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Fighting crime; forging alliances:  Police responses to rape victims

Dr Jan Jordan
A good detective soon realizes that the victim in a sexual assault case is by far the most important piece of evidence you have, and that if you trample on that evidence, it is much worse than trampling on a crime scene.

 (Barry Burkhart, quoted in Epstein and Langenbahn, 1994, 17).

Introduction
Rape is the most serious criminal offence committed from which the victim/survivor emerges alive.  It is also one of the most difficult and fraught areas for police to investigate, with one of the greatest challenges involving how best to secure the trust and co-operation of complainants.  International research shows that only a minority of the rapes and sexual assaults that occur are reported to the police (Gregory and Lees, 1999; Kelly, 2002; Walby and Allen, 2004; Walby and Myhill, 2001).  How the police respond to rape complainants has been identified as a critical component of the recovery process (Gilmore and Pittman, 1990; Koss et al, 1987). Research conducted from the 1970s onwards has demonstrated that many complainants feel disbelieved and judged by the police (Campbell and Raja, 1999; Chambers and Millar, 1983; Gilmore and Pittman, 1993; Hall, 1985; Heenan and Murray, 2007; Kelly, 2002; Lea et al, 2003; London Rape Crisis Centre, 1984; Wright, 1984). Polarised accounts of victims/survivors’ experiences of reporting rape to the police have been found in many countries, including New Zealand (Young, 1983; Jordan, 1998, 2001, 2004); Australia (Gilmore and Pittman, 1990; Lievore, 2005), the United Kingdom (Gregory and Lees, 1999; Lea et al, 2003; Temkin, 1997) and the United States (Epstein and Langenbahn, 1994; Herman, 2005). 
The experience of reporting rape can replicate the violation felt in the initial rape and be experienced as a second victimization, akin to a ‘second rape’ (Adler, 1987; Temkin, 1987).   While negative experiences have been related by some complainants, others have rated the police more highly, with research results overall suggesting extreme inconsistencies in how sexual assault victims are treated (Estrich, 1987; Holmstrom and Burgess, 1978; Medea and Thompson, 1974; Smith, 1989). 

Such variation is disturbing in part because of the critical position the police occupy as gatekeepers to the criminal justice system, effectively controlling the turnstile at its entry-point.  As increasing concern is expressed regarding the slim chances of a reported rape proceeding to the conviction of an offender (Kelly et al, 2005), attention must be focused on the most significant point in this process – the responsiveness of the police to the victim/survivor.   What many women victims of rape and sexual assault appreciate only too clearly is that if they report the offence, it is their lives and credibility, rather than the alleged offender’s, that will first be adjudicated.  While a process of rigorous scrutiny and evaluation by police investigators is necessary in order to establish that an offence has occurred, the complaint of many victims is that such processes can attach excessive significance to factors identified as potentially undermining of the woman’s credibility.  In other words, the perceived legitimacy of a rape allegation becomes inextricably linked to the perceived credibility of the victim. 

Studies of police responses to women reporting rape have alluded to the ways in which victim credibility is often linked to an image of ideal victimhood (Burgess, 1999; Christie, 1986; Du Mont et al, 2003; Kelly, 2002; Young, 1998).  In such a construction, the ‘real’ victim is she who has clearly done nothing that could possibly be interpreted as ‘inviting’ rape.   She is perceived as innocent, blameless, ‘perfect’.   As international studies have repeatedly documented, a continuing adherence to such ‘real rape’ stereotypes can result in greater acknowledgment being given to victims of stranger attacks, and to cases resulting in visible, physical injuries (Du Mont et al, 2003; Harris and Grace, 1999; Lees and Gregory, 1993).  Unfortunately the factors that make it less likely for victims to be recognized as real victims are also those that render them more vulnerable to victimisation (Jordan, 2004).  The majority of rape victims/survivors know the person who rapes them, may have backgrounds of previous victimisation that enhance their vulnerability, and will have consumed alcohol before the violation occurs.  There are many studies documenting the difficulties such victims face in either having their account of rape believed by the police, or being viewed as sufficiently credible witnesses with which to take a case forward.   What happens when we turn this approach on its head and consider police responses to ‘perfect’ victims?  

This paper posits the question: Do ‘perfect’ victims receive ‘perfect’ policing?   It is based on interviews with a unique group of victims/survivors – women for whom there were generally no doubts held regarding their ‘real’ victim status.   These were women attacked in the 1990s by a notorious Auckland serial rapist, Malcolm Rewa.   The women provide valuable insights into how they experienced police procedures from their perspective as victims of a stranger-attacker, a serious offender whose arrest and conviction depended on a strong police-victim alliance.   What can we learn from these women’s experiences which could enhance police responses to all rape/sexual assault survivors?

Background

Malcolm Rewa stood trial in New Zealand in 1998 on 45 counts involving 27 different women.   He pleaded guilty on the first day to six cases for which DNA evidence existed, and after a three-month trial was convicted on most of the counts.   The exceptions were two cases of Assault with Intent to Commit Sexual Violation and the charges involving a woman (Susan Burdett) who was raped and murdered; at retrial, he was subsequently convicted of her rape but not of her murder.   The women he violated were mostly well-educated, professional women, whom he typically attacked while they were in their own home, asleep, with no other adults present in the house.   From a police perspective, they could in many ways be viewed as ‘perfect victims’ and the rapist fits the stereotype of the archetypal villain. 

The trial was one of the longest and most publicised in New Zealand and the police made special efforts to look after these women well and prepare them for the court case.  One detective commented afterwards that he and his colleagues were on a ‘learning curve’ throughout this process as they struggled to provide the women with optimal levels of support.   He commented also that:

The kind of treatment these women got was the kind every woman who’s been raped should get.

This remark prompted me to consider asking these women to describe police processes from their perspective.  If these were the women whom the police had tried their hardest to ‘get it right’ with, what was the outcome?   What worked, from the women’s point of view?   The comments presented here were obtained from interviews I conducted with 14 of the women attacked by Rewa after they had testified at his trial (for a fuller account, see Jordan, 2004).

The Women’s Perspectives of the Police Response
Overall, the women rated the police highly: their views were divided equally between those who stated they were ‘very satisfied’ and those who said they were ‘satisfied’ with the police response.   Many observed, however, that they felt the treatment they received from the police improved over time, with some expressing criticisms of particular aspects of the reporting process.  This is consistent with information provided by detectives involved with this investigation, such as the one experiences quoted earlier, who felt they often learned from the women what they needed in terms of support and information during the lead-up to the trial.  Not surprisingly, then, the of the women were not uniform, with those attacked earlier in Rewa’s ‘career’ tending to be treated more routinely, and sometimes less sensitively, than his later victims. 

What this case illustrates is the importance of the strong partnership formed between the police and the women as they sought to capture this offender and hold him accountable before the courts.  Fighting crime is a noble police mission, but it is not one that the police can achieve on their own.  Their success largely depends on the alliances forged with victims and witnesses and the remainder of this paper analyses the components critical to forging, and sustaining, such alliances.

Securing Victim Co-operation

When a crime is reported to the police, various investigative tasks need to be performed.   These include obtaining statements from victims and witnesses, preserving any available forensic evidence, and commencing the search for the offender.   The most critical information to assist police is likely to come from the victim - yet often the ways in which the crime has impacted on the victim make this task difficult.  She is in shock and turmoil at a time when the police want clear and consistent recall.   She is striving to regain control of her life when the police need her co-operation with their processes.  What did these women’s accounts suggest they needed to help them manage?  Four key issues were identified:

1. Safety and privacy

2. Care and comfort

3. Belief and validation

4. Information and control.
5. Male vs female detectives
1. Safety and privacy
An initial priority for victims of trauma is to provide them with a sense of safety.  One difficulty faced by many in the immediate aftermath of the attack was not knowing for certain whether Rewa had left the house.  Had he gone, or was he still lurking, watching them? 

My fear was that he was still there…. And I actually asked the policeman to accompany me down to my bedroom to make sure that he wasn't in the wardrobe.  Now he may not have thought that was a logical thought, but to me it was.
Shelley appreciated that the first officers on the scene understood her apprehension and without question did what she needed them to do so she felt safe:

I believe that he thought I was being totally appropriate in asking him to do that 
and he did it without any raising of eyebrows or anything.

Later, when the trial was about to commence, many of the women felt anxious about where Rewa was going to be in the courtroom and how securely he would be held.  They valued the efforts made by the police to reassure them.  Ann commented:

She [policewoman] took me to the court.  She took me into the room, told me where I would stand, where my sister could be, they told us where Rewa was going to be, she even sat in there and pulled out the handcuffs and said, ‘This is where he’s going to be.’  I was thinking, ‘Could he ever get away and get me?’ and she showed me, ‘This is what it’s like once he’s in here. He’s going to have to lift up the whole wooden plank to get out of here.  He’s going to be flanked by three prison officers, Ann’, she said ‘and one of them is really big!’ 
The environment within which the women were interviewed following the attack could enhance or undermine their sense of safety.   Connie talked about the police wanting to take her down to the station immediately after she had reported the rape.  

They took me down to the police station in my nightie, exactly how I was dressed, in my nightie….  I can’t remember how long I was there, it seemed to be ages.  I was not in any particular private area because it must have been the start to the change of a shift because people seemed to be coming and going and sort of staring at me.

How did that feel?

Lonely, just lonely
The lack of privacy was a factor mentioned by many of the women, who found it difficult when other police personnel kept coming in and out of the interview room or area.  This aspect has also been highlighted internationally as an issue of concern (Jordan, 1998; Lievore, 2005).   Helen said that while she felt positive about the woman officer interviewing her, she hated the lack of privacy.  

There was one point when these police guys kept bursting in to the room.  She [detective] didn’t have her own room to do the interviews in, and she was sharing with some policemen. I just felt really stared at by them, so that wasn’t nice. I could tell that [she] was pretty angry about them.  She’d say, ‘Excuse me boys, but I’m conducting an interview here.  Do you think you could leave?’ And they were like, ‘Got this work to do’.  They knew what I was there for, so that was not good, I felt very degraded by that. 
2. Care and comfort

The physical environment within which a rape victim is interviewed is important to her sense of well-being and her recovery process .  Often, however, victims will be interviewed in the same, barren rooms used to interview offenders – rooms designed to intimidate and enhance feelings of sensory deprivation and isolation (Kassin and Fong, 1999).  Such environments are not conducive to establishing a safe, comfortable space within which to calm trauma-sufferers and obtain detailed accounts of highly sensitive and personal experiences.

One of the women, Karen, said the detective interviewing her acknowledged this to be the case:

He [the detective] said, their interview rooms are really for interviewing criminals, and they don’t go to a great deal of effort to make them too comfortable.   

Another woman, Shelley, expressed her shock at the state of the room she was interviewed in:

It was absolutely disgusting.  The chairs were falling apart…. We had to use our mobile phones.  The window was broken, the air conditioning was half hanging off the wall, I mean it was third world, something you imagine you'd see in Istanbul or South Africa.  And that actually had a huge impact on my mental alertness. 

The lack of comfort was noted by many of the women, who found the station an impersonal and at times intimidating environment.  Helen described her experience:

It’s in the middle of the night and there’s no one around in the police station for a start. And you’ve got a cold cup of coffee, a cup of coffee in a plastic cup, not very nice and warm.  You probably need a bit of support and comfort at that time really. You’re not feeling too good, you’ve been bashed up a bit as well, you need a bit of comfort.
It was a long interview process and she later went to get herself another drink

I went to make myself a cup of tea and the only place to make a cup of tea was in the officers’ mess, so there’s a lot of people around.   Again, it would have been nice to have a little room that had a sofa in it, and a coffee cup, something so that you’ve got a bit of privacy. Because again you’ve got this room full of men, big bulky men, and you’re feeling pretty vulnerable at the time.  They weren’t offensive or anything, it was just you’re feeling vulnerable, you think everyone’s looking at you, you’ve just been attacked, raped, you feel yuck, and that just makes it worse really. You want to hide, so why not let someone just at that time, just give them the comfort they need? 

What the women were stressing was the importance of responding to the needs of the victim/survivor, and suggesting that the more fully their needs are met, the more likely it is that the police will obtain what they need from them in terms of information, trust, and co-operation.   As Gabriel said she felt there was a need for 

a room that is specifically put aside for people who are feeling vulnerable….  Being in an unfamiliar environment can probably stop a lot of people from giving really good evidence in their statement because they want to get the hell out of there really quickly. 

She also considered that the power and distance of the police could be conveyed through their positioning themselves behind a desk or in a big chair, with her comments suggesting that sitting adjacent to the victim/survivor could be experienced as more indicative of a supportive alliance.

What the women said they needed to help them feel comfortable may seem quite basic, but being responded to positively even over little things can convey to the victim/survivor a sense of her being viewed as a person, not simply a case or evidence-provider.  For example, Isabel mentioned how she had to remind the detective that she might need sustenance during the lengthy interview procedures: 

I had to make a request of them [police] because by this time, I’d got quite hungry.  I said to them they had to give me some breakfast because I was really needing something to sustain me, so they had to go out and get me some takeaways.  I did have to ask for it, but when I asked for it they did something about it.
3. Belief and validation

The issue of belief is a defining feature of the police-complainant relationship in rape cases.  Internationally concern has frequently been raised regarding the ‘culture of scepticism’ that exists within the police towards women rape complainants (Jordan, 2004; Kelly, 2002).  Research with rape survivors elsewhere has confirmed the importance of feeling believed (Gregory and Lees, 1999; Herman, 2005; Lievore, 2005; Nixon, 1992; Temkin, 1997).

The majority of the women attacked faced no such doubts regarding the veracity of their allegations.  The circumstances in which they were attacked, by a stranger who over time was recognised as a serial offender, automatically enhanced perceptions of their credibility by police.

I don’t know whether I was just lucky, but I never felt disbelieved, and that was really, really good because it must be incredibly difficult.  You hear about it all the time, and I don’t know whether it is the circumstances of mine that made it obvious that there was nothing to disbelieve, the fact that I went to a policeman’s house afterwards probably helped!   (Karen)

On occasion, however, when doubts were expressed by the police, these impacted heavily on the woman concerned.  Kathleen said:

About three days after it happened I was up at the station talking with [the detectives] and they turned around and said, ‘Come on Kathleen, we know you were making all this up.  We know you were having an affair and you were having sex that morning and it got a bit rough and you made all this up just so your husband doesn't find out.’   My God! What I said to them I probably can't repeat but I told them what to do with themselves!  So I walked home with them literally following me in the police car saying, ‘We're sorry, we're sorry, blah blah blah’, and when I got home they were hanging off the phone saying, ‘We know that's not what happened and we just had to see what your reaction was and if you hadn't reacted like that the we would have been a bit suspicious.’    I felt like punching them! 

Until this point, she had trusted that the police were getting on with the investigation and moving closer towards finding the rapist,  and was aghast when she realised:

I'm not even on the same planet, you aren't even as close as I thought you were, or as far into the investigation as I thought you were.

Kathleen also felt judged by the police when they commented on her choice of night attire.

I had worn just a camisole top and underwear to bed and I remember one of them saying to me, ‘Oh, is that all you wore to bed?’  That sort or attitude, that sort of male attitude:  ‘Maybe if you had worn a winceyette nightie it might not have happened.’ 

Connie also felt initially that maybe the police did not believe her.  She felt acutely aware that her lack of visible injuries made her claims of having been raped seem dubious to the young officers attending the scene.  

I basically thought that what was happening was that they didn’t believe me.  In hindsight you feel lonely, you feel absolutely filthy, you want to go to the toilet but you can’t go to the toilet because they want specimens and they keep on saying to you, ‘Look we’d love you to go to the toilet but you need to be examined, you need to give specimens.’ I thought maybe that they didn’t actually know what to do with me.  I wasn’t sitting there cut to pieces, there was no sign of being raped, my face wasn’t bruised or battered, I wasn’t bleeding, there was no physical sign at all.  I think they actually didn’t know, I don’t think there was anyone there that actually knew.  And no one was talking to me.
Other women commented that they felt they were interviewed by officers who were inexperienced and uncomfortable with the process, and unable to provide the validation they needed.  Gabriel was disappointed when a different detective from those she had seen on the night of the attack interviewed her the next day. 

It was the first time he had taken a statement like that.  He said it was. And I think I would have preferred someone who had done it before.  He was awkward with trying to find replacement words to avoid being embarrassed, and I didn't feel embarrassed.  I felt he was embarrassed and that made it awkward for me.

She also felt the police photographer displayed insensitivity:

He just came in and said, ‘Oh, you don't look that bad. You got off okay.’   I think he was trying to be, you know, ‘Ha ha.’ I was pretty pissed off with him.

 How did you feel when he said that?

Like killing him. Like I've just been brutally sexually assaulted and so I'm not missing an arm or anything but I felt like it was a big thing.

The extent to which victims feel supported and understood can also affect the quality of the information they provide to police, and the amount of detail conveyed.  Sensing a lack of belief or respect can impact particularly heavily on someone who is already in a state of shock.   Suzanne was angry about the way she was interviewed by a detective, and aggrieved especially that it was a woman displaying such insensitivity.

She took me up into this room that had about a dozen desks that the police work in and sat me in one of these and started doing my statement.  She took three personal phone calls while I was doing the statement with her.  One of them she talked to for about 15 minutes while I was sitting waiting, talking about something that she’d done the night before.  She was laughing and joking, didn’t even say, ‘Look, I’ve got somebody with me, can I ring you back?’ Just kept on going.  I was sitting there, people were coming and going, in and out of the room, I thought, ‘I can’t believe this!’  If I had been in my normal state of mind and not been through what I’d just been through, I would have said, ‘Excuse me, what the hell do you think you’re doing?’  I just couldn’t believe that she was doing it, especially for a female to do it.  She should have known how I felt and she obviously didn’t care

Although Suzanne said she told the detective in detail what had happened, not everything was written down and recorded in her statement.  Suzanne herself was struggling to understand what she had just experienced, and says that initially she thought that she could not be viewed as a rape victim since MR had failed to have an erection and penetrate her fully.   She described all this to the detective but none of this detail was recorded, even after Suzanne called her friend in to the interview room and repeated it.

It was trivialised.  I really just don’t think she was interested. To her it was just a minor assault because that’s the way the statement ended up being….  I remember telling her about how he (MR) was pushing himself in, he couldn’t get into me and it wasn’t until later in the court that I realised that that wasn’t recorded…. She was just in a hurry, I think she might have been going somewhere for lunch or something, because she was in a hurry to get rid of me anyway.

Suzanne felt that normally she would have been stronger and able to challenge the process but when you’ve been through something like that, sitting there feeling yuck, you haven’t had a shower, you haven’t got your own clothes on, nothing.  All she wanted to do was get home, and it seemed easier at the time to simply sign what had been recorded as her statement and leave.  
Suzanne felt other police later validated her experience by acknowledging to her that MR’s actions constituted rape and that she should have been treated as a rape victim from the outset.   She was relieved when offered the chance to redo her statement with another woman detective, correcting mistakes she had let go on the first occasion.

I was so fed up with the way it went the first time, I had to have it exactly how I knew it to be, exactly, right down to things that probably might not have been here nor there really, but I wanted it right this time.

This time she felt she was questioned in a constructive manner that helped her to focus her memory and recall more fully details she might otherwise have neglected to mention.  The fact that two, slightly different statements now existed unfortunately provided Rewa’s defence lawyer with ammunition to use when she took the stand, with him aggressively insinuating that the existence of a second statement reflected her having been ‘coached by the police’.  Fortunately, the jury still convicted Rewa of the sexual violation by rape of Suzanne.

4. Information and control
Rape is, by definition, a disempowering act.  In the aftermath, victims/survivors typically need to regain a sense of personal power, yet have entered a system controlled by others.   Understanding the procedures they needed to undertake was important, and several felt ‘swept up’ in ways that were potentially frightening once they police arrived and they were whisked off for examinations and interviews.   Two key areas where the women expressed the need for greater consultation are considered here:

(i) Retention and return of property

(ii) On-going information.
(i) Retention and return of property

Most of the women had at least some items of clothing or bedding retained for examination, a fact they generally accepted as necessary to further the investigation.  Difficulties often arose however, in relation to the eventual return or otherwise of those items.  What many of the women expressed was the need for fuller explanation regarding what these items were needed for, and what choices they had about their possible return.

In Shelley’s case her duvet, pillows, dressing gown and night attire were all retained, with little explanation offered by the police.

They may have said to me, ‘We're taking it for evidence,’ but that was all and there was certainly no clear explanation that I wasn't going to get it back and that actually surprised me.

Afterwards it was all destroyed, which she was upset about as the duvet was part of an expensive set.   Another item retained was a pair of her pantyhose that MR had used during the attack.  These she heard nothing about until she saw them displayed on prime-time television news, and felt ‘horrified’ when she recognised them as her own.

There were diverse responses to property being retained without further word from the police.  Some of the women felt these were not items they would particularly want to see again and accepted their loss.  Those whose property was returned were often aghast at how insensitively this aspect was managed.   In some cases an unknown police officer suddenly arrived on the doorstep with the items in question, without the woman being given a choice regarding whether or not she wanted to see these items again.   The police did not always seem to appreciate how traumatic it could be for a woman to see the clothes last worn on the night she was raped.   From the police’s perspective, it was simply time to return the property so it was returned. The condition of some items meant that, ideally, complainants would have been warned about the state of the goods in question.   Isabel, for example, found it distressing when her property came back with crosses marking the spots where semen stains had been found. As Isabel said:

They took away all the clothes that I’d been wearing when I was attacked and they gave them back sometime later, but I don’t know why they bothered giving them back because they all had little holes cut out of them.   They came back in those evidence bags.

Raquel had the pair of jeans she had been wearing returned to her, without any advance warning, and with a big hole cut out of the crutch area where material had been removed for forensic analysis. Raquel had been attacked and raped in her car; when the police had finished their examination of the vehicle, she was told to arrange for it to be collected. 

When [boyfriend] went to pick my car up he was really, really upset seeing the seat down because it made him think about everything, and the first thing he did was put the seat back up….

The police should have said, ‘Look, the car, there’s still blood, it’s a bit of a mess. Why don’t we just get it valet-cleaned and we’ll just give you the bill?’  Honestly, giving someone back a car that’s got their daughter’s blood everywhere in the backseat, because I’d been bleeding from the head injuries - that’s not very nice…. 

As Raquel observed, as far as the police were concerned, they had completed their examination and were returning the victim’s property, a task that may have been procedurally correct but which also needed to be handled with a degree of sensitive consultation.

Following MR’s arrest in May 1996, the police showed the women photographs of items found in his possession, in case they could recognise any of them.  This was also a difficult process for many to undertake, and some said they appreciated being asked if they were willing to do this, rather than being forced to look at these images. Gabriel said seeing these items impacted on her greatly. 

He [MR] took souvenirs from women, so you would be looking at somebody else's underpants, photographs of women's bras, women's personal jewellery, women's photographs and ID shots, and at the end of it all I just felt sick.  There was nothing of mine, but it started to make it a bit more personal for other women and that was horrible.

(ii) On-going information.
One aspect appreciated by the women involved the improved communication.  The high profile nature of this investigation helped in motivating the police to consider the best ways of maintaining positive contact with the women and supporting them during the lead-up to Rewa’s trial.  Waiting for the trial to commence is a difficult time for victims/survivors, particularly so in rape cases.  In part this is because of the publicity given to the gruelling nature of rape trials and the low chances of securing a conviction.  It is also difficult for victims given their own healing and survival journeys and the way in which the trial can interrupt this process, with the potential to retraumatise.  

The officers involved in this investigation were committed to seeing the offender convicted and understood the need for the women to be fully supported.  The fact that there were multiple victims meant that the women became a force to be reckoned with, especially since so many of them were well-educated, professional women, highly articulate and assertive.  

What frustrated some of the women were long intervals with no communication.  Patricia, whose work frequently necessitated overseas travel, complained of the police that:

After I identified him [Rewa] they didn't keep me informed.  They rang me and said, ‘Don't leave town as we’ve got him’ and then they never kind of rang me so there I am not leaving town and I am having to ring them all the time with, ‘Ok, what's going on now?’  

When some of the women complained that they were not being kept informed of trial developments, the police responded positively and began sending newsletters out.  Helen said one of the hardest aspects was waiting to hear when the trial was going to commence, and why the dates kept changing.  

In the end I initiated it and said, ‘You’ve got to send us more letters, tell us what the hell is going on’, because there were times when they’d say, ‘Look, the trial’s here’, but then you didn’t hear and then you’re waiting to go to trial and then someone phones and says, ‘Oh no, it’s not happening for another six months’. You’re going in like a roller coaster here, there was no communication to say, ‘No, it’s not actually going to be happening’. That was really hard, I actually suffered every time that happened. Emotionally you do, trying to prepare yourself for it….

I said, ‘I know this is only another job to you.’  For some of them it wasn’t, they were really involved, but I said, ‘I’m thinking about this every day.  You’ve got three that you’re thinking about.   Every single day’….  They probably felt that they were doing enough, but when you live with something day by day, it’s not enough.  You need to know this guy is going to be put away or whatever you’re feeling, and he’s not going to be out there.  Just those little silly things: are you making sure he can’t get out? He can’t get bail, can he?  Because you don’t know….  It would have been nice if there was someone to answer those questions and not feel silly about it.

Helen said she did feel that the police listened and responded well, quoting them as saying to her:

‘Well, thank you for having the courage to come forward and go to court.  Thank you for telling me that about the communication.  I understand it from your point of view now and we’ll try and do something about it, however, understand we’ve got this skeleton staff, and dah dah dah.’ 
Other women also noted that once senior police involved with the case appreciated more fully what the women needed, their provision of information increased.  Jennifer, for instance, laughed as she commented that it became quite professional really - that’s not like a government department at all!
Initiating the sending of newsletters with updates indicated willingness on the part of the police involved with this case to listen and learn from the women, a fact acknowledged directly by some of the detectives involved.  They also appointed dedicated officers to be available to the women in the lead-up to the trial.  These were women detectives who made themselves available to answer queries, provide information and support the women through the build-up.   Several investigators commented that they experienced this group of women as quite extraordinary in their intelligence and forthrightness, and while some police may have felt threatened and become defensive, these particular officers seemed willing to listen and enhance their understanding of how police processes impacted on victims.  

5. Male vs female detectives

Debate has raged since the 1970s regarding the advantages and disadvantages of deploying male or female detectives to interview rape victims (Adler, 1991; Goodstein and Lutze, 1992; Jordan, 2002; Toner, 1982).   The aspect considered here relates to the extent to which gender may impact on the strength of the alliance formed, and how this can affect the quality of the information provided to police to advance their crime-fighting capabilities.

Most of the women said it was irrelevant to them whether the police officers they interacted with were male or female.  Kathleen, for instance, said that when she rang the police to report the attack, it mattered little to her who answered the phone – as she said: 

It didn't matter at that stage - as long as there was a human being at the end of the phone, that was fine.

She did add, however, that she began feeling uncomfortable as more and more male officers arrived on the scene and she was expected to disclose the details to them: 

There were heaps of people.  There would have been, maybe three detectives, plain clothes and half a dozen, maybe more… There were about three or four cars.  Talk about not wanting to make a scene!  Bombarded with them, yeah.  But there were no women, no women policemen.

At the time, I probably didn't worry too much but as the questions kept coming it did hit me that I would rather be speaking to a woman, and I never had that….  I didn't feel that comfortable ‘cause I couldn't say a lot of the stuff I wanted to say or that I felt I needed to say.  I couldn't, I just couldn't.  I felt embarrassed, yeah, that's the word for it, I felt embarrassed

While sometimes it was the women feeling embarrassed, on other occasions they felt the quality of the interview was affected by the embarrassment of male detectives.  In fact, Helen felt it was totally inappropriate having a male detective interview her.  

A man interviewed me!  Now that was ridiculous.  It was ridiculous having a man there because, he was totally embarrassed, really embarrassed.   I don’t think he asked me the right questions…  I just remember him not wanting to ask me any questions that were sensitive, but not because he was being sensitive to me, but because he was too embarrassed to ask.

I think it would have been a sensible thing to do [have a woman interviewer]. You’ve just been violated by a man, I suppose at the time you’re in shock, but you don’t trust any men…. I think the most sensible thing to do would have been to put me with a woman…. They probably would have got more out of me, if they wanted to get the story straight out, fast….  He obviously didn’t get what he needed to get out of me, because I had to go and do it again the next day…. he didn’t get the nitty-gritty that he needed to get.

Being interviewed again the following day, by a woman detective, was a completely different experience.  As Helen described it:

She was more compassionate and tried to make sure as much as possible that I was comfortable and got what I needed.

Other women, however, had no objection to male detectives being involved.   Lorna said she felt completely satisfied with how a male detective interviewed her:

He was really good, you know.  He looked really sympathetic, without being pitying.  I found him really good…. I didn’t find him condescending or blaming or any of those things.  He was soft, I suppose.  

She also valued the opportunity to have a positive experience with a man: 

I think having a guy was good actually, because you have just been through this horrendous experience by a guy and having a nice guy there sort of counteracted it. You could easily end up with an attitude that they all suck…. I think it was actually helpful in some ways.   I saw that they can be decent.  Before that, I knew there were good guys out there but I hadn’t seen many of them.   So in some ways it was good for me to release some stuff, it was good having [male detective] there instead of a woman - in my case I could have ended up screwed up for years!

The women’s responses indicate the need to listen to their wishes regarding the gender of the interviewing detective, and reinforce the importance of ideally having specially trained and empathic interviewers of both genders available.  For some victims/survivors, the opportunity to form an alliance with a sensitive woman detective will enhance their ability to disclose intimate details about the sexual assault, details that may be pivotal in enabling the detection and successful prosecution of the offender.
Conclusion
This paper has used examples from the experiences of a group of ‘perfect’ victims to identify key features of ‘perfect’ policing.  Its findings indicate that the better the needs of victims/survivors are met, the better the needs of the police will also be met.  A rape complainant needs to feel safe and validated in order to be able to provide the police with the fullest account possible of the attack.  If the case proceeds to trial, she will need to feel supported in regaining a sense of self- control and be kept informed throughout the process.   In other words, for the police to succeed at fighting crime requires the forging and sustaining of strong alliances with the victims/survivors on whom they are dependent for information and co-operation.   While we typically think of the victim as the one needing support, we must also acknowledge the extent to which the police need the support of victims and work towards establishing a mutual alliance.  

The fundamental issue here is how women as victims are policed.  To broaden this out, I would argue that the treatment of women by the police mirrors how women within the police are treated.  If women are not valued as essential to the organisation’s goals, they will be marginalized; if they are viewed in stereotypical ways then they risk being blamed for ‘getting themselves raped’ or asking to be harassed; if they challenge male norms and expectations, they will be resisted and their voices will be silenced.  

As we improve the position of women within policing, we may see positive changes in the policing of women.      This paper has demonstrated that even the perfect victims do not get perfect policing;  but if the police formed a good alliance with the women, then the latter could tell them not what might make it perfect, but what might make it bearable.

As one of the women commented about her input into the investigation:.  

Okay, so they run the system, the police and the lawyers run the justice system, but they needed my help to do what they needed to do and they let me do it my way, a little bit.  (Isabel)
* * *
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