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Key findings
• Victim-survivor reasons for reporting are underpinned by: 

individual and therapeutic reasons; perpetrator 

orientated reasons; social and moral responsibility; and 

third-party influences.

• A desire and responsibility to protect others was the most 

common reason for reporting. Relatively few sought the 

punishment of the offender for retributive reasons.

• Desire to ‘do the right thing’ and take a stand against 

sexual violence emerged more strongly in the current 

study compared to earlier work.

• Third-parties influenced reporting in almost four out of 

five cases – encouraging, pressurising or removing the 

choice from the victim-survivor. 

• Reasons for reporting are diverse do not fit within 

dominant public narratives: the victim seeking retributive 

‘justice’ or making a false-allegation

Aim & method
This paper explores why victim-survivors 

engage with the police using in-depth 

interviews with 24 women who reported 

rape or sexual assault in Scotland. 

Context
International concern about failings of 

criminal justice response in terms of 

process (secondary victimisation) and 

outcome (the justice gap)

Existing research and policy has 

focused on barriers to reporting and 

actions to increase reporting /access 

to ‘justice’

Far less attention paid to why victim-

survivors report or what their 

aspirations and expectations are.

Conclusions
• A troubling implication of victim-survivors 

reporting in the belief that their actions may 

protect others, is that the onus of 

responsibility for the perpetrators behaviour is 

(again) put back onto women when the 

likelihood of criminal justice proceedings or 

conviction is low.

• There is an ‘aspiration-reality’ gap when rapes 

are reported - this reflects the likely discord 

experienced between: victim-survivor 

expectations and the reality of criminal justice 

processes and outcomes; and between their 

aspiration to validate their experiences and 

protect others by ‘doing the right thing’, and 

the ability of the criminal justice system to 

respond in kind. 

• The concepts of ‘secondary victimization’ and 

the ‘justice gap’, primarily concerned with 

criminal justice processes and outcomes 

respectively, can be augmented and 

strengthened through an appreciation of the 

aspiration-reality gap: to fully comprehend the 

impact of criminal justice processes and 

outcomes on victim-survivors, analysis must 

be foregrounded by an understanding of how 

and why they engaged with the criminal 

justice process in the first instance. 

I just felt wronged and I thought that 

was the only way [...] so I don’t care 

what I need to go through because 

the truth will prevail.

I feel like every girl should stand up 

and report it so that we could stop 

it from happening completely.

I didn't want to report it at the 

time, but his [boyfriend’s] mum had 

contacted the police […] I felt, kind 

of, more provoked to kind of speak 

up and report it […] I still wish I 

didn't because just the experience 

from start to finish it was, oh it was 

just indescribable, it was horrible

I don't have a burning desire to 

punish him. Punishing him isn't 

gonna change what happened to 

me.  What I have as a burning desire 

is knowing that he's not doing that 

to other people […] I would like to 

know that my voice might help 

somebody else.
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