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Assault characteristics and police investigational procedures in three different categories of sexual assailants
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Abstract 
Background:  A Sexual Assault Center SAC provides medical treatment to victims and collects  trace evidence for criminal investigations. Very few rapes are reported to police or to health care and among police-reported cases a majority are dismissed due to lack of evidence. 
Aims: To compare  assault characteristics between three groups of sexual assault suspects. One group consisted of first-time suspects. The second group consisted of suspects with a criminal record of at least one former episode.  The third group consisted of unidentified suspects.  Further, to compare police investigational procedures between the groups. 
Methods: Retrospective, descriptive study of all police-reported sexual assaults against women ≥ 16 years in the county of Sør-Trøndelag, Norway between 1997 and 2010 (n = 425). Information from police files was merged with information from the SAC at St. Olavs Hospital in Trondheim.    
Results: 60 % of the suspects 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. Unidentified assailant was associated with public place of assault and non-western suspect. Being a first-time suspect was associated with more alcohol intake in assailant, rape of unknown and younger victims and with penetrative assault. 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. Suspects with a criminal record as former suspects were more likely to get convicted.
Conclusions: There are obvious differences in sexual assault characteristics in different groups of suspects. The SAC and the police have a potential for improved cooperation, which, in turn, could promote judicial rights for victims by increasing the numbers of suspects brought to justice.    
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