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Background: The Sexual Assault Center (SAC) at St. Olavs Hospital in Trondheim, Norway, was established in 1989. A medical examination at the SAC has two main goals; to provide medical treatment and care for the victims and to secure biological trace evidence for criminal investigational purposes. In Norway only one in ten rapes is reported to either police or to health care, and very few cases are taken to court. The high percentage of dismissed cases remains a major problem of our society. Considerable amounts of resources are spent on research of which the purpose is to aid politicians and decision makers in preparing prevention programs against sexual assault. Psychological profiling of different categories of rapists has become an example of a scientific branch which has resulted from society`s demand for understanding and categorizing men who are inclined to commit sexual offences. Whether such research has proved to be useful for the purpose of solving rape cases, treating assailants or preventing new episodes of sexual assault, is probably highly questionable. Still, we cannot stop looking for answers to the complex phenomenon of sexual assault through studies of different aspects of assailants, considering the fact that they are the ones who actually commit the crimes.     
Aims: To examine the occurrences of three categories of police reported male sexual assailants. One group consisted of first-time suspects of sexual assault. The second group consisted of suspects who had a criminal record in police files of at least one former episode as a suspect of sexual assault or other violent crime. The third group consisted of assailants who had not been identified. We compared suspect-, victim- and assault characteristics between the three groups of assailants to investigate and detect differences and similarities. Finally we studied some of the investigational procedures at Sør-Trøndelag police district concerning the use of medical information from the Trondheim SAC. This provided an opportunity to describe eventual differences in the police`s investigational efforts between the groups of suspects mentioned.
Methods: We conducted a retrospective, descriptive study of all police-reported sexual assaults against women ≥ 16 years in the county of Sør-Trøndelag, Norway, in the period 1997 – 2010 (n = 425). Information from police files was merged with information from the SAC at St. Olavs Hospital in Trondheim.    
Results: Most assaults happened at night time and in 60 % of the cases the assailant had consumed alcohol prior to the assault. There was more use of physical violence but less penetrative sexual acts in cases where assailants were unidentified. Accordingly the assaults were more often reported as attempted rape than rape in this group. Unidentified assailant was also associated with public place of assault, non-western suspect and with more than one suspect. Being a first-time suspect was associated with more alcohol intake in assailant prior to the assault, rape of unknown and younger victim and with penetrative assault. In 56 % of the cases the SAC did not secure toxicological samples from the victim. Such samples were taken significantly more often in cases of first-time suspects than in cases where the suspect had a record as a former suspect. There was a higher occurrence of other drugs than alcohol in toxicological samples from suspects with a criminal record than among the first-time suspects. A DNA-sample was more often secured by the police in cases where the suspect had a history as a former suspect than in cases of first-time suspects. The police collected medical information from the SAC in only 53 % of the cases and an expert witness from the SAC (gynecologist) was summoned as a witness in only 3 % of the cases. Interrogation of other witnesses than victim was rarer in cases where suspect was unidentified. Only 2 % of the suspects admitted rape in investigational interrogations. In the group where the suspect was identified (n = 315) 82 % of the cases were dismissed, most due to lack of evidence or lack of information about the suspect. The likelihood of conviction was greater when the suspect had a record as a former suspect than if he was a first-time suspect.
Conclusions: The study shows obvious differences in sexual assault characteristics in different groups of suspects. Detection and description of such differences can provide valuable information for future prevention programs and health care guidelines. The study also reveals a potential for better cooperation between the SAC and the police, which, in turn, could promote judicial rights for victims by increasing the numbers of suspects brought to justice.    

