently discriminatory to those whose frame of reference is different. A

focus on victim behaviour in the Criminal Justice System means that differences in the

perception of risk or traits such as being easily influenced or a ‘people pleaser’ can result in

those with learning disabilities being assumed to be ‘willing participants’ rather than victims. An

awareness of these issues and how they contribute to case outcomes is urgently needed across

the Criminal Justice System.

Victim support

The research found good practice across all support agencies when working with people

with learning disabilities. Some services reported difficulties in developing inclusive

practices due to government cutbacks in resources. These services would welcome

additional resources, specialist expertise and the development of training to identify and

work with victims with learning disabilities to address barriers to justice.

While there are local support agencies who offer services to people with learning

disabilities when reporting rape/ sexual assault, identifying and accessing appropriate

support to navigate the Criminal Justice System is difficult. Difficulties with multi-agency

relationships and a lack of coordination in current service provision were reported. Some

agencies reported that there was a lack of clarity from other agencies about agency roles

and a clearer understanding of what each service does and does not provide was needed.

These factors are likely to contribute to gaps in support for people with learning disabilities

when reporting rape/ sexual assault and when navigating a complex criminal justice

system.

Specialist support for people with learning disabilities when reporting rape/ sexual

assault is needed. This could support victims to access, navigate and understand

complex criminal justice processes and aid practitioners to identify communication

needs and appropriate support services. A specialist advocate is one possibility.

Agencies would welcome specialist support to develop inclusive practice,

communication resources and multi-agency partnerships.

Further training focused on supporting people with learning disabilities would also be

welcomed by agencies.

Further research is needed to establish how the current focus in the criminal justice

system on victim behaviour in cases of rape/sexual assault impacts on case

outcomes for people with learning disabilities.

These findings suggest:



For further information please see our full report: https://rctn.org.uk/people-with-learning-

disabilities-who-report/
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