Rape, sexual abuse, sexual assault and the law
Introduction
There are several options surrounding justice following rape and sexual abuse. Whilst
reporting to the police may be the most well-known option, this isn’t always favourable or
possible. It is worth taking time to consider what may be right for you. Take a look below
for more information around the options available to survivors of rape and sexual abuse.
Reporting to the police
For some people it feels very important to report sexual abuse or assault, historical or
recent, to the police. For other people it is not something they wish to consider and for
others it feels a more complex decision. There are no rights and wrongs about whether or
not you report – it is important to do what is right for you.
Here are some of the reasons why some people choose to report:
It was a crime and the perpetrator should be brought to justice
I want the perpetrator to be held accountable
I want to ensure that it doesn’t happen again to someone else
I don’t want it to be a secret any more
I want to speak my truth
Here are some of the reasons why some people choose not to report
Given the circumstances of the abuse, it is unlikely the perpetrator will be convicted
It would cause damage to people I love
I have ambivalent / loving feelings towards the perpetrator and don’t want to cause them
harm
I don’t want to put myself through it
The above is not an exhaustive list and it can be helpful to think of the reasons why you
may or may not choose to report the abuse you experienced.
The police have contacted me
Sometimes, because someone else has made an allegation against the same perpetrator,
the police contact you and ask you to give evidence. This can be particularly difficult
given that you haven’t chosen to go to the police yourself and you may feel pressure to
give evidence in order to strengthen the case for another victim(s), maybe especially if
the other victim(s) are known to you. Even thought the police have contacted you, it is
still your choice whether or not you give evidence
Giving a statement
After gathering basic information about what happened, if the police believe there is a
potential case, they will ask you to give a statement. In cases of allegations of sexual
abuse and assault, this is normally taken in the form of a video statement which then
might be used in court. You will be asked to give detailed information about what
happened to you.

What happens next? Timescales
After you have given a statement, the police then have to make what are often extensive
enquiries and put a case to the CPS who decide whether or not there is sufficient evidence
to take the perpetrator to court. This period can be lengthy, sometimes taking one to two
years. Once you have decided to report, it can be difficult to have to wait so long, and it’s
worth thinking what you might need in terms of support during this period.
It's not going to court
Because of the nature of sexual assault and abuse crimes, and the fact that there are
usually no witnesses, it is often decided that there is insufficient evidence and the case is
not taken to court. This can be very difficult when you have made the decision to come
forward. It is important to remember that this is not saying that people don’t believe you,
or that it didn’t happen, or that it wasn’t serious. It is saying that there isn’t sufficient
evidence to secure a conviction. For some people this feels enormously frustrating, for
others the fact of reporting and giving a statement feels helpful. It is important to
consider what feels right for you.
It is going to court
If the decision is made that the case is going to court, there can be further delays in
waiting for a court date. In the lead up to and during the court process, it is worth
considering the following:
•

Who am I going to tell?

•

Who do I want to come with me? Do I want them to come into court with me? To
wait in the waiting area or to meet me afterwards?

•

What do I need to make sure I can cope with being cross-examined by the
perpetrator’s defence lawyer?

•

What / who do I need to look after myself before, during and after court?

Can I pull out of this process?
Once you have reported to the police, even if you decide you want to withdraw, the case
might still go ahead if the CPS believe they still have enough evidence to secure a
conviction.
Conviction / not a conviction
Not all trials lead to a conviction and it’s worth considering how you will feel and how you
will cope whether or not the person is found guilty. Remember, if they are found not guilty
it doesn’t mean that the sexual assault or abuse didn’t happen. If the perpetrator is found
guilty it may feel a relief or you may be left with more complicated or ambivalent
feelings. Whatever you feel is OK.
Criminal Justice and ISVAs
Independent Sexual Violence Advisors (ISVAs) are trained to provide emotional and
practical support to survivors of rape, sexual abuse, and sexual assault who have reported
or are considering reporting to the police.
Your ISVA will support you in a non-judgemental way to address your needs and will help to
access other relevant services and organisations that can provide you with the right
support.
ISVAs can help you with a range of things depending on your needs and what kind of
support you might find helpful. They can:

•

•
•

Provide you with information on the criminal justice process and what you can
expect if you report to the police. They can also attend interviews and court with
you if you wish.
Give you information on health services and attend appointments with you if you
wish.
Listen to your experiences and offer emotional support.

Our ISVA service is open to men over the age of 13 living in London, or if the abuse is being
investigated in London. The abuse can have taken place either in childhood or adulthood.
This is a free service. There are also ISVAs available in other parts of the UK.
Criminal Injuries Compensation (CICA)
Criminal Injuries Compensation is a government funded scheme designed to compensate
blameless victims of violent crime in Great Britain. This includes rape and sexual abuse.
You can apply for CICA yourself; a paid representative, such as solicitor, is not necessary. If
you have an ISVA, they can support you with your application, should you wish.
Civil Claim
With support from the law firm Bolt Burdon Kemp, you can learn more about bringing legal
action for abuse against individual abusers, foster parents, employers, sports or youth
clubs, religious or charitable organisations, social services and others.
*Link to Civil Law Clinic leaflet*
If you would like to book an appointment online to meet a specialist abuse lawyer at
SurvivorsUK’s office, please click the following link.
SurvivorsUK has a connection with Bolt Burdon Kemp, but does not recommend their
services over any other law firm. For information on other law firms visit
childabuselawyers.com
Restorative Justice
Restorative justice can be defined as bringing those harmed by crime or conflict and those
responsible for the harm into communication, enabling everyone affected by a particular
incident to play a part in repairing the harm and finding a positive way forward.
For survivors of historic rape and sexual abuse, there isn’t always an offender to meet. In
these cases, it may be considered whether an institution, who had a duty of care to the
survivor, can engage in the restorative process.
The following link answers some of the common questions that survivors of rape and
sexual abuse may have about restorative justice: https://restorativejustice.org.uk/
restorative-justice-and-sexual-harm

Your experience in the context of the law
Whether or not you decide to report and, if you do, whether or not there is a conviction
doesn’t change the abuse you experienced or make that experience any less valid. Any
sexual abuse or assault is a crime whether or not the perpetrator is convicted of that
crime.

If you have been sexually abused or assaulted and you want to consider
reporting to the police, please contact us. You can chat in confidence to one of
our helpliners on our webchat or textchat via our website
www.survivorsuk.org

(Thank you to Laura Reilly, ISVA at SurvivorsUK) for writing parts of this support sheet)

