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Preface to ”Collaborative Community Approaches to

Addressing Serious Violence”

As a pervasive social problem affecting communities worldwide, violence has been classified as

a leading international public health problem, which requires immediate intervention (World Health

Organization, 2002). By bringing together partners with varied skills, whole-system multiagency

approaches are advocated as the leading means of targeting serious violence. This special issue

considers the need for a collaborative approach to violence intervention within communities, focusing

on domestic, sexual and youth violence. The contributions describe community-level collaborative

approaches to preventing and reducing serious violence. Successes and lessons learned from the

approaches are identified, and the transportability of the approaches to other locations are explored.

Contributions are written by both researchers and clinicians specializing in community interventions

targeting violence. It will be of interest to anyone working with perpetrators or victims of violence, as

well as those researching gang, domestic or sexual violence. We want to thank all of the authors

for their important contributions to this special issue, each of which demonstrate the need for a

collaborative approach to addressing serious violence in the community.

Jaimee Mallion and Erika Gebo

Editors
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Abstract: Violence is a complex and multifaceted problem requiring a holistic and individualized
response. The Good Lives Model (GLM) suggests violence occurs when an individual experiences
internal and external obstacles in the pursuit of universal human needs (termed primary goods).
With a twin focus, GLM-consistent interventions aim to promote attainment of primary goods, whilst
simultaneously reducing risk of reoffending. This is achieved by improving an individuals’ internal
(i.e., skills and abilities) and external capacities (i.e., opportunities, environments, and resources).
This paper proposes that collaborations between different agencies (e.g., psychological services,
criminal justice systems, social services, education, community organizations, and healthcare) can
support the attainment of primary goods through the provision of specialized skills and resources.
Recommendations for ensuring interagency collaborations are effective are outlined, including
embedding a project lead, regular interagency meetings and training, establishing information
sharing procedures, and defining the role each agency plays in client care.

Keywords: good lives model; violence; intervention; interagency collaboration

1. Introduction

Violence is a pervasive problem affecting all communities world-wide, with nearly
half a million people losing their lives to intentional homicide annually [1]. Critically, this
figure is on the rise: between 2015 and 2017, a four percent increase in homicide rates was
recorded globally [2]. However, intentional homicide is only one form of interpersonal
violence. As defined by the World Health Organization [3], violence is “the intentional use
of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against
a group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury,
death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation”. Thus, violence incorporates
acts of physical, sexual, and/or psychological abuse [4], of which homicide is not often the
primary outcome.

Violence has a long-term impact on the lives of many individuals. For instance, one
third of women have experienced violence from an intimate partner (IPV) during their
lifetime [5], whilst approximately one billion children (aged 2–17 years) have experienced
abuse in the past year [6]. In addition to the risk of serious physical harm, these acts of
violence are associated with a variety of poor outcomes for the victims, including high
rates of depression, anxiety, PTSD, substance misuse, and suicidality [7]. Furthermore,
individuals exposed to violence are more likely to have difficulty securing and maintaining
employment and be at risk of poor health outcomes later in life (i.e., health conditions
related to poor coping strategies and health risk behaviors, such as diabetes, strokes, and
heart attacks [8]). This highlights that the consequences of violence are long reaching,
continuing to affect victims throughout their lifetime.

In addition to the direct impact on the victim, the outcomes of violence are wide
reaching, deeply impacting families, friends, and communities [4]. For instance, youth
violence has been well-recognized for its impact on the wider community. In areas with
high rates of youth violence, community members report decreased feelings of safety,
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normalization of violence, and increased community stigmatization which, in turn, reduce
education and employment opportunities [9]. Critically, this leads to a cyclic pattern
of violent behavior, whereby younger members of the community perceive violence as
an acceptable and readily available option [10,11]. Those that engage in youth violence
are also more likely to perpetrate IPV and child maltreatment than their non-violent
counterparts [12,13].

Previously, the pervasiveness of violence led to the perception that it was inevitable
within human society, with it falling on law enforcement to respond to violent acts after the
fact [4]. However, there has been a growing body of research surrounding the underlying
causes of violent behavior. Taking a multifaceted approach, violence occurs from the
interplay between the individual, family, peers, education, and community. Regarding the
individual, factors such as impulsivity, poor emotion recognition, and substance misuse
increase the risk of engaging in violence [14]. Familial incarceration, child maltreatment,
and witnessing IPV are predictive factors of engaging in violent behavior [15–17]. Sim-
ilarly, peer engagement in gangs, bullying, and peer substance misuse are risk factors
for violence [18–20]. Regarding the education domain, poor relationships with teachers,
suspension/exclusion from school, and a lack of academic attainment are associated with
violent behavior [21–23]. Finally, residing in communities with high rates of violence,
presence of gangs, and crime increase the risk of engaging in violent behavior [24].

As violence is a complex and multifaceted problem, there is no single solution for this
issue. For too long, the response to violence (and its risk factors) has been fragmented [4]. To
tackle violence, a ‘whole-systems’ approach is needed, whereby the various determinants
(individual, family, education, peer, and community) are all examined and targeted. To
enable this, a collaborative approach is necessary as various organizations have different
skills, abilities, and resources, meaning they are more suited to support specific needs
of an individual displaying violent behavior. For instance, social services (also known
as child welfare agencies) would be best placed to provide family-based interventions,
whilst educational services can advance an individual’s training needs and improve access
to employment. By pulling together these different organizations, this will enhance the
effectiveness of violence prevention and intervention programs [25].

The aim of this paper is to emphasize the need for collaborative approaches to prevent
and reduce violent behavior. To explore the benefits of interagency collaboration, it is
first necessary to understand what factors can lead to engagement in violent behavior.
The Good Lives Model (GLM) is one approach that can be used to understand this [26].
Unlike fragmented approaches to violence intervention, the GLM takes a holistic approach,
viewing individuals as having a variety of needs/goals they are working towards attaining.
When something goes wrong in the pursuit of these needs/goals, offending behavior
(including violence) can occur [27]. As such, the GLM suggests that supporting individ-
uals to attain primary goods through prosocial means will reduce the need to engage in
violent behavior.

Critically, individuals present a variety of needs and goals, as well as obstacles pre-
venting the prosocial attainment of these. Targeting all of these in an intervention can be
beyond the scope of a single agency. As such, the current paper supports the assumption
that interagency collaboration (i.e., collaboration between psychological services, criminal
justice systems, social services, education, community organizations, and healthcare), when
done well can enhance the effectiveness of violence interventions by improving access
to specialized skills and resources [28]. This paper will first explain the assumptions of
the GLM in relation to violent behavior. Second, the formulation and effectiveness of
GLM-consistent interventions for violent behavior will be summarized. Third, research
surrounding the effectiveness of interagency collaborations in offender interventions will
be discussed. Finally, the implementation of interagency collaborations in GLM-consistent
interventions for violent behavior will be considered, with recommendations made to carry
this out effectively.
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2. Good Lives Model: An Overview of Assumptions

Devised as a strengths-based framework for offending behavior interventions, the
GLM proposes that the risk of offending lessens when an individual has a sufficient level
of capabilities and strengths to achieve their personal goals and needs [26,29]. According
to the GLM, healthy human functioning is conceptualized as the pursuit of specific goals
and needs (termed primary goods), which are fundamental for survival, establishing
social networks, and reproducing [30]. These primary goods are prudential in nature;
rather than inherently moral goods, primary goods are experiences, characteristics, and
mental states that enable an individual to have a sense of fulfilment, well-being, and
happiness [31]. Based on the literature surrounding human needs [32], 11 primary goods
have been identified to date (see Table 1). These primary goods are multi-faceted, meaning
each of the 11 primary goods resembles a cluster of smaller components (e.g., the primary
good of Relatedness includes sub-goods of having a sense of love, intimacy, emotional
connection, and friendship [27]).

Table 1. Definitions of 11 Primary Goods, according to the GLM.

Primary Good Definition

1 Life Basic needs for survival, physical well-being, and functioning.

2 Knowledge Feeling well informed about matters important to the individual.

3 Excellence in Work Pursuing personally meaningful work that enables a sense
of mastery.

4 Excellence in Play Pursuing recreational activities which gives a sense of enjoyment
and skill development.

5 Excellence in Agency Establishing a sense of autonomy, power, and independence.

6 Community Having a sense of belonging with a wider social network, who
have similar interests and values.

7 Relatedness
Connecting with others in a warm and affectionate manner
(including intimate, romantic, and family relationships
and friendships).

8 Inner Peace Feeling free from emotional turmoil and stress, and effectively
managing negative emotions.

9 Pleasure Sense of happiness and contentment in one’s current life.

10 Creativity Expressing oneself through novel and creative means.

11 Spirituality Finding a sense of meaning and purpose in life.

Secondary goods (also known as instrumental goods) represent the ways in which
individuals achieve their primary goods. For example, the primary good of Community
could be secured by joining a neighborhood-led group (e.g., Scouts). However, the GLM
suggests offending behaviors occur when primary goods cannot be adequately secured
through prosocial means. This is due to weaknesses within the individual and/or their
environment preventing them from achieving primary goods through appropriate methods,
meaning inappropriate means are instead utilized [26]. For instance, an individual could
attempt to gain a sense of Community by engaging in offending behaviors such as joining
a street gang [33], which give individuals a sense of control over and status within their
neighborhood, whilst simultaneously allowing them to create strong emotional connections
with peers [34]. Similarly, sharing of violent and sexualized images online fosters feelings of
belonging, enabling a sense of Community, as individuals connect with other like-minded
people who share and validate their antisocial attitudes and beliefs [35].

Two routes leading to the use of offending behavior as a means of securing primary
goods have been proposed [36]. Firstly, the direct pathway suggests offending behavior
is actively utilized to attain primary goods. For example, an individual who lacks the
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capabilities to maintain healthy relationships may purposefully engage in violent and/or
controlling behavior to prevent the relationship ending. Comparatively, according to the
indirect pathway, in the pursuit of primary goods something goes awry which causes a
cascading effect, resulting in offending behavior. For instance, if, when attempting to fulfil
the primary good of Relatedness, an individual experiences peer rejection from prosocial
groups, they may utilize maladaptive coping strategies (e.g., consumption of alcohol and
drugs and/or associating with delinquent peers). The use of these maladaptive coping
strategies then increases the likelihood of engaging in violent behavior [37]. Whilst violence
can result from both the direct and indirect pathway, individuals’ whose behavior was
a product of the indirect pathway struggle most in understanding the causes of their
offending behavior and may require more support to prevent recidivism [38].

To date, there have been four obstacles identified which can lead to difficulty fully
attaining primary goods in a prosocial manner: use of inappropriate means, and a lack of
scope, coherence, and/or capacity [39]. As highlighted above, when prosocial opportunities
seem inaccessible, inappropriate means may be used in an attempt to attain primary goods.
However, when antisocial secondary goods are used, the primary good is not fully secured,
but ‘pseudo-secured’. This means that the primary good is only secured temporarily (if at
all), as it is continuously under threat. Take, for instance, an individual who secures their
primary good of Relatedness by acting in a controlling and violent manner towards an
intimate partner. Relatedness may be ‘pseudo-secured’ as the relationship continues due to
the partner’s fear of leaving, however, the warm, affectionate aspects are unlikely to be
fully realized. Importantly, where primary goods are only pseudo-secured, the individual
is left feeling frustrated, meaning the likelihood that they will have a happy, meaningful,
and fulfilling life is low [36].

The second obstacle, coherence, refers to the need for primary goods to be ordered
and rationally related to each other. Where coherence is lacking, individuals feel frustrated
and struggle to find meaning and purpose in life [40]. Primary goods can be related either
horizontally or vertically [26]. Horizontal coherence refers to a harmonious relationship
between primary goods, where they complement and enable each other. However, when
primary goods are not horizontally coherent, conflict between goods can occur, leading
to the use of inappropriate means. For example, an individual may place an equally high
level of importance on the attainment of both Relatedness and Excellence in Agency. To
attain Relatedness, they establish a close and secure romantic relationship. However, this
conflicts with the attainment of Excellence in Agency; if they have no other opportunities to
exert their autonomy and independence, they may behave violently towards their intimate
partner to gain this sense of power and control.

Comparatively, vertical coherence refers to ranking of primary goods according to
their degree of importance [40]. The level of importance assigned to primary goods differs
according to the person’s preferences, as well as social and cultural norms, and is closely
linked to the conceptualization of their personal identity. An individual’s behavior should
be informed by the degree of importance assigned to each, with primary goods rated as
highly important given the most amount of attention. For example, someone who rates
Inner Peace as most important is going to be unhappy if they instead attain Excellence
in Work by working in an environment that causes a high degree of stress. If there is a
paucity of vertical coherence, the individual feels unfulfilled and lacks a sense of meaning
and purpose in life. Ward and Stewart [26] suggests this leads to the neglect of long-term
goals, in favor of immediate gratification. Thus, continuing with the previous example,
the individual could attempt to relieve the stress from work (and attain Inner Peace) by
expressing their emotions through negative means (i.e., acting violently, either towards
themselves or others).

Although the level of importance differs for each primary good, all primary goods
must be attained (to some degree) for a happy and meaningful life [27]. Neglecting or
failing to strive for a primary good is considered a lack of scope [41]. Whilst disinterest
plays a role in the neglect of primary goods, problems in capacity (i.e., skills and resources)
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tend to be the leading cause of a lack of scope. For instance, an individual with poor
communication skills would (at a minimum) have difficulty securing the primary goods
of Relatedness and Community. As a result of the frustration caused, the individual may
engage in violent behavior. Supporting this, a review of factors for perpetrating IPV found
48% of studies included communication difficulties as a common motive [42].

The final obstacle, lack of capacity, refers to an individual experiencing a deficit in
their internal skills and abilities (cognitive, psychological, and/or behavioral) or external
resources (i.e., opportunities and/or environments) necessary to attain their primary goods.
It must be noted that capacity issues are synonymous with ‘criminogenic needs’ (as used
in the wider literature [40]). Both internal and external capacity issues have been identified
as causal factors in violent behavior [43]. Regarding internal capacity issues, violent
behavior has been associated with (among other factors) poor emotion regulation abilities,
oppositional behaviors, impulsivity, callous-unemotional traits, and mental illness [44,45].
Furthermore, poverty, lack of employment opportunities, witnessing familial conflict,
exposure to community violence and having antisocial peers are examples of external
capacity issues that can lead an individual to engage in violent behavior [46,47].

When an individual experiences internal and external capacity issues, this can prevent
the attainment of primary goods through prosocial means. For instance, past research has
suggested that individuals exhibiting oppositional behaviors have difficulty securing and
maintaining employment [48], supporting the assumption that attainment of Excellence in
Work is prevented by issues in internal capacity. Concerning external capacity issues, if
an individual lives in an area where competition for employment is high, this can equally
prevent attainment of Excellence in Work. If the individual is unable to find a prosocial
means of achieving the primary goods, then antisocial means may be used in an attempt to
fulfil these (e.g., joining a gang as a form of ‘employment’ [49]). This highlights that internal
and external capacity issues can prevent attainment of primary goods, with failure leading
to frustration and engagement in violence. Critically, an individual is most vulnerable
to engaging in violence if they are exposed to multiple internal and external capacity
issues [40].

3. Good Lives Model: A Framework for Violence Intervention

As an intervention framework, the GLM guides the development and implementation
of evidence-based interventions by emphasizing adherence to GLM-consistent treatment
assumptions [50]. The key assumption guiding GLM-consistent treatment is that dual-
focus should be placed on promoting prosocial attainment of primary goods, whilst also
reducing risk of violence [51]. The GLM is considered a strengths-based approach to
violence intervention, whereby an individual’s personal strengths, goals, and interests
are considered and built upon. When support is given to attain primary goods, through
enhancing internal skills and providing external opportunities and resources, this should
simultaneously lead to a reduction in violent behavior. Ultimately, the aim of GLM-
consistent treatment is to help individuals attain a ‘good life’: one which is both personally
meaningful and socially acceptable [39].

This differs from risk-based approaches to violence intervention, as GLM-consistent
treatment aims to replace what is lost when violent behavior ceases [50]. Take the analogy of
a pincushion: if all pins are removed but there is nothing to replace them, then the cushion
will be left full of holes. Similarly, if all risk factors (e.g., spending time with antisocial
peers and engaging in substance misuse) are removed, without providing an alternative
means of achieving primary goods, an individual will be left frustrated and unhappy [26].
Therefore, in addition to reducing violent behavior, supporting the successful attainment
of primary goods through prosocial means should lead to improvements in an individual’s
overall well-being, with increased happiness and reduced frustration [27].

When providing GLM-consistent treatment to an individual exhibiting violent be-
havior, a clinical interview should initially be conducted with the client. For examples of
questions used to guide the clinical interview, see Griffin and Wylie [52]. The aims of the
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clinical interview are to explore: (a) how primary goods were sought at the time of the
violent episode(s), (b) what secondary goods were used to attain primary goods, (c) issues
in means, scope, coherence, and capacity, (d) personal strengths (i.e., internal capacities)
and means (i.e., external capacities) currently available to the client, and (e) contexts or
environments the client will be exposed to throughout and following an intervention.
This leads to the creation of an individualized action plan, termed a ‘Good Lives Plan’,
which highlights the skills and resources that should be targeted during interventions
to enable attainment of primary goods through prosocial means. Collaboration between
the client and therapist is essential in the creation of a Good Lives Plan. This encourages
focus on primary goods of importance to the individual and enables the formulation of
personally meaningful goals (short, medium, and long term), ensuring the Good Lives
Plan is motivational and achievable [39].

As an intervention framework, the GLM can wrap around existing evidence-based
treatment programs. Therefore, a Good Lives Plan guides which treatment programs (e.g.,
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, Functional Family Therapy, substance use groups), skills
programs (e.g., educational programs, apprenticeships) and/or external resources (e.g.,
access to employment opportunities, health care, prosocial support networks) would be
most appropriate for a client to receive. Furthermore, the GLM informs how these treatment
programs should be implemented, with considerations given to the ethics, goal formation,
language used, and therapist characteristics. Specifically, GLM-consistent treatment should
emphasize the client’s agency, autonomy, and dignity [31]. In addition, GLM-consistent
treatment should also utilize approach (rather than avoidance) goals, which highlight that
a future without violence is both achievable and attractive [39]. Consistent with a strengths-
based approach, the GLM expects positively framed language to be used throughout
treatment programs, whereby focus is placed on skills rather than deficits of a client [26].
Finally, therapists are encouraged to demonstrate empathy, warmth, and respect towards
clients, which aids in building a strong therapeutic alliance [53].

The GLM is frequently used to guide offender intervention world-wide and has been
applied to numerous offending typologies including sexual offences, IPV, gang member-
ship, and general violence [49,54–56]. A systematic review found GLM-consistent interven-
tions were at least as effective as standard relapse prevention programs [57]. Specifically,
pre-post measures of psychometric change did not differ between GLM-consistent and
relapse prevention interventions [58,59]. In addition, clients that received GLM-consistent
treatment report reduced feelings of shame, hopelessness, and defensiveness, and increased
optimism for the future, confidence, perspective-taking ability, trust of others, and self-
awareness [60,61]. Furthermore, in a case study, Whitehead et al. [55] discussed a high-risk
violent offender who had received a GLM-consistent intervention. The client was supported
to attain their primary goods, including engaging in education, pursuing new leisure activ-
ities, and maintaining a committed relationship. At a six-year follow-up, the client had not
committed any further offences and had reduced engagement with street gang peers [62].
Of note, the client had previously received two intensive risk-oriented interventions but
had continued to recidivate. This demonstrates that the GLM-consistent intervention was
more successful in reducing violent behavior than risk-based interventions.

Findings from the only randomized control trial to date suggest participants who
received GLM-consistent interventions demonstrated a greater motivation to desist from
offending (as rated by therapists), had increased treatment engagement, and were more
willing to disclose any lapses in behavior than participants that received standard relapse
prevention treatment [63]. Whilst this supports the use of GLM-consistent interventions,
it must be noted that the evidence-base remains in its infancy and primarily focuses on
interventions for sexual offending. Critically, as the GLM is the preferred framework
for offender intervention in one third of programs in the USA and half of programs in
Canada [64], it is expected that the research base regarding the effectiveness of GLM-
consistent interventions will rapidly increase in the coming years.
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4. Interagency Collaboration in Violence Intervention

Clients with a history of violent behavior often present with multiple internal and
external obstacles that prevent attainment of primary goods through prosocial means [49].
The clients’ needs span multiple domains (e.g., individual, family, peer, education, and
community), meaning multifaceted solutions are required to support attainment of primary
goods and reduce violent recidivism [65]. Effectively responding to the complex and
interrelated needs of a client is beyond the scope of a single organization and has led to the
call for interagency collaboration [66]. To clarify, in this paper, interagency collaboration
is defined as the coordinated effort of various organizations in achieving a common goal,
such as violence prevention [67].

The primary benefit of interagency collaboration is improved access to different
expertise and resources, which enables a holistic approach to client care [68]. With the
common goal being the reduction of violence, a variety of agencies have specialized skills
that could increase the possibility of fulfilling this. Social services, healthcare, criminal
justice systems, education, community services, and psychological therapists are just a
few examples of specialist agencies that can play a key role in violence interventions. For
example, social services have the resources and expertise available to provide family-based
interventions, healthcare services can support physical wellbeing, and community services
can support the attainment of practical needs (e.g., housing and employment).

To date, research has suggested that interagency collaboration is crucial in both re-
ducing rates of incarceration and preventing violent recidivism [65]. Interventions which
utilize interagency collaboration also have higher retention rates and clients demonstrat-
ing reduced reliance on substances [69]. Furthermore, parents report their child exhibits
improved attitudes, reduced risk-taking and antisocial behavior, and improved family
relationships after receiving treatment from youth offending programs with interagency
collaboration [70]. Regarding violence intervention specifically, programs with interagency
collaboration have led to a significant reduction in violent behavior [71]. For example,
the Cincinnati Initiative to Reduce Violence (CIRV) involved an interagency collaboration
between law enforcement, community services (e.g., street advocates), healthcare profes-
sionals, researchers, and businesses, resulting in a 61% reduction in violence. The impact
of CIRV on reducing gang-related homicides and violent firearm offences was maintained
for a 42-month follow-up time [72].

Critically, most research on the effectiveness of programs incorporating interagency
collaboration suffers from a lack of control group. Overcoming this, Pullman et al. [73]
compared youth offenders receiving mental health treatment with an interagency collab-
oration to a control group of youth offenders receiving mental health treatment without
interagency collaboration. Compared to the control, youth offenders receiving interagency
treatment were less likely to reoffend and spent less time incarcerated. In addition, signifi-
cant improvements in functioning at home, school, and in the community, and reduced
emotional and behavioral problems were experienced by youth offenders receiving intera-
gency treatment. With the growth in research supporting interagency collaboration, this is
now advocated as ‘best-practice’ for offender interventions, including violence prevention,
internationally [74,75].

Despite this, Statham [76] purports that interagency collaboration is “not inherently
a good thing” (p. 4). Specifically, when interagency collaboration is done well, the effec-
tiveness of offender interventions improves. However, when interagency collaboration is
poorly implemented, this can have a negative impact on outcomes of offender interven-
tions [77]. A multitude of barriers have been identified which can prevent the effective
implementation of interventions with an interagency collaboration. According to Cooper
et al. [78], the most common barriers are poor communication and trust between agen-
cies, confidentiality issues, and a lack of time and resources. In addition, fundamental
differences in values, goals, and methods between agencies can significantly hinder the
implementation and success of collaborative approaches to offender intervention [79]. For
instance, in their evaluation of an interagency approach to violence intervention (incorpo-
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rating police, social services and community organizations), Gripp et al. [71] found initial
resistance among police towards the collaboration, with officers describing the initiative as
“another hug-a-thug program” (p. 50).

Whilst barriers do exist and are important to recognize, there are several factors
that can facilitate good interagency collaboration. Firstly, having an open line of com-
munication can improve relationships and trust between agencies. Researchers suggest
monthly meetings between agencies to discuss clients’ progress and share information
are key for establishing positive communication [77]. Appointing a project manager can
further enhance communication by balancing multiple and, at times, conflictual points
of view [71]. Furthermore, joint training opportunities can improve understanding of the
overarching goals, philosophy, and procedures surrounding offender intervention pro-
grams, emphasizing the benefits of working collaboratively [80]. In addition, procedures
regarding information sharing and confidentiality need to be made clear to all agencies
and clients at the beginning of an offender intervention program [81]. When implemented
properly, interagency collaborations are the most effective means of delivering a holistic
and responsive service for clients engaging in interventions for violent behavior [28].

5. Interagency Collaboration in Good Lives Interventions

The GLM is one intervention framework that emphasizes and, to some degree, relies
on support from interagency collaborations. With 11 primary goods covering a diversity of
needs, helping a client to attain these would be beyond the expertise of a single agency. As
all primary goods must be attained for a fulfilling and meaningful life [27], it is important
that some are not neglected simply due to the expertise of the agency leading client care.
For example, psychological services have the expertise and resources available to support
clients in overcoming internal capacity obstacles (e.g., developing coping strategies, im-
proving mental health and interpersonal skills). This can lead to the attainment of primary
goods such as Inner Peace and Relatedness. However, when working independently,
psychological services may not have the resources available to target all external obstacles
(e.g., access to housing, education, and employment opportunities), which can lead to some
primary goods being neglected. When working in partnership with other agencies, this
gap in expertise and resources can be filled.

At first glance, it may seem obvious which agencies are needed to aid in the attainment
of primary goods. For instance, the primary good of Life (i.e., possessing the basic needs
for survival, physical well-being, and functioning) may be attained by support from health
care (i.e., ensuring physical well-being) or housing (i.e., shelter as a basic need) services.
However, it is important to look beyond this over-simplified classification of the primary
goods and focus on the capacity obstacles each client is experiencing. Specifically, a client
with depression may neglect to care for their physical well-being [82], preventing the
attainment of Life. Therefore, this client would require support from agencies specializing
in psychological therapies. This demonstrates the need for an individualized approach to
violence intervention, with the degree of input from different agencies dependent on the
individuals’ Good Lives Plan.

When developing a violence intervention consistent with GLM assumptions, it is
recommended that these steps are first followed:

(1) Identify agencies that would be beneficial to a collaborative approach. This could
include psychological services, criminal justice services (e.g., probation, police, prison
service), social services, education, housing, community organizations (e.g., employ-
ment/volunteering), or healthcare. As explained above, the degree of input required
from each agency will differ depending on the client, with some clients needing a
great deal of input from agencies, whilst others require little to no support. However,
establishing good contact with a variety of agencies during the planning stages of an
intervention will prevent any delay in client care.

(2) Provide interagency training explaining the assumptions of the GLM and goals of
GLM-consistent interventions. Some agencies may be used to a risk approach to
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violence intervention with avoidance-focused goals. It is important to emphasize in
training that the GLM advocates the use of a strengths-based method, with approach-
focused goals, and that this must remain consistent throughout the intervention.

(3) Embed a project lead to enhance communication and balance differing values and
goals across agencies. The project lead should have expertise in the GLM to ensure that
the intervention planning remains consistent with the assumptions of the GLM (i.e.,
focus on developing strengths, overcoming internal and external capacity obstacles,
ensuring a well-rounded intervention incorporating all primary goods).

(4) Discuss confidentiality and information sharing issues/caveats and establish the
procedures surrounding this.

Regarding the implementation of a GLM-consistent intervention with clients, it is
recommended that this procedure is followed:

(1) Therapist specializing in the GLM conducts a clinical interview with the client ex-
ploring: (a) how primary goods were sought at the time of the violent episode(s),
(b) what secondary goods were used to attain primary goods, (c) issues in means,
scope, coherence, and capacity, (d) personal strengths (i.e., internal capacities) and
means (i.e., external capacities) currently available to the client, and (e) contexts or
environments the client will be exposed to throughout and following an intervention.

(2) In collaboration with the client, create a Good Lives Plan. This should be a strengths-
focused action plan, incorporating an individual’s goals that, if attained, would enable
them to have a meaningful and happy life without the need to offend. A Good Lives
Plan should be realistic and achievable; whilst long-term goals are important, incre-
mental attainable steps should be included. This enables a sense of achievement and
supports motivation to pursue longer-term goals. Furthermore, the clients support
networks, environments, and capacity should be considered when developing a Good
Lives Plan, as this will impact upon how attainable goals are.

(3) Based on the clients’ Good Lives Plan, the therapist formulates an intervention strat-
egy. This highlights the obstacles (both internal and external) preventing effective
attainment of primary goods that need targeting during an intervention and high-
lights which agencies would be best placed to support the client with each obstacle.
It is likely that support from multiple agencies will be needed. For instance, a client
may be unable to attain the primary good of Life due to homelessness, meaning
support from community housing services is necessary. In addition, they may engage
in violent behavior to express negative emotions (i.e., attain Inner Peace), which
indicates support is needed from psychological services.

(4) Regular meetings between agencies (at least once a month) should be implemented
to ensure continuity in client care and sharing of information regarding progress.
Critically, as a client’s goals or obstacles can change, be attained, or overcome, a
Good Lives Plan should be viewed as a dynamic and adaptable tool that guides and
supports therapeutic work. As such, good communication between agencies involved
in client care is vital.

Interagency collaboration provides a well-rounded approach to violence intervention,
with the provision of expertise and resources beyond that which a single agency could offer.
Ultimately, this will further support the client in overcoming various internal and external
capacity obstacles which can lead to their violent behavior. This will simultaneously lead
to a reduction in the criminogenic needs of the client, reducing their likelihood of engaging
in violence in the future [50]. Importantly, this will also support the attainment of each of
the 11 primary goods, which will enable the client to have a life which is both personally
meaningful and socially acceptable [39].

6. Conclusions

The response to violence has primarily been risk-focused and fragmented [4]. Theo-
rists have argued that risk-focused frameworks have reached a “glass-ceiling”, whereby
further refining of interventions will not equate to reductions in reoffending [83]. As such,
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strengths-based approaches to violence intervention, including the GLM, are growing in
popularity. The GLM recognizes the complexity of human behavior, suggesting violence
occurs due to obstacles (internal and external) experienced in the pursuit of primary goods.
By supporting clients to overcome these obstacles and effectively attain their primary goods,
the GLM assumes that this will simultaneously lead to a reduction in violent behavior.

As each client will face various internal and external obstacles, interagency collab-
orations can provide the skills and resources necessary to assist in overcoming these,
enabling the attainment of primary goods through prosocial means. Whilst barriers have
been highlighted in past research [78], several recommendations can be made to support
the implementation of an effective interagency collaboration. These include embedding a
project lead to support good communication between agencies, holding regular interagency
meetings, providing regular interagency training, defining the role each agency plays in
client care, and establishing information sharing and confidentiality procedures at an early
stage [77]. If done well, interagency collaboration can support clients to have a happy and
meaningful life, free from violence.
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Abstract: Research has frequently focused on the increased likelihood of violence and homicide
among gang-involved individuals, as well as on the factors that contribute to this violence. Such work
has examined the relationship between immigration and the frequency of crime, as well. However,
there is a dearth of research examining the likelihood of gang-related homicide and the presence of
both gang migrants from within the U.S. and those from abroad in a given community. The current
paper utilizes National Youth Gang Survey data to examine the relationship between law enforcement
perceptions of gang migrants in their jurisdiction and the frequency of gang-related homicide. The
results reveal that gang-related homicides have a significant and negative association with the
presence of gang migrants. These findings have important policy implications for understanding and
addressing serious gang violence and homicide at the community level.

Keywords: gang migrants; policing gangs; homicide; violence; prevention; collaboration

1. Introduction

Research has regularly revealed that gang members are more likely to become involved
in crime and violence [1], as well as that gang members are more likely to engage in
homicide. Due to this consistent relationship between gang involvement and violence,
scholarship has examined specific characteristics of gangs and their members in order to
improve comprehension of gang member criminality [2–4]. One area in which very little
recent work has been conducted is on gang migrants from inside and outside of the United
States.1 Work conducted by Maxson (1997) revealed that gang migrants move for a variety
of reasons, with the most frequent reason for moving being social [5]. Additional work
has examined gang growth and migration in select jurisdictions in the United States, with
varying results [6–9]. However, little work has examined the relationship between gang
migrants and serious crime, including homicide.

Research has examined the relationship between immigration and crime with mixed
results. While there are works that have found a significant and positive relationship
between immigration and crime, suggesting that immigration brings with it an increased
likelihood of crime in a community [10], most research has either found no significant
relationship between immigration and crime [11] or a significant and negative associa-
tion [12,13]. Scholarship examining immigration and gangs has revealed that in select
areas, immigrants are more likely to join gangs [1]; however, this does not necessarily
mean gangs with immigrants are likely to commit more crime. In fact, Duran’s (2018) work
highlights high levels of disproportionate minority contact with the system in areas close
to the border. He specifically argues that the practices of “White Diversion” and “Minority
Delinquentization” are occurring, and that disproportionate minority contact coincides
with increased gang involvement [14].

Research has not yet examined whether the presence of gang migrants impacts the
likelihood of serious gang violence such as homicide, or whether areas where police report
high concentrations of gang migrants contributing to gang violence influence the probability

Societies 2022, 12, 48. https://doi.org/10.3390/soc12020048 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/societies15



Societies 2022, 12, 48

of gang-related homicide. Given that research regularly finds a negative relationship
between immigration and crime and a positive association between gang involvement
and crime, it is critical to understand whether the concentration of gang member migrants
in a community influences the likelihood of gang-related homicides. The current study
contributes to this gap in the literature by analyzing the relationship between police reports
of the percentage of gang member migrants in their jurisdiction, gang member migrants
contributing to gang violence in their jurisdiction, and number of reported gang-related
homicides. The results have implications for policy and can specifically inform approaches
for communities to collaborate in order to address and prevent serious gang crime and
violence more effectively.

The paper begins with a discussion of the relationship between immigration and
crime, transitions into addressing work on gangs and crime, and concludes by addressing
scholarship related to immigration and gangs. The paper then moves into the proposed
hypotheses, analyses, and results and concludes with a discussion of the theoretical and
policy implications. Specifically, the paper discusses the importance of police and commu-
nity collaboration, as perceptions of serious violence and homicide vary between police, the
public, and other data sources. These results have implications for collaborative community
approaches seeking to reduce the likelihood of gang-related homicides and other serious
gang violence, improve perceptions of safety in these communities, and foster positive
relationships among community members.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Gang Violence and Homicide

Research regularly finds that gang members are more likely than non-gang members
to participate in violence [1,15–17] and that gang members engage in violent behavior that
is related to both gang and non-gang issues [18,19]. Research further reveals that gang
violence may result from racial issues in combination with a need for group protection
while trying to achieve control of territory in the same community [20–23]. Gang violence
frequently occurs both between gangs [3,24] and within gangs [25]. More specifically, gangs
regularly engage in violence due to internal gang conflict or rivalries as well as because of
drugs, domestic violence, or robbery [26].

According to Decker and Curry (2002), gang homicides have unique characteristics that
include the race of victim and perpetrator, drug involvement, victim–offender relationship,
weapon use, spatial concentration, and sex. It is important to examine the likelihood
of gang homicides among areas that police report gang migrants contributing to gang
violence, as the nature of gang homicides are different than non-gang homicides [27–30].
Specifically, gang homicides often include incidents of both drive-by and walk-by shootings,
homicide as a method of retaliation, and higher rates in concentrated spaces/areas of a
community [3,15,31–33]. Similarly, Maxson et al. (1985) compared gang and non-gang
homicides and found that gang homicides had a higher probability of involving gun
use, vehicles, and occurring in public spaces [34]. Additionally, law enforcement has
characterized gang homicides as having a greater likelihood of being violent and having
more individuals involved as offender, accomplice, and victim. Furthermore, they found
differences in a variety of individual-level characteristics, including age, ethnicity, and the
relationship between involved parties.

Problems specific to gang homicides include the effect on families and communi-
ties [35]. Gangs influence the mentality of individual gang members in such a way that they
may be willing to give their own life or engage in murder to show their commitment [36].
Research reveals that gang violence is impacted by multiple factors [37] which affect the
likelihood of gang homicide, such as the frequency of gang membership in an area, pop-
ulation density, and social and economic deprivation [38]. Scholarship has not, however,
specifically examined the influence that the presence of gang migrants has on the likelihood
of gang-related homicide.
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2.2. Gang Member Migration and Crime

Research has analyzed gang migrants both within the U.S. and abroad. Specifically,
research has focused on why gang members move from one city to another and the impact
of this on gang proliferation and crime. The occurrence of gang members migrating has
been identified for several decades [39–42]. To this day, there has been very little work on
gang migration, and most of this is community specific. Skolnick et al. (1988) found in their
research with inmates and correctional staff that gangs expand to new areas to sell illegal
drugs. Gangs in Milwaukee, for example, were primarily an outgrowth of Milwaukee, with
only a small portion of the gang members coming from the Chicago area [6]. Although
there are cases of gang members or gangs migrating to different communities in Southern
California, it is not common [8]. Arguably, most gangs are groups of youth that do not
have the resources to establish themselves outside of their own turf. Research in Kenosha,
Wisconsin highlights that although police perceive that gangs in the area are migrating
from Chicago, most of the gangs and gang problems are occurring due to local economic
and social issues [9]. Furthermore, research examining why gang members move reveals
that while they move for a variety of reasons, including illegal attractions such as drug
market expansion, the most frequent reasons for moving were social and family-related [5].

According to the NYGS, the majority of jurisdictions reporting issues with gangs
identified gang member migrants in the community [43]. Although the media often
report migrating gang members as an issue that is getting worse, there is little data to
support this, and there is little work on the topic. The general public views gang member
migrants as contributing to gang violence, drugs, and conflict [44,45]. Research suggests
that street gangs are connected to gangs in different communities due to gang migration [46];
additional work has revealed a relationship between gang migration and heightened
gang activity, violent crime, and drug crime [47]. Other work, however, is contradictory,
revealing a lack of significant association between gang member migrants and gang-related
crimes [43].

Gang members migrate for both illegitimate and legitimate reasons, with legitimate
social reasons the most frequent rationale reported for gang member migration [5]. It
is possible that international gang member migration is connected to the adoption of
different gang styles instead of gang substance [22]. Specifically, McGuire (2006) argues
that although gang members may move, it is possible that gang style and practices are
migrating as well [48]. Conversely, there have been reports of gang members migrating to
different cities in Canada [46]. This includes local Canadian gangs establishing themselves
in various areas in Canada. Street gangs in Toronto have arrived from the United States and
Jamaica, and work has revealed gangs that moved from smaller to larger areas in Canada.
Additionally, local gangs have been established in multiple communities, and there have
been reports of gangs migrating from the U.S. to major cities in Canada such as Toronto [46].
Gang member migration is therefore relatively common and occurs for a variety of reasons.
Results are mixed on the relationship between gang member migrants and gang-related
crime, with suggestions that gang members may move to expand criminal enterprises,
while other work identifies moving for social reasons [5]. Little research has examined the
relationship between gang migrants and serious gang crime such as homicide.

2.3. Immigration, Crime, and Gangs

Given that the current study examines gang migrants from inside and outside the
United States, it is important to discuss the relationship between immigration and crime.
Research examining the relationship between immigration and crime regularly finds no
significant association or a negative association with criminal behavior [49–55]. For ex-
ample, immigrant youth are more afraid of being victimized by someone with a weapon
compared to non-immigrant youth [56]. This suggests that there is a negative relationship
between low acculturation and a high level of fear towards crime.

Communities located on the border in Texas tend to have Latino homicide rates that
are lower than 50% of those in communities located away from the border [57]. Interestingly,
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in analysis of homicides in El Paso, TX, Emerick et al. 2014 found no significant association
between immigration and homicide; however, there was a significant and positive relation-
ship between the percentage of Latinos and gang-related homicides. Research reveals lower
levels of homicide in areas with higher immigrant concentration; however, when focusing
specifically on gang-related homicides there is a significant and positive association with
immigration [58]. Other research has revealed that expatriate Latinos living in the U.S. have
an increased likelihood of cooperating with law enforcement compared to Latinos born in
the U.S. [12]. However, Latinos that have experienced police assault or have gang-involved
friends have a lower probability of cooperation with law enforcement. Other studies have
revealed that foreign-born Latinos have an increased probability of cooperating with police
compared to their U.S.-born counterparts, and that this is consistent even when examining
violent gang crimes [13,59].

Borders have unique conditions that can contribute to the production of gangs that are
different than gangs in other areas, such as a “bi-national barrio-prison-cartel hybrid” gang
located in El Paso [60]. Due to the already large number of gang members in the area, there
is a large recruitment pool for gangs to grow. The different methods utilized to identify
gangs and gang members could lead to both over-policing and criminalization of young
immigrants [61]. Research by Esbensen and Carson (2012) revealed that when determining
the major characteristics of gang youth, immigrant status was not found to be one of them,
especially during a youth’s time in middle school. More specifically, youth who reported
being born outside of the United States had a lower probability of being gang-involved
when younger; however, once these youth turn 15, immigrant youth make up a noticeable
portion of the gang youth in their sample.

Gang members born outside of the United States are less likely to participate in crime
compared to gang members born in the United States [62]. However, gang-involved youth
are found to be more likely to participate in delinquency compared to non-gang youth
irrespective of whether or not they were born outside of the United States. Consistent with
these findings, Valdez et al. (2009) examined 28 homicides with Mexican-American gang
members and found no immigrant youth involvement. Although similarly aged immigrant
youth lived in the same areas where the violent incidents occurred, their involvement in
gangs and violence was minimal [63]. Conversely, Hollis (2018) found a significant and
positive relationship between Latino immigration and a greater amount of crime; however,
this relationship is specific to non-gang crime [64]. When examining gang crime specifically,
there is no significant association with Latino immigration. These findings suggest that
even though gangs and gang involvement increase the likelihood of violence, the presence
of immigrants may aid in reducing this probability of gang violence.

3. Research Questions and Hypotheses

Although research has examined the relationship between immigration, gangs, and
crime and gang migrants and crime, there has been little work that has specifically examined
the relationship between gang migrants from within and outside the United States and
gang violence, including gang-related homicide. Given the mixed and limited findings in
the research examining immigration, gang migrants from inside and outside of the United
States, and gang crime, the current study asks the following question:

1. What is the relationship between gang migrants and gang-related homicide?
Specifically, this paper hypothesizes that:

a. In jurisdictions where law enforcement reports that gang migrants from inside the
United States significantly influence gang-related violence, gang related-homicides
are less likely to occur;

b. In jurisdictions where law enforcement reports that gang migrants from outside the
United States significantly influence gang-related violence, gang-related homicides
are less likely to occur;

c. The greater the percentage of migrant gang members in a jurisdiction, the less likely
gang-related homicides are to occur.
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4. Data and Methods

4.1. Data Description

The current study utilizes data from the 2012 National Youth Gang Survey (NYGS),
which was the last year in which the NYGS was distributed. The NYGS was originally
implemented to assess the severity of gang issues in the United States by examining law
enforcement perspectives on where gangs exist, the different characteristics they have, and
how their behaviors vary across communities. The items utilized in the NYGS are supported
by scholarship [65]. Data collection occurred through the distribution of surveys to various
law enforcement jurisdictions across the U.S. Specifically, all departments in jurisdictions
of at least 50,000 and all suburban counties were sent surveys. Rural jurisdictions provided
their perspective as well; surveys were provided to a random sample of law enforcement
offices in communities with populations between 2500 and 49,000, in addition to counties
categorized as rural. The strategy resulted in a representative sample with an 85% response
rate from law enforcement jurisdictions across the United States, making it a good fit for the
present study. The data allow for the ability to examine gang related homicide frequencies
across jurisdictions that report varying levels of issues of gang migrants from the law
enforcement perspective.

4.2. Analytical Methods

The analyses for the current study included both bivariate and multivariate methods.
Due to the use of a variety of variable types, including dichotomous and ordinal indepen-
dent variables and a count dependent variable, one-way analysis of variance was utilized.
This allowed for comparison of gang migrant characteristics with gang-related homicides
in different jurisdictions. In order to account for additional variables and decreased spuri-
ousness, multivariate analyses were utilized. Due to the skewed count level dependent
variable, negative binomial regression was used. Additionally, in order to account for miss-
ing cases in the data, multiple imputation was utilized in STATA (Release 16). By utilizing
multiple imputation, values are able to imputed in the data where limited information
is provided. When using multiple imputation, the assumption is made that there is no
relationship between the likelihood of missing data on one variable and the variable’s real
value [66,67].

4.3. Variables

The number of gang-related homicides in a jurisdiction during the past year that were
reported by law enforcement was included as the dependent variable. The number of
gang-related homicides in the last year was determined through surveys distributed to
various law enforcement jurisdictions across the United States.

The analyses included three independent variables. First, law enforcement was asked
to provide the percentage of gang migrants in their community that were gang members.
This was a scale level variable from 0–4, where 1 = 1–25%, 2 = includes 26–50%, 3 = 51–75%,
and 4 = 76–100%. Second, two dichotomous variables asking law enforcement whether
either gang members migrating from outside the United States or gang members migrating
from inside the United States were significantly contributing to gang violence in their
jurisdiction were included as independent variables.

Various control variables were included in the analyses. The number of gang-related
homicides may differ across regions due to variations in methods of gang member identi-
fication [68]; thus, different regions of the United States (Northeast, Midwest, West, and
South) were included as control variables. Moreover, given the potential relationship
between gang presence and homicides, both the number of gangs and number of gang
members were included in the analyses. Additional control variables included jurisdiction
population, the length of time measured in years that law enforcement have reported gang
problems, and whether or not the jurisdiction has a gang unit. Lastly, variables measuring
whether there was a greater amount of offending before an individual joined a gang and/or
more offending once they were committed to a gang were included as control variables.
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5. Results

The data in Table 1 includes descriptive information on the average number of gang-
related homicides in relation to the control variables included in the analyses.

Table 1. Control Variables Descriptives (N = 859)2.

Control Variables Mean Gang-Related Homicides in Last Year

Number of Active Gangs (n = 859)
1–10 0.72

11–20 2.1
21–30 4.2
31–40 5
41–50 11.1
<50 9.7

Mean Number of Active Gang Members
(n = 657)

1–100 0.6
101–200 1.24
201–300 2
301–400 2.4
401–500 4.97

<500 4.94
Mean Number of Years there has been a Gang

Problem (n = 859)
>1 1.12

1–10 1.56
11–20 2.21
21–30 3.04
31–40 4
41–50 6.77
<50 9.04

Average Jurisdiction Population (n = 859)
>100,000 0.763

100,000–199,999 1.98
200,000–299,999 5.29
300,000–399,999 10.43
400,000–499,999 7.83

<500,000 13.81
Prior Level of Offending (n = 641)

Yes 2.65
No 2.31

Subsequent Level of Offending (n = 795)
Yes 3.3
No 0.65

Region (n = 859)
Northeast 2.8

South 1.92
Midwest 4.42

West 2.97
Gang Unit (n = 616)

Yes 4.33
No 2.88

When looking at the number of active gangs reported in a jurisdiction, the average
number of gang homicides reported increases with the number of active gangs in a ju-
risdiction. The mean number of gang-related homicides peaks at about 50 active gangs.
This is similar when looking at the number of active gang members. The mean number of
gang-related homicides peaks at about 500 active gang members. The average number of
gang-related homicides tends to increase with the number of years police report that gangs
have been a problem. Similarly, the more populated an area is, the higher the average
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number of gang-related homicides. Jurisdictions that report increased levels of offending
after gang joining report a higher number of gang-related homicides on average compared
to jurisdictions that do not report increased levels of offending after gang joining. The
data highlight regional variations in the average number of gang homicides; jurisdictions
with gang units report a higher number of gang-related homicides on average compared to
jurisdictions without a gang unit.

5.1. Bivariate Analyses

The results of the bivariate analyses between police perceptions of gang migrants
influencing gang related violence, reported percentage of gang migrants in a jurisdiction,
and gang related homicides are displayed in Table 2.

Table 2. One-Way ANOVA Results and Mean Frequency of Gang-Related Homicides (n = 741).

Gang Migrant and Immigrant Variables

Percentage Gang Migrants Gang-Related Homicides
0% 2.14

1–25% 3.54
26–50% 2.2
51–75% 0.373
76–100% 0.316

Influence Gang-Related Violence
Gang Members from other U.S. Jurisdictions

Yes 1.58
No 3.47

Gang Members from Jurisdictions Outside the
U.S.
Yes 3.18
No 2.84

The average number of gang-related homicides is over twice as high in jurisdictions
that do not report gang migrants from other U.S. jurisdictions influencing violence com-
pared to jurisdictions that do report this influence. Conversely, there is minimal difference
in the average number of gang-related homicides reported in jurisdictions where police
identify gang migrants from outside the U.S. influencing gang violence compared to those
that do not. Lastly, when police report that the percentage of gang members in a jurisdiction
is greater than 25%, the average number of gang-related homicides begins to decrease. The
results of the bivariate analyses do not reveal any statistically significant findings; however,
these findings highlight the need to conduct multivariate analyses in order to improve
comprehension of the relationship between gang migration and gang-related homicides.

5.2. Multivariate Results

The results in Table 3 include two models; Model 1 includes police reporting on gang
migrants from the U.S. contributing to gang related violence in their jurisdiction as an
independent variable, and Model 1 include police reporting on gang migrants from outside
the U.S. contributing to gang related violence in their jurisdiction.

The findings in Model 1 do not support the first hypothesis. There is a significant
and negative association between reporting that gang migrants within the U.S. influence
gang-related violence and gang-related homicides. Therefore, in jurisdictions where police
report that gang migrants within the U.S. significantly influence gang related violence,
gang-related homicides are significantly less likely to occur. Additional findings reveal
a significant and positive association between the number of active gangs and gang-
related homicides, and a significant and negative association between the number of active
gang members and gang-related homicides. Furthermore, the number of years there
has been a gang problem, jurisdiction population, and increased likelihood of offending
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upon gang joining were all significant and positively associated with the likelihood of
gang-related homicides.

Table 3. Gang Migrants from Inside/Outside the United States and Gang-Related Homicides
(n = 781).

Independent Variables
Model 1

I.R.R.
(S.E.)

Model 2
I.R.R.
(S.E.)

Gang Migrants from U.S. 0.675 * (0.107) -
Gang Migrants from Outside of U.S. - 0.737 (0.155)

Northeast 1.51 † (0.3605) 1.53 † (0.367)
Midwest 1.33 (0.274) 1.32 (0.274)

South 1.22 (0.232) 1.23 (0.236)
Number of Active Gangs 1.01 *** (0.002) 1.01 *** (0.002)

Number of Active Gang Members 0.999 ** (0.00003) 0.999 ** (0.00003)
Number of Years there has been a Gang Problem 1.03 *** (0.006) 1.02 *** (0.006)

Jurisdiction Population 1 *** (5.14) 1 *** (5.19)
Prior Level of Offending 1 ( 0.002) 0.999 (0.002)

Subsequent Level of Offending 1.01 *** (0.003 1.01 *** (0.003)
Gang Unit or Officer 0.716 (0.149) 0.7504 (0.157)

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.10.

The results in Model 2 do not support the second hypothesis. The relationship between
police reporting that gang migrants from outside United States significantly influence gang-
related violence and gang-related homicides is negative, although it is not significant.
Additional results reveal a significant and positive relationship between the number of
active gangs and gang-related homicides, and a significant and negative association when
comparing the number of active gang members and gang-related homicides. Moreover,
the number of years there has been a gang problem, jurisdiction population, and increased
likelihood of offending upon gang joining were all found to significantly increase the
probability of gang-related homicide.

The results in Table 4 include Model 3, which consists of the percentage of gang mi-
grants as the independent variable, and Model 4, which is the full model with percentage of
gang migrants, police reporting of gang migrants from inside the U.S., and police reporting
of gang migrants from outside the U.S. all significantly influencing gang-related violence.

Table 4. Percentage Gang Migrants and Gang-Related Homicides (n = 781).

Independent Variables
Model 3

I.R.R.
(S.E.)

Model 4
I.R.R.
(S.E.)

Percentage Gang Migrants 0.767 ** (0.069) 0.805 * (0.077)
Gang Migrants From U.S. - 0.795 (0.139)

Gang Migrants from Outside of U.S. - 0.861 (0.189)
Northeast 1.52 † (0.361) 1.49 † (0.353)
Midwest 1.35 (0.278) 1.32 (0.273)

South 1.204 (0.229) 1.17 (0.224)
Number of Active Gangs 1.01 *** (0.002) 1.01 *** (0.002)

Number of Active Gang Members 0.999 * (0.00003) 0.999 * (0.00003)
Number of Years there has been a Gang Problem 1.02 *** (0.006) 1.02 *** (0.006)

Jurisdiction Population 1 *** (5.32) 1 *** (5.33)
Prior Level of Offending 1 (0.002) 1 (0.002)

Subsequent Level of Offending 1.01 *** (0.003) 1.01 *** (0.003)
Gang Unit or Officer 0.747 (0.157) 0.727 (0.154)

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p< 0.10.

The results in Model 3 show support for the third hypothesis. There is a significant
and negative association between the percentage of gang migrants in a jurisdiction and
gang-related homicides. Additional findings reveal that the number of years there has been
a gang problem, jurisdiction population, and increased likelihood of offending upon gang
joining were all significant and positively associated with the likelihood of gang-related
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homicide. Furthermore, there is a significant and positive association between the number
of active gangs and gang-related homicides, and a significant and negative association
between the number of active gang members and gang-related homicides.

While the results in Model 4 show support for the third hypothesis, they do not support
either the first or second hypotheses. There is a significant and negative association between
the percentage of gang migrants in a jurisdiction and gang-related homicides. There is a
negative association between police reporting that gang migrants within the U.S. influence
gang-related violence and gang-related homicides, although it is not significant. The
relationship between police reporting that gang migrants from outside the U.S. significantly
influences gang-related violence and gang-related homicides is negative, although thus is
not significant either. Additional findings reveal that the number of years there has been a
gang problem, jurisdiction population, and increased likelihood of offending upon gang
joining were all found to significantly increase the probability of gang-related homicides.

Moreover, there is a significant and positive relationship between the number of
active gangs and gang-related homicides, and a significant and negative association when
comparing the number of active gang members and gang-related homicides.

6. Summary of Findings and Discussion

Although Model 1 supported the first hypothesis, the full model (Model 4) did not
show significant support for or against hypothesis one or two. Both Models 3 and 4 showed
significant support for the third hypothesis, demonstrating that there is a significant and
negative association between the percentage of gang members that are gang migrants
in a community and the probability of gang-related homicides. The results suggest that
gang migrants may aid in reducing the likelihood of serious crimes such as homicide.
This is consistent with other research which has found that immigrants coming into a
community can help to revitalize an area by strengthening social ties and support with one
another, arguably reducing the likelihood of crime [11]. These findings are consistent with
work examining gang migrants within the U.S. For example, Maxson (1997) found that
although at times gang members may move for illicit reasons, most of the time they move
for family-related or other social reasons. This suggests that they are not migrating in order
to contribute to serious gang violence and homicide in the community.

Policy Implications

The results of this study highlight the need for community collaboration. Given
that the presence of gang migrants significantly reduces the likelihood of gang-related
homicides, communities should arguably be working to embrace and integrate these
individuals into the area with the goal of reducing gang joining and other gang-related
crimes. In areas where police may perceive and/or observe that gang migrants from
within or outside the U.S. significantly contribute to gang-related violence, it is important
to acknowledge that this does not necessarily result in an increase in the likelihood of
gang-related homicides. Community education and exposure to gang migrant behavior
could potentially bring perceptions in line with reality and help to reduce the likelihood of
gang-related homicides as well as serious gang violence. It is important to adopt practices
to aid in changing community perceptions of gang migrants. Therefore, it is essential to
develop and utilize intervention methods that are culturally relevant [69]. This includes
implementing methods that are family focused, adjusting perspectives, and providing
resources for support.

The results highlight the need for community collaborative approaches to improve
comprehension of gang migrant behavior. Specifically, if the presence of gang migrants
significantly reduces the likelihood of gang-related homicides in a community, it is essential
to understand why members are getting involved in gangs and the illegal behaviors they
are engaging in. This could potentially be accomplished through community policing.
Implementing community partnerships and collaborations that focus on communication,
education, and the identification of the issues within specific areas will aid in improving
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community and police perceptions of gang migrants. By understanding their behaviors,
the community can help address the needs of individuals who have recently relocated to
their area, which may ultimately reduce the likelihood of other gang-related crimes as well.

Regional variation exists in gang member identification methods used by law enforce-
ment in the United States [68]. More specifically, the use of gang signs and symbols to
identify gang members is common [70]. Given that the presence of gang migrants de-
creases the likelihood of gang-related homicides, law enforcement may want to incorporate
community collaboration into their gang member identification practices and protocols.
Specifically, before officially identifying individuals as criminal gang members officers
could communicate with members of the community to determine individual identity and
status. This would strengthen overall community cohesion and potentially reduce both
gang involvement among migrants and gang crime in general.

One of the biggest obstacles to this line of research is adjusting and improving both
community and police perceptions of gang migrants. Community center or service projects
may help with this. Bringing the community together for various social and/or service gath-
erings to improve an area, such as cleanup, can arguably help to change perceptions [71,72].
Research shows that individuals may join gangs due to feeling marginalized [73]. Youth
born in the United States who experienced discrimination-related stress have a higher
probability of gang involvement [74]. Causes of gang joining may vary for Latinos born in
the U.S. compared to Latinos born elsewhere; this is because stress due to discrimination
or adaptation is not a predictor of gang membership for immigrant youth, with economic
inequality rather being reported as a major reason for gang joining. Based on the results
of the current study, gang migrants do not relocate to become involved in serious vio-
lence, and preventing social and economic marginalization may aid in better relationships
overall and potentially reduce the likelihood of migrants joining gangs as well as other
gang-related crime.

7. Limitations and Conclusions

The data available on this topic are limited for a variety of reasons. This study is unable
to establish causation. The data used were taken from the most recent NYGS and are cross-
sectional. Thus, various control variables were utilized in a multivariate analytic approach
in order to reduce the amount of spuriousness and to strengthen the findings. Although this
is the most current available national data in the United States relating to the perspectives
of law enforcement, future work will need to be conducted utilizing more current data in
order to support the current findings. Furthermore, the percentage of gang migrants and of
gang migrants influencing gang-related violence were determined through the perceptions
of law enforcement. There are various limitations to using law enforcement perceptions
to examine gang migrants, gang violence, and homicide. Law enforcement perspectives
do not necessarily represent official crime data in a community, and rather represent the
subjective opinions of law enforcement [75]; gang and member representations in the media
may influence officer perspectives and result in implicit bias [76]. Future research will
need to examine this issue from different community perspectives to better comprehend
the relationship between gang migrants and gang related homicides and other crimes.
Furthermore, it would be beneficial for future research to examine the relationship between
gang migrants from both inside and outside of the United States and crime more generally.

In summation, the results of this study are consistent with past research examining
immigration and crime. With a focus on gang migrants, this research contributes to the
current literature by revealing that gang migrants reduce the likelihood of gang-related
homicides in a jurisdiction. Given that gangs and gang members tend to be more likely to
participate in crimes, including serious violence, compared to non-gang individuals, this
work adds to the complexity of scholarship on gangs and gang involvement. Research has
consistently argued for the need to have specialized gang policies and programs [77]. The
current findings support this argument and suggest that focusing on collaboration between
community groups and law enforcement will contribute to overall understanding of gang
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involvement, reduce the likelihood of serious gang violence, and improve relationships
among newly-arrived and longtime members of the community.
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Notes

1 Although “gang migrants” frequently refers to gang members moving from one jurisdiction to another within the same country,
it can refer to gang members moving from one country to another as well; see van Gemert et al., 2008.

2 Outliers dropped.
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Abstract: In Sweden, local municipalities, working in collaboration with the police, are assigned
an important role in community-based crime prevention and the promotion of safer neighbour-
hoods/cities. The strategies adopted are supposed to be informed by the policies of national advisory
bodies, which emphasize surveying the current situation, problem analyses, systematic planning
of interventions and evaluation of efforts. This paper reports on a three-year research project that
studied local crime prevention/safer community practices in four so-called ‘particularly vulnerable
areas’ (PVAs) using meeting observations and stakeholder interviews. The analysis shows that
when constructing intervention strategies, the actors involved had to navigate between different
organizational logics and found it difficult to demarcate a suitable object for joint efforts. When they
were able to find an object to be targeted, such as youth at risk of drug abuse or low-level criminality,
they could rely on a collective mindset, but they struggled in situations where a joint effort was not
possible, such as when dealing with the risk of aggravated violence or when the operations got close
to more organized crime—both elements that form part of the definition of PVAs. This failure may
partly be explained by competing logics dominated by idiosyncratic action in line with bureaucratic
rules and routines. This finding raises questions about a putative but non-articulated limit to crime
prevention and whether a predetermined approach aligns with the prescribed sequence of survey,
analysis, intervention planning and evaluation when faced with more brutish violence.

Keywords: collaborative crime prevention; organizational logics; intervention; violence; particularly
vulnerable areas

1. Introduction

In recent years, Sweden has focused increasingly on gang-related criminality and how
it is related to the situation in more marginalized neighbourhoods. The policy response
has generally prioritized repressive interventions such as allocating more resources to the
police, tapping phone calls and messages, assigning longer sentences for gang-related
crimes, and reducing the ‘youth reduction’ that reduces imprisonment time for younger
persons. Concerns have also been raised about local authorities’ competence and the
prioritization of preventive measures, not least the readiness of municipal organizations
and police for coordinated strategies and operations [1,2].

The most influential document framing political discussion and media coverage was
the first NOA Report presented in 2015 by the national police. It introduced the concept
of ‘vulnerable areas’ (in later reports also referred to as ‘areas of risk’, and ‘particularly
vulnerable areas’), thus inventing a term that embraced drug sales, uprisings against the
police, violent crime, undue influence on law enforcement agencies, religious extremism
and so-called ‘parallel societies’. The solutions suggested spreading the responsibility for
action across a wide partnership of local authorities and services such as social services,
local schools, leisure administration, local churches and health centres, which were to work
hand in hand with the police. The intensification of voices calling for increased collabora-
tion among stakeholders and a more systematic and knowledge-based approach have led
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to a legislative bill that is to be enacted in 2023. The bill will make it compulsory for munic-
ipalities to develop strategies for and engage in crime prevention collaboration [3] (p. 49).

The need to upgrade locally situated crime prevention has a long history. The world’s
first crime prevention council was launched in 1974 to inform policymaking by analysing
crime fluctuations in order to provide guidance on crime prevention strategies [4]. The
national crime prevention programme Everybody’s Responsibility 1 was released in 1997,
to be replaced by Together Against Crime 2 in 2017. Both policy documents emphasized
the need for collaboration between authorities to reduce crime, with the latter document
phrasing this more strongly. At present there is a nationwide organizational structure
including the national advisory body, county level coordinators, local crime prevention
councils at the strategic municipal level, and local groups responsible for the operative
work at the district level.

The collaborative structures at the strategic and operative level in the municipalities
have a history that can be traced back several decades in Swedish crime prevention history.
An operative level involving social services, municipal police, district schools and youth
centres has been recommended since the beginning of the 1970s [5]. These groups have
regular meetings where they address issues relating to potentially vulnerable young people
at risk of involvement in drug use, criminality or recruitment by known criminals. However,
although Swedish initiatives for local crime prevention were implemented several years
ago, they have been studied only to a moderate degree (see however [6–8]).

This paper stems from a three-year long research project started in 2019 that investi-
gated collaborative crime prevention strategies and settings in four of Sweden’s particularly
vulnerable areas (PVAs), or ‘superdiverse’ neighbourhoods [9]. The aim was to identify
the logics that regulate local crime prevention practices and assess whether the policy
recommendation of a systematic problem-solving process is applicable, and if not, why not.

Crime prevention is understood here as a broad term including intentional measures
and circumstances that decrease the probability of criminality or reduce the harm from
crime [10]. It thus includes interventions both before and after a criminal act has occurred.
In the latter case, it might involve taking action to counter the risk of aggravated circles of
violence and counter attacks, as well as trying to cushion the effects of stress and protect
safety at the community level after an incident. This definition fits well with the assignment
given to the crime prevention settings that are the focus of the study, namely, that they
are to address both the symptoms and the mechanisms behind the problematic aspects of
PVAs. However, given the fact that the collaborative prevention groups traditionally have
addressed delinquent youth groups and low-level crimes, what happens when they are
confronted by heavy criminality and intertwined links between organized criminality and
rowdy behaviour among youth? This paper aims to probe into the manner in which the
prescribed logics for interventions work when the collaborative preventive settings face
situations associated with organised crime and/or a risk of aggravated violence.

2. Collaborative and Systematic Crime Prevention

Nordic crime prevention has traditionally aimed at a combination of situational pre-
vention and social welfare policies [11]. The chief institutional actor in the field of crime
prevention in Sweden is the Council for Crime Prevention (CCP), operating under the
Ministry of Justice. The CCP can be described as an institute mainly initiating and circulat-
ing research in the domain, including hands-on methodological knowledge about crime
prevention [8]. The CCP’s methodological guidance lays out a prescribed sequence of
professional actions that need to be carried out if crime prevention is to reach its goals. The
work is to be conducted in a ‘systematized’ fashion and is ordained to include the following
steps: (1) surveying the problem, (2) analysing the problem, (3) prioritizing the correct
measures, (4) implementing the measures and, lastly, (5) evaluating the results. To produce
a broad understanding of a particular problem, the participating actors are supposed to
merge their perceptions into one that encapsulates the complexity of the phenomenon.
Although the details of this systematic strategy were not top of mind for the various leaders
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involved in the collaborative settings we studied, they were all familiar with the general
idea of the different phases and what type of work they involved.

Some attempts to work according to the CCP recommendations have been evaluated,
such as the method known as Effective Collaboration for Increased Security (EST). The pro-
fessionals expressed a need for an enhanced structure and organization, and noted that
working according to EST seemed more flexible and better theoretically supported. The
professionals involved expressed a perception of more systematized and structured crime
preventive work [7].

3. Previous Research

Collaborative efforts clearly have a long history in Swedish crime prevention policy,
but their present ideological and methodological encapsulation is indebted to the multi-
agency/partnership approaches articulated by New Labour during the mid 1990s. The
intention to be both ‘tough on crime, and tough on its causes’ was translated into managerial
efficiency, long-term agreements between stakeholders, and the design of tailor-made local
strategies to promote safety and prevent crime [12–14]. While the partnership model has
been a success with respect to the international exchange of policy initiatives, it still has a
lot to prove in terms of its capacity to sustain what is envisioned [15].

Crime prevention programmes, and especially the practice of prevention, are sel-
dom evidence-based [16] or adapted to tackle different target groups, places and type of
crimes [17]. The potential effects of a programme will depend upon what is supposed to
be changed, e.g., opportunities for crime, the mechanisms that fuel individual motivation,
or group dynamics between rowdy youth. This variability places high demands on a
preventionist’s competence [18]. The idea that crime prevention should rely on established
models or assigned methods [7] becomes problematic when confronted by new and evolv-
ing situations. The requirement to integrate the ideas of different parties when assessing
strategies can obstruct a plan to find more well-documented methods.

Even if the intention in the partnership policy is to focus on the broader structure,
signalled by ‘safer city’ approaches, actual practice often focuses more narrowly on individ-
uals [13], and thus transfers responsibility for safety lower in the hierarchy [19]. However,
involving residents has not been as easy as is assumed in the policy documents [20–22].
A key to forming a successful partnership seems to be including local coordinators and
providing training and assessable guidance in crime prevention [23,24], provided that their
role is given the required mandate for the assignment [6,25]. As Harkin [26] argues, the
question is perhaps not whether partnership works or not, but when and what issues are
suitable for the partners. The police may often get more out of a partnership than the other
parties [27].

In terms of crime prevention efficiency, there is much room for improvement, not least
regarding the methods used and the collaboration, as well as in terms of partnering with
citizens [15,28–30].

A substantial part of the crime prevention literature has been concerned with place-
based prevention and hot-spots policing, showing generally small or moderate positive
effects (e.g., [31–35]). However, the partnerships also involve social prevention, which
translates into more ambiguous processes, even more so when the issue is to prevent
violence. Programmes designed to prevent violence at a community level are not easily
evaluated as they are geared toward impacting both protective and risk factors, which
makes it difficult to ascertain their success [36]. Two well-known exceptions that target gang-
related violence and include the community level are the Chicago Ceasefire programme [37]
and Focused Deterrence [38]. The latter has begun to be implemented in Sweden [39].

From their experience supporting crime prevention in deprived neighbourhoods
in Tulsa, OK, USA, Corsaro and Engel [40] propose a number of key factors for effec-
tive partnerships: (a) mobilizing resources widely among public institutions, community
groups, business representatives, etc.; (b) giving time to build trust and form long-term
commitment; (c) employing a structured work process (surveying, planning and executing

31



Societies 2022, 12, 75

interventions) supplied with well-founded feedback; (d) including a varied tool box of
interventions serving to facilitate local norm building, social support and local capacity;
(e) working in alliance between (embedded) researchers and practitioners (see [41]). Even
if these factors are familiar to partnerships internationally, British experiences show that
variations in overall aims decide the balance between the components [27]; furthermore,
the implementation in Germany was uneven and not supported by evidence and had hard
time integrating citizen perspectives [42], while the influence in Spain was hampered from
the lack of a supporting national framework [43], and the reduction in crime, somewhat
paradoxically, resulted in a decreased interest in safer city/partnership approaches [44].

4. The Study: Data Collection and Analysis

The data for this paper were collected during a three-year research project starting
in 2019 3. The focus was on the practices employed in crime prevention, how safety is
understood and facilitated, and what capacity the collaborative operations had when
responding to the situation in four PVAs. Data from two of the PVAs were chosen for
deeper analysis, while data from the other two were used to inform and check this analysis.
We observed and took fieldnotes of 34 collaborative meetings at the operative and strategic
levels and interviewed 29 stakeholders from the top municipal level and managerial level
down to the operative level for the two PVAs chosen. Five days of shadowing local
coordinators are also included in the data.

The research process was discussed within the research group throughout the project.
A research handbook for the project was worked out before the data were collected, de-
scribing how to proceed with the different methods to be used.

The observations were guided by a structured scheme including background data
for meetings, actual participants and the issues brought up. We also concentrated on the
dynamics within the meetings, such as whether questions were posed, when information
was given, whether different opinions were articulated and how potential conflicts were
handled. Fieldnotes were taken to support the observation sheet and provide emerging
ideas for the analysis.

The interviews were semi-structured to allow interviewees to talk freely and share
their views on preventive collaboration and to obtain information on each interviewee’s
own organization’s task and responsibilities.

The analysis contained both quantitative observations of the meetings and thematic
qualitative analyses of processes during the meetings. The overarching findings of the
project, partly presented in this paper, are anchored in the four case study reports and their
associated data. However, the results include a deeper analysis of the way challenges to
crime prevention practices have resulted in a concentration on critical incidents, together
with obstacles faced and strategies adopted. The empirical extracts chosen for analysis
were selected on the basis of their exposing recurrent features of the meetings observed.

5. Projected Knowledge

The formal task for the crime prevention councils is to assess present situations, make
assumptions about potential future developments and identify what actions should be
undertaken to improve the odds for preferred outcomes. The resources available for this
process are mainly the actors’ knowledge of the local community, their theoretical and
practical experience, and the organizational resources they can allocate to making things
happen. All of this is framed by what the organizations will allow, the dynamics within
the prevention group, and what knowledge they collectively have at their disposal. From
this viewpoint, the practice of prevention is a case of organizationally bounded knowledge
use in which specific professionals plan to restrict or promote mechanisms that affect
future events.

Lam [45] points out the ‘interactive relationship between dominant knowledge types
and organizational forms’ (p. 487). Collaboration thus imposes a non-articulated demand
that separate knowledge types and organizational forms coalesce. An important feature
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of collaborative practices is that they exhibit some characteristics of being organizations
in themselves and simultaneously are betwixt and between organizations. This means
that the actors have a double identity and divided loyalties and will have to negotiate the
mandate to define which ‘orders for action’ will dominate the groups. These orders relate
to the concept of institutional logics [46], meaning direction indicators coming from the
particular organization’s design and knowledge types, as well as its value system, chains
of command and working practices.

A steering philosophy that would sit well with the policy ideal of a systematic but still
innovative order of action would be to organise the work as a project flow guided by project
management [47]. Assessment and decision-making would be guided by pre-structured
instruments with theoretical underpinnings. A mandated coordinator would lead the
process and a dedicated group would target the actual problem, drawing on available
resources while relatively free from other obligations or administrative restrictions. Such
a logic would take the best from a routine-based bureaucracy, meritocratic openness to
dialogue and adhocratic readiness to act and use embodied knowledge in uncertain and
unpredictable situations (see [48,49]).

When evaluating a situation and reaching a decision on how to act, the interplay of
the organisational form and logic with different kinds of knowledge is a key feature. At an
epistemological level, there is the issue of explicit and tacit knowledge to consider. Explicit
knowledge is normally manifest and can be codified. It is easy to abstract, communicate
and store without the participation of the knowing subject. Tacit knowledge is unarticu-
lated, action-oriented and almost intuitive. It is less easy to communicate, understand or
apply without guidance from a knowing subject. Transferring tacit knowledge takes close
interaction and a shared understanding [45] (p. 490).

Explicit knowledge can be acquired by formal study, while tacit knowledge is gener-
ated through practical experience. Even the ways in which the two forms of knowledge can
be aggregated differ. Explicit knowledge can be aggregated at a single site. It can be stock-
piled and reached without assistance from the knowing subject. Tacit knowledge works
the other way around: it is produced in a particular context and it is personal. To access it,
one needs to cooperate in close involvement with the knowing subject [45] (p. 490).

There is also an ontological dimension of knowledge, configured as a matter of individ-
ual versus collective knowledge. The first is domain-specific, specialized and accumulated
within a single person’s body or brain, which makes it a case of bounded rationality [50].
Since it is autonomous and moves with the individual holding it, the accumulation of such
knowledge is precarious [45] (p. 491). Collective knowledge, on the other hand, is held by
an organization itself and deposited in its norms, routines and procedures. It is fertilized in
communicative action among professionals, and comes to life between, rather than within,
individuals [51].

All organizations normally manifest a mix of the knowledge forms. Lam [45] (p. 493)
suggests the following model that brings together the epistemological and ontological forms
to show their manifestations within an organizational framework, see Figure 1 below:

 
Figure 1. Logics for decision making in respect to different types of knowledge.
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Embrained knowledge is the combination of individual and explicit knowledge. It is
based on theories and depends on the individual’s conceptual skills. Embodied knowledge
(which is individual and tacit) is action oriented. It is a type of knowledge that requires prac-
tical experience. Encoded knowledge is a combination of collective and explicit knowledge
forms and could be summarized as that which we label ‘information’. It is codified and
stored in written rules and procedures and it may predict patterns of behaviour and output
in organizations. Lastly, embedded knowledge is a combination of the collective and tacit
knowledge categories and can be understood as the tacit knowledge embedded in shared
norms and organizational routines. This knowledge comes from a shared understanding
and is relation-specific, contextual, organic and dynamic and applied in the absence of
written rules.

The requirement to operate in the recommended systematic, phase-regulated fashion
in an unstable environment while making assessments and reaching decisions in a collab-
orative setting in-between organizations places high demands on the competence of the
actors involved. They must translate the meaning of regulations and routines from their
mother organizations into a new context, and articulate which aspects of their embrained,
encoded, embodied and embedded knowledge are applicable. This requires the group to
evolve as a community of practice [52], constructing in negotiation both a mutual group
identity and an amalgamated knowledge base.

6. Results

The results will be presented in terms of three themes that together show the pre-
vention constellations’ responses when confronted with complex situations of violence
and crime. The first, preventionist creaming, refers to the tendency for crime prevention
groups to work on the basis of previously established patterns and with the issues that are
most accessible for them. The next theme, pulling intertwined strings, shows the difficulties
of planning for action when a situation requires deep insider knowledge and different
perspectives block resolution. Lastly, the theme prevention as a double-edged sword probes the
question of strategic planning when it is very hard to envisage whether the consequence of
taking action will exacerbate the situation rather than alleviate it.

6.1. Preventionist Creaming

A vital insight when seeking to understand collaborative crime preventive settings
is that the work is often commonplace. Even when the professionals are dedicated to
the severely marginalized communities described in political debates and the media as
controlled by criminal elements, they are to a great extent occupied with teenagers found
in the wrong places at the wrong time, neighbourhood beatings, shopkeepers selling illegal
fireworks, or loitering with intent to commit theft. Even when confronted with more severe
crimes, attention is often steered towards previously constructed knowledge bases and
cases that are more easily demarcated. This can be seen as a practice of creaming, separating
what could be intervention objects from the more complex issues in need of a structured
analysis and plan of action. As a consequence, efforts often focus on situational measures
such as lighting and camera surveillance, or on social measures such as intervening in
conflicts or drug use among teenagers at the local high school [32].

The collaboration that does take place is invested in updating the collective awareness
of the day-to-day fluctuations in the neighbourhood. This is often translated into a ritual of
going around the meeting table as the participants (e.g., the police, social workers, school
representatives, housing companies and youth workers) present concerns about what has
been going on. There may be questions and discussion during this part of the meeting, but
usually the focus is on sharing information rather than on more substantial analysis.

This lack of analysis has been observed as a general problem when evaluating crime
prevention settings in Sweden [53]. There are a few (but not many) examples of more
systematic analyses seeking to bring the parent organizations together under a broader
umbrella of local crime prevention. However, this only seems to happen when there is a
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specific issue to be addressed and a specific setup of actors. The example below from case
A, a PVA in a medium-size city (100,000 inhabitants) in Sweden, indicates that such an
analysis is easier when it comes to more mundane aspects of keeping the environment nice
and tidy.

The foundation Safer Sweden was asked to perform a safety analysis in [case A]
last autumn. And they produced a plan of action with concrete measures and
later long-term goals. . . . And it is . . . It places the emphasis on the physical
environment. That is, how to make changes in the physical environment to
increase security and that stuff. But we try to . . . Now we talk to, well the housing
companies in A, on getting a joint project to ensure that we have guaranteed . . .
Yes, for example to pick up litter and manage walkways . . . You see, there are
many things of that nature they pick up in analysis. (Security coordinator in A)

By contrast, observation of the work performed by the security coordinator in case B,
situated in the suburbs of a large Swedish city (600,000 inhabitants), revealed that matters of
a more trivial nature were addressed alongside issues relating to serious crime and violence.

During one and the same meeting with housing companies, security coordinators
and caretakers, the group discussed (a) plans to tackle matters of parking surveillance and
incorrect parking, and (b) a murder in a residential area close to B. In the meeting observed,
the murder was dealt with only by giving sparse information and leaving the solution to
the police, while the lion’s share of the meeting was dedicated to parking matters. This
is not surprising given that the required preliminary investigation secrecy prevents the
police from providing information to the participants, and the fact that the police was not
present at the meeting. It nevertheless shows that the dominance of the organizational
logic [48] can be present simply through information. Perhaps the fact that the police were
to address the matter, hampered all other initiatives from the group. Even though the
murder could not be prevented any longer, the group could have considered the risk of
revenge attacks and countering the spreading of rumours as part of a prevention strategy
to counter violence in the community. However, the more easily demarcated subject for
joint deliberations and interventions around parking concerns caught their attention.

It may be that the group lacked a collective knowledge base on how to act in the context
of murder. By processing explicit and tacit knowledge, they had previously succeeded in
forming alliances to deal with unruly teenagers, parking tickets and cartridges of laughing
gas being found near the shopping mall. However, when confronted by the murder, they
did not step up as preventionists, and seemed to be lacking ‘adhocratic’ motivation to
reduce its harmful effects at the community level. This preventionist creaming, meaning a
restriction of collective efforts into the perceived manageable in respect to organizational
boundaries, knowledge base and previous practices, may also block attempts to find deeper
causes of crime, something Gilling [13] has pointed out as a main shortcoming of these
attempts. This, in turn, may relate to another finding in the study: the perception from the
preventionists that they indeed possess knowledge about causes for crime, but lack the
necessary mandate to address it.

6.2. Pulling Intertwined Strings

When it comes to violence prevention, it can be difficult to carve out a suitable object
of intervention because of the complexity of a situation, even if the group has scope to act
before (worse) violence occurs and is free from the influence of other organizations in the
planning phase.

The meeting from which the following field notes stem was commissioned for the
social services and the police in case B. The group met on a weekly basis to jointly ad-
dress matters involving young offenders, specifically to prevent cycles of retaliation and
progression to more serious criminal activities.

Incident of a ten-year old student intending to strangle a classmate at school.
Discussion about whether there is a more far-reaching threat scenario to consider.
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The father of the family to which the ten-year old belongs has applied to the
social services for protection of the family, as he suspects that one of his older
sons plans to execute a man in a rival family to revenge a shooting that took
place one year before this incident. If the murder is committed, the father expects
retaliation. In retaliation for the earlier shooting, another of the father’s sons has
already been exposed to a revenge attack in which he was severely injured by
gunfire and is now permanently wheelchair bound. This son has been placed in a
protected residence because further threats against his life have been articulated
by rival parties (the family is threatened by a dominant network in another PVA).
The group discussed whether yet another criminal network from the other side
of town might be involved in the conflict. According to the father, his son ‘must’
kill a member of the rival family network.

The meeting closed without any decisions about future actions being made. Instead, it
had discussed how to label the issue: should it be called ‘preparation for a criminal offence’
or defined as a matter of ‘conspiracy’? Since social services have an obligation to formally
report any plans, they should also inform the father, but he was no longer contactable due
to a change of phone number and an unknown address.

The requirement of working in a ‘systematised’ way in the sequence ordained by the
CCP is not tailored to situations of this magnitude. Even the first step appeared difficult
to manage at the observed meeting. How would one go about creating an overview of a
situation as broad as this, in which different processes are intertwined in a way that pulling
one string may have consequences far beyond what could be foreseen? Applying encoded
knowledge (written rules and procedures) would obviously work up to a point, but what
prevention strategy is to be injected into a chain where already precarious events have been
retold and imbued with rumours and hearsay?

From our study, two strategies stand out. One would be to bureaucratize the case,
letting routines and regulations, first and foremost from the police, guide further action.
Such an approach would reduce uncertainty by making the situation manageable, but it
does not provide any deeper understanding of the issues. This neutralising of uncertainty,
and consequential frustration, may explain a general finding in our study about the police
dependence in collaborative settings. This dependence can manifest as meetings being
cancelled when not involving the police or being impeded or fettered in other ways. This
implies that the adhocracy of the collaborative groups is sometimes dependant on the
bureaucratic procedures of the dominant actor for the groups’ functioning [27].

The other possible route, which especially some social workers spoke of as embodied
knowledge, would be to have long experience of and personal relations with people living
in the area. To call for this is to advocate for a kind of individual, domain-specific and
autonomous knowledge (see Figure 1) [45] (p. 491). Since the meeting observed above
had scarce knowledge resources of this kind at their disposal, they had to follow the first
strategy or, as it turned out, they could not reach any collective strategy but halted at
definitional issues. Generally, this strengthens previous research indicating a need for
professionals embedded both in the public organisations and in the local community [25],
and different forms of knowledge may be needed in conjunction.

6.3. Prevention as a Double-Edged Sword

Prevention following systematized steps in relation to possible threats of violence
or acts of severe violence can also prove difficult because the steps may risk causing
organizational or communication problems, or even result in yet more violence. The
potential institutional logics—direction indicators coming out of the organization’s design
and knowledge types [46]—become fuzzy in collaboration. Moreover, the logics must be
capable of preventing several potential ‘ills’ simultaneously and avoid future problems
emanating from the solution itself.
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When manifest violence has occurred, the groups are often faced with the delicate task
of dealing with both the incident in itself and the question of how to communicate it to the
public, as stated by the head of security in the area of A:

Let’s say for instance this weekend when we had a . . . Well, we had a shooting
this weekend and we found cartridges, cartridge cases. Communicating that part
makes people scared of A. But the incident in itself is between two groups and has
nothing to do with a third party. And it is very important that we communicate
that this does not mean a risk for third parties, because it is between two groups,
to sort of . . . still create peace in the area. And it is delicate communication
because this is not something we can . . . We cannot communicate this on our
website or the like, but it is word of mouth communication. (Head of security in A)

In this case, the issue of the shooting itself must be handled, as well as the possible
consequence of people becoming scared of the residential area. The former issue could
be dealt with through frank communication, but making people feel safe in the area may
involve not communicating as frankly. What direction indicators [46] apply in such a
dilemma? The orders of action are in conflict when it comes to managing communication:
how can the group gain the necessary information to work with the incident while still
keeping vital parts of the information private? In this case, the question of differences
between individual and collective knowledge, or between tacit and explicit knowledge (see
Figure 1), matters less, as it is seemingly an issue of working with an incidence of violence
semi-covertly. However, once again, this makes the methodological order laid out by the
CCP difficult to manage. The first step for surveying the problem becomes problematic
if you must avoid making the inhabitants nervous while simultaneously carrying out
an investigation.

Moreover, there are cases where the organizational logics appear not to be able to guide
action because addressing a problem increases the risk of creating another problem. This
is the case regardless of whether the actors are understood as separate entities belonging
to each participating organization or are viewed as a group-specific conglomerate of
diverging logics. In the extract below, the prevention group discussed a case where potential
interventions to stop (sexual) violence would be likely to produce a risk of more violence.

In one of the schools in the neighbourhood, a boy masturbated in front of a female
teacher and molested her sexually by touching her body. The principal announced
that she wanted to report the incident to the police. However, another teacher at
the school shared information about the boy’s family with the prevention group.
According to this teacher, there was a high risk of a severe battery of the boy
should the parents find out what had happened. As a result of this information,
no report of concern about the boy was made to the social services.

To some extent, the situation above cannot be fitted into the matrix of professional
actions recommended by the CCP. If they intervene, the professionals may ignite more
violence; if they do nothing at all, the sexual violence is seemingly condoned. According
to the logics within the police, the possibility of igniting violence would putatively not
prevent a professional response, since the police’s task is to uphold the law. For the social
services, the teacher’s warning about the possibility of a brutal assault by the parents of the
boy would present a reason to set up a report of concern. In other words, the organizations
involved in collaboration have already established institutional responses and explicit
knowledge types (both encoded and embedded knowledge) ready for (at least parts of)
this case. The patterns of actions are there, and thus should be of less concern for the CCP.
Still, the meeting ends with no plans for action. In this situation, actions are supposed to
take place through collaboration, but what is to be achieved or added specifically through
collaboration is hard to see. Who would be the intended primary client or intervention
object in the situation sketched: the molested teacher, the boy or the boy’s parents? The
answer appears to change depending on whether one asks the principal, the social services
or the police.
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Partnership approaches mean to assign an additional layer of (systematised) working
orders that risk delaying the institutions’ ‘normal’ responses that operate within each
participating organization’s collective knowledge [6]. Thus, instead of making work flows
more effective, the result could be an obstruction of the operation of both collective and
individual knowledge [45] (p. 491). The encoded knowledge type manifested in written
rules and procedures [45] (p. 492–493), such as that delivered by the CCP, is in this event too
simplified or too selective to be translated into concrete action. The same can be said about
the embrained knowledge (based on theories and conceptual skills) behind the methods
propagated by the CCP. In turn, this might in some instances mean that collaboration, as it
is designed by the CCP, slows down the process of intervening.

7. Discussion

We’ve got a problem and we solve it through a collaborative meeting. And
we meet, check, and it [the problem] is solved. But is it? (Security coordinator
specialized at religious extremism in B)

The security coordinator quoted above points to the ‘as if’ problem of organizational
action, i.e., the tendency to explain a certain action as if it has a particular effect, while
this assumption is unfounded. Action is undertaken in line with what is thought of as
adequate, and then dressed in the policy costume presently favoured [54]. In Sweden, there
has been a strong inclination to call for collaborative action. However, there is a risk that
this call is made without evidence that collaborative action has the capacity to handle issues
better than individual organizational action, or that it can respond to the more difficult
issues, such as aggravated violence or the challenges in PVAs. The organizational ideal of
collaboration may turn out to be empty, with the risk of having it become a desirable end
goal in itself.

Returning to the ontological dimension of knowledge as a matter of individual versus
collective knowledge (see Figure 1) [45], we argue that there is a possibility that collabora-
tion may become a knowledge form in itself. It may be understood as an individualistic
form of knowledge, although surprisingly held by a group of individuals within the col-
laborative setting. Each group holds its ‘own’ knowledge, and in that sense, each group
becomes a bounded rationality [50]. This knowledge, however, may not be centred around
how to prevent severe violence but around how to execute collaboration. This particular
skill becomes domain-specific and specialized, even if accumulated not within a single
person but within a single constellation. Its relative success in combating school bullying,
speeding on mopeds, battery or vandalism may simply be because the participating actors
already possess organizational knowledge (or are familiar with the orders of action) on
how these things are handled. However, lacking organizational methods to curb more
brutish violence, such violence leaves the groups nonplussed.

In one sense, none of the knowledge models applied in analysis operate efficiently. This
may at times be seen in the documents where details about the present situation in the area
are to be merged into one document—the ‘common operating scenarios’ that the groups are
to produce. These documents are to be generated once a week, and they form the basis for
the efforts launched. They are perhaps the one artefact best summarising the difficulties that
the groups face, as they are made to display information that ranges from ‘mopeds speeding
in the schoolyard’ to ‘murder committed outside the grocery store’. The knowledge that
may explain two such very different events, and the knowledge underlying interventions
addressing them, must inevitably differ. Embrained knowledge [45] (pp. 492–493) based
on conceptual skills would obviously be useful, although difficult to balance in collaboration
at the point where actors’ different conceptual understandings must be merged. Embodied
knowledge with its practical output may not be ideal, as it is carried by an individual. The
encoded knowledge stored in rules and procedures might perhaps be the model best suited
to the task. Still, one may ask: rules and procedures for what? In this case, are they more
likely to revolve around rules for collaboration rather than procedures for intervention?
The embedded knowledge based on an organization’s joint understanding shares the same
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type of problem. Does this shared understanding orbit around ways to work together in
the prescribed fashion, or is it applied to prevent crimes (murders) and promote security
(making sure motor vehicles do not disturb the inhabitants)? The results in this study thus
bear a relation to findings on other types of ‘fuzzy’ collaborative settings where group-
decision is to take place. The strategies for inter-professional collaboration are often shaped
by intuitive problem-solving [55], personal beliefs and experiences [56], dominating actors
(leading to other actors submitting their beliefs) [57], a tendency to concentrate on orally
conveyed details and initial impressions and to dismiss contradictory evidence [58], and
a reliance on a collective memory of the group [59]. Adding a putative lack of a common
goal as well as a lack of a joint knowledge base from which to operate, it is perhaps no
wonder that one of the unarticulated organizational goals of the groups in question becomes
precisely that: to collaborate.
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Abstract: One means of reducing violence against people experiencing domestic abuse is to improve
the pathway which they use to access help from the police and other services. In this paper we report
and reflect on a project which contributes to violence reduction via a participatory approach to service
improvement, focusing on this pathway. We describe the four phases of an innovative experience-
based co-design (EBCD) project, which involved collaborating with domestic abuse survivors as
well as members of the police and domestic abuse organizations. We report on indicators of the
acceptability and feasibility of EBCD in this context. We also reflect upon the potential of the EBCD
approach for involving communities in collaborating with services to reduce domestic abuse. We
discuss the conceptual and methodological implications with regard to adopting participatory and
inclusive approaches in contexts where power-sharing may be difficult. We argue that EBCD has
considerable potential for use in this setting and we identify several areas where insights from this
project could be used to improve the future viability of any such initiatives.

Keywords: violence; domestic abuse; co-design; acceptability; feasibility; epistemic justice;
help-seeking; service improvement; police; independent domestic violence advisors

1. Introduction

The World Health Organization estimates that 1 in 3 women globally are affected by
domestic abuse in their lifetimes [1]. Domestic abuse-related crimes include the occurrence
of threatening behavior, violence, or abuse (physical, psychological, emotional, sexual,
financial) between intimate partners or family members, who are aged 16 years and over,
regardless of gender or sexuality [2]. The Crime Survey for England and Wales ending
March 2020 evaluated that 5.5% of adults aged 16 to 74 years (2.3 million) experienced
domestic abuse in the previous 12 months [3], which is an estimated 7.3% of women and
3.6% of men [4]. In the year ending March 2021, 18% of all offences recorded by the police
in England and Wales were domestic abuse-related crimes and prevalence is increasing,
rising 6% from the prior year. [3] Domestic violence is not typically an isolated event:
case study analyses consistently show recurrent patterns of abusive behavior (e.g., see
Katerndahl et al. [5]).

One way to reduce violence against people experiencing domestic abuse is to improve
the acceptability and effectiveness of the help-seeking pathway. Prevailing models of
help-seeking tend to characterize the problem as an issue of individual knowledge, self-
appraisal, and reasoned action [6]. Domestic abuse is an important context here because
the problem and pathway are complex. The problem is complex because identifying and
accepting that abuse is taking place, in the context of a familial or intimate relationship,
can be difficult. Deciding to seek help may be shaped by a range of cultural, social, and
relational factors [7], and by the opportunity, knowledge, and access required in order to
approach someone who can help [8]. The pathway is also complex because it is provided
by a range of organizations, with different interests (e.g., support and safety; housing and
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security; law and order; risk and child welfare), whose collaborative arrangements are
varied, and opaque to the help-seeker. Some of these organizations have limited or unstable
funding, and some may have different ‘thresholds’ for providing help. The help which a
person hopes for may not be the help that they are most likely to receive

A report by a UK-based domestic abuse charity highlighted that many survivors went
to the police multiple times before obtaining effective help [9]. It is crucial that domestic
abuse survivors receive help which they find effective when they first seek it, because at
the point when a survivor obtains help, the abuse may be escalating in either severity,
frequency, or both [9]. This can have serious and negative implications for their safety [9].
Furthermore, survivors who are satisfied with police services and find their services helpful
are more likely to contact the police again, if needed [10]. Therefore, it is important to
understand what survivors find helpful and unhelpful when seeking help and to design
services to meet these needs. One way of achieving this is by involving domestic abuse
survivors in service development. This would ensure that services are tailored to domestic
abuse survivors’ views and real needs and therefore improve the help-seeking pathway
both for survivors and service providers.

This paper reports and reflects on an attempt to contribute to violence reduction via
a collaborative community-based approach to service improvement, called experience-
based co-design (EBCD [11]). EBCD is a participatory, action research process, which was
originally developed as a tool for improving patient and staff experiences of healthcare
services [12]. Co-design is a form of community-based action which involves working
closely with stakeholder groups to make shared decisions about how to improve a common
resource, important process, or shared environment. EBCD is a relatively formalized
approach to co-design, with accessible steps and strategies, which can be implemented in
public services. As a result, it is becoming an increasingly important tool in the development
of such services [13,14]. Here we aim to contribute to the field of violence reduction by
reporting on a novel implementation of EBCD in this context, and to the development of
EBCD itself, by discussing the approach in the context of a conceptual framework which
helps us to consider how EBCD work shifts the traditional relationship between ‘service
provider’ and ‘service user’.

EBCD has been used in a range of community contexts (physical healthcare, mental
healthcare, learning disability, interventions research) to collaboratively create a wide range
of ‘things’—information resources, service improvements, built environments, implemen-
tation pathways (e.g., see Dimopoulos-Bick et al.’s synthesis [15], and Donetto et al.’s
review [13]). For example, a survey has found that EBCD projects have been undertaken
in the following range of clinical services: cancer, diabetes, genetics, drug and alcohol
services, intensive care, emergency services, palliative care, orthopedics, surgical units,
hematology, and neonatal and pediatric care [13]. The findings of the survey have also
demonstrated that at the time it was conducted, EBCD projects were either achieved or
being conducted in the following countries: UK, Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Sweden,
and the Netherlands [13].

EBCD has not previously been implemented in the context of policing and domes-
tic abuse and so our primary purpose in this paper is to describe the process that we
undertook, and to reflect upon the acceptability and feasibility [16] of this approach for
community-based approaches which involve a range of partner-organizations. Thus, the
project described here increases our knowledge of how EBCD works, for whom, and in
what contexts, especially surrounding the issues involving domestic abuse. This paper
aims to answers the research question, ‘Is it feasible and acceptable to conduct EBCD in the
field of domestic violence?’.

Our project took place in a major conurbation in England. The conurbation is ethnically
diverse. It has been undergoing a long transition from an economy based on heavy industry
to a much more mixed economy. It was jointly commissioned by a Police and Crime
Commissioners Office and a local police force. The project was initially commissioned
to explore satisfaction of domestic abuse survivors with their services and to use these
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findings to provide recommendations for service improvements. The local police force
approached researchers at the University of Birmingham in 2015 with proposals for a
survey of domestic abuse survivors. Through discussion with representatives of the police
force, it was agreed instead to use an EBCD framework, first to understand the experiences
of survivors, and then to collaboratively plan service developments. As partial funding
came from the local police force, the study was based in the region covered by its service.

EBCD begins with a phase of finding out about people’s experience of a particular
process or environment. These insights are organized as ‘touchpoints’—features of an
environment or process that make a difference to people’s experience. EBCD then moves
to a ‘feedback’ phase, which involves consulting with the different stakeholder groups to
discuss the touchpoints and generate consensus about what needs to change. These stake-
holder groups may include patients, staff, and carers. It concludes with a co-design phase,
where the different stakeholders work together to decide how to make improvements, and
who should make them. In this way, the different stakeholders in a given community work
together to identify things which could be improved, and they continue to collaborate in
order to decide how to make those improvements.

An EBCD approach prompts us to reflect upon help-seeking as a systemic and rela-
tional activity precisely because it brings together different stakeholders. The involvement
of survivors from different communities prompts us to consider accessibility and knowl-
edge. The involvement of different elements of police services (e.g., specialist and generic;
call handling and first response) prompts us to return to the question of knowledge from a
service perspective, and to consider it in the context of communication with help-seekers,
and the consistency and empathy of the response. The involvement of third-sector services
brings the issue of communication between services into view. When we consider these
different groups as members of a community of people who are collectively ‘responding to
domestic abuse’, we see a shared value: domestic abuse is wrong, and something should be done
about it. However, we also see a range of different views about which actions to prioritize
in responding to that.

It is certainly possible to imagine a community-based EBCD project which does not
involve the police as key partners, but in this project, the police played an important role.
In many ways, this was positive—the nature of policing organizations is such that they
have high standards for governance, internal organization, and project management. These
assisted with recruitment and engagement to the project, and with subsequent commit-
ments to implementing the project’s recommendations. However, it is also important to
consider the implications of police involvement upon a method which is committed to
collaboration and community-led change.

Epistemic justice [17] is a conceptual framework which is helpful in this regard, and
which can help us to think more generally about the dynamics of coproduction—and par-
ticularly some of the complexities involved in implementing a community-based approach
when some community-members (i.e., perpetrators) are deliberately excluded from the
work [18,19] and where other community-members (i.e., police) hold considerably more
power than the vulnerable population at the center of the work [13]. This conceptual frame-
work approaches the question of knowledge from a philosophical perspective which is
concerned with equality and justice. For example, knowledge about what to call a problem,
how to identify it, and what to do when you encounter it. There are some direct and imme-
diately helpful entailments, in terms of the way that Fricker’s terminology conceptualizes
the disadvantages and injustices experienced by those survivors of violence who are—for
example—situated in social and cultural environments which do not consider intimate
partner violence to be unacceptable, or which grant spousal perpetrators certain exceptions,
or which understand help-seeking from outsiders to be shameful. These are all forms of
hermeneutic injustice, because they involve a person who is disadvantaged by knowledge
that they do not have or cannot access. Similarly, Fricker’s concept of testimonial injustice
applies to the many situations in which survivors of violence are not believed due to the
biases of the person from whom they seek help: they may not be believed by in-laws,
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for example, because the perpetrators are family members; or by the police, because the
survivors are either from communities where domestic abuse is not expected, or conversely,
is not problematized by the police. Therefore, our secondary purpose in this paper is to
reflect on some of the workings of a co-design approach to domestic abuse through the
lens of epistemic justice, and a means of considering its potential contribution to harm
reduction. This framework was not used to plan our implementation of the study. We
followed the standard pragmatic process of EBCD. However, we have found it useful as
a means of reflecting on what happens during the implementation of EBCD work, and of
linking to established models of the acceptability of interventions [20]. This paper therefore
outlines the methods used in each stage of the project with accompanying reflections on
the acceptability and feasibility of those methods, followed by a discussion on the overall
process and potential impact of the study, drawing on the existing literature.

2. Our Project

The project started early in 2016 and was guided by a steering group, gathered to-
gether by the local police force, with guidance from the research group, and including
representation from police. It was usually comprised of two police officers, one of them the
senior officer acting as project lead from within the police; two domestic abuse survivors;
the lead for local authority’s co-ordinating domestic abuse organization, and the research
team (n = 2–3). The group met once every two to three months for the lifespan of the project
and meetings were usually chaired by the senior police officer.

The group set and followed an agenda, but the chair took care to actively invite
contributions from all the different stakeholders. As a result, many of the challenges this
project faced were resolved through this group. Thus, when the research team felt ‘stuck’
with something, the other members of the steering group would furnish them with a new
set of strategies. For example, this occurred when trying to recruit participants for the
project. Furthermore, the insights of the survivors, police officers, and support lead on the
steering group were invaluable. For example, their help was especially important when it
came to designing the interview schedules, developing recruitment strategies, reviewing
the touchpoints from the research phase, and assisting in planning and running the co-
design event. Consequently, this had a positive impact on the outcome of the research
project. For example, they greatly helped in recruiting participants and ensured that the
interview schedules were sensitive to participants’ needs.

The EBCD project was conducted in four phases, described in detail in the following
sections. See Figure 1 for an overview of the process. The first two phases focused on
stakeholders within one city in central England. These stakeholders included domestic
abuse survivors, representatives of the police, and independent domestic violence advisors
(IDVAs) who provide specialist support to survivors. To increase participation, the latter
two phases expanded the range to include stakeholders from the wider region but still
within acceptable travel times to allow in-person meetings. The first phase, which acted
as the research phase, involved gathering experiences of providing or using services to
generate a list of ‘touchpoints’ or features of this process which had an impact on how it
was experienced. In this project, we decided to refer to touchpoints as keypoints, because
survivors preferred it. In the second phase, in which the feedback groups were conducted,
we brought together groups of stakeholders to further discuss the touchpoints and to
prioritize areas for action. The third phase involved the co-design event where stakeholders
came together and engaged in solution-focused discussion to generate action plans. In
the final stage of the project, which acted as the implementation phase, the police were
responsible for observing and implementing these action plans. The figure below describes
the phases of the project, their aims, and who was involved. It is here to set the scene for
the detailed description which will follow and thus enhances our understanding of how
the project advanced from one stage to the other.
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Research Phase

•Experiences of: 
•Domestic abuse survivors
•Police employees 
•IDVAs 

•Identified keypoints and results checked with the steering 
group.  

Feedback Groups

•Priorities from: 
•Domestic abuse survivors 
•Police employees
•Representatives of the domestic abuse organizations

•Consensus between the priorities checked with the steering 
group.

Co-Design Event 

•Collaboration between domestic abuse survivors, police 
employees, representatives of the domestic abuse 
organizations, and other sectors (e.g., public health, Crown 
Prosecution Service). 

Implementation

•Police responsible for monitoring and carrying out the 
action plans generated from the co-design event.

•The action plans are included in the Regional Strategic Plan 
for Domestic Violence. 

Figure 1. Overview of the EBCD project.

2.1. The Research Phase

• Recruitment

The aim of the research phase was to gather the experiences of domestic abuse sur-
vivors, the police, and the IDVAs. We set out to recruit service providers (which included
representation from the police and IDVAs) and domestic abuse survivors, who could pro-
vide personal experiential perspectives on the pathway for accessing and receiving help.
Domestic abuse survivors were eligible to participate if they had experienced domestic
abuse within the past 24 months. We aimed to include a diverse range of perspectives.
We used purposive sampling to pursue this. In the case of service providers, purposive
sampling allowed us to ensure that we included participants with a wide range of roles. In
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the case of service users, we included participants with a range of ethnic backgrounds, and
with a range of differing relationships to the perpetrator.

Domestic abuse survivors were recruited via gatekeepers from domestic abuse support
organizations and the police force in the city. Service providers were eligible to participate
if they were involved as a professional in a service provided by a support organization or
the police force of the county this project was conducted for. The service providers were
recruited with the assistance of the members of the steering group, who were involved in
the services provided by either the police or the domestic abuse organizations.

• Data collection

We conducted either semi-structured face-to-face individual interviews or focus group
discussions, in English, with our participants. Most of them were carried out by the au-
thors, but a small number were carried out with support from master’s students. Both the
interviews and the focus groups were open-ended data collection events, facilitated by an
interviewer drawing on a set of exploratory questions in a topic guide. The questions in
the topic guide were generated by consulting with representatives of all stakeholders at the
steering group. Thus, we prepared schedules of open-ended questions to explore partici-
pants’ experiences of the help-seeking process, and we employed these flexibly, following
established standards for semi-structured approaches to qualitative data collection [21].

Data collection lasted 14 months; the service users were interviewed during an eight-
month period within that window. We continued to try to recruit service users for the
remaining period of four months but were unable to increase our sample size. It proved to
be challenging to recruit survivors for the project due to the vulnerability of the survivors
and potentially changes in the circumstances of survivors who showed initial interest
in participating.

The interviews lasted 41–121 min. Focus groups lasted approximately two hours. All
of the interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded in full and transcribed verbatim.

• Participants

Six survivors (five women; one man), participated in this phase of the project. All
the survivors were parents, had received services from an organization which supports
domestic abuse survivors, and had suffered from multiple incidents of abuse. The abuse
had occurred within a context of a heterosexual relationship.

Twenty-two police participants took part across ten individual interviews and three
focus groups, including seven senior police officers. They included: initial response police
officers, non-urgent and urgent call handlers, force contact management, dispatch and
resource allocation staff, offender management, specialist police officers working for the
Public Protection Unit who investigate domestic abuse offences, and those involved in
policy and strategy related to domestic abuse.

Three IDVAs, all women, participated across one individual interview and one group
discussion. One IDVA was a court IDVA. A fourth, male participant, was a service delivery
officer. For the purposes of brevity, we will refer to them as IDVAs.

Interpretation of data in EBCD is often conducted relatively informally [11] but there
are also some advantages to taking a more formalized and systematic approach [22]. In
this project, the authors analyzed full transcripts of the interviews. We identified keypoints
using an inductive, open coding strategy in the manner of the early stages of a thematic
analysis. From the transcripts, we systematically extracted each claim that was made about
the valence of an experience (e.g., whether it was good or bad), alongside a code about what
this meant to the participant, and then recorded all of this information in a coding framework.
Rather than developing ‘themes’ per se, after reviewing all of the extracted keypoints, we
sorted them into groups based on their shared concerns and translated each group into a
single paraphrased statement. The identified keypoints are listed in Table 1, below.
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Table 1. List of the keypoints drawn from the accounts of the participants 1.

Keypoints Drawn from the Accounts of the Survivors, Police Employees, and IDVAs

• Services need to be ready to support people who will have different ‘tipping points’ for
seeking help.

• Services need to be ready to support people who have had ‘help’ imposed upon them.
• Services need to be ready to support people who want different sorts of solutions.
• The police are perceived to be ineffective, or even make things worse.
• The police will not understand.
• It can be difficult to get/find help.
• All professionals need to be aware that children, or the relationship with the children, may

be put at risk.
• Organizations can leave survivors feeling excluded from their processes.
• Positive contact can help survivors to feel safe and reassured.
• Once other people were involved, their support/involvement was often very helpful

to survivors.
• It is perceived to be difficult to get effective help when your problem does not fit the mold.
• It is vital for the police to get good information in order to tailor their response.
• A good response is a prompt and effective response.
• Police work is psychologically taxing—relatively informal resources are used to support this.
• Some practices can undermine people’s willingness to return to the police for help.
• Organizations can be poor at communicating with each other.
• There are tools which are not always used or are not available everywhere or are

not effective.
• It can be difficult for the police to know how to make a difference in domestic abuse cases.
• It is important to educate the public about abusive behavior.

1 We do not provide a detailed presentation of the findings from the research phase of this project in this paper, because our
aim here is to give an overview of the approach that we took, and to share our insights with regard to its acceptability and
feasibility for harm reduction approaches directly involving communities.

The findings from the research phase highlighted that domestic abuse survivors could
find it difficult to get/find support that was sensitive to their needs from the police and
domestic abuse organizations. Their negative experiences of help-seeking were seen as
undermining their willingness to return to the police for help. The police recognized
that their services were variable and that unfortunately not all survivors received a good
response and therefore that poor services do need to improve. The police and IDVA
participants acknowledged that survivors might want cases to be resolved in different ways
(e.g., some survivors might want the perpetrator locked up, while others might want to
stay in the relationship but to have the abuse stop). Another important area of focus of
discussion for all three stakeholder groups was around the importance of communication.
For example, the domestic abuse survivors highlighted that it was important to them that
there was good communication between them and their formal service providers. Similarly,
service providers spoke about the importance of good communication in their work. The
IDVAs were frustrated that although they shared information with the police, the police
did not always do the same with them.

In EBCD, the identification of touchpoints/keypoints is an important step in providing
focus to the co-design work. The keypoints act as a stimulus for further conversations about
what should change, and how it should change, during the remaining phases. Crucially,
this still leaves space for the inclusion of new perspectives (in our case, both additional
survivors, and wider professional perspectives), and further refinement of the co-design
community’s aims.

Interim Discussion: Indicators of Acceptability and Feasibility during Recruitment
and Engagement

It is important to reflect on the acceptability and feasibility of this phase of the project
for potential further initiatives. It was certainly feasible to recruit service providers to this
project: both police and IDVAs were quick to understand the project, and soon engaged
with the research phase. There was often a good initial response from survivors too. Many
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expressed an interest in taking part, but when it came to arranging interviews, there were
often difficulties in making contact with survivors, in setting up suitable interview arrange-
ments, or in survivors attending the interview. We were not able to collect substantive
feedback on why these difficulties arose, but through discussion with various stakeholders
on the steering group and beyond, we tried a range of alternative strategies to invite and in-
volve survivors as research participants. A further challenge stemmed from some survivors
being in too vulnerable a situation to participate (e.g., due to concerns that the perpetrator
would find out). Allowing for eligibility of service users to participate for a longer period
after the abuse had occurred would have helped with this. Services themselves had little
time to support recruitment of participants, but there was better engagement when they
were able to do this. From the perspective of the epistemic justice framework, these issues
underline the power differentials which are in play during the opening round of a co-design
project. Projects may reproduce or amplify hermeneutic injustices, because service users do
not know what the process will involve, or what will be asked of them, prompting wariness
about getting involved. If their prior experience of the services has been poor, it may fuel
expectations of testimonial injustice—that they will not be believed. Trust is clearly crucial
in this context.

The data collected also had several limitations. First, four of the domestic abuse
survivors agreed to be interviewed in English but were not as fluent in English as they
were in their first languages. The project did not include funding for interpreters, but
these participants may have been able to express themselves more comfortably, and more
eloquently, if we had been able to use interpreters. Second, all the survivors participating in
the first phase of the project had sought help, lived in the same region of the UK, and had
children. The sample only included one male participant. We tried to compensate for this
by including the perspectives of service providers who described the needs of other male
survivors. This does mean that our starting sample did not account for the full diversity
of survivors of domestic abuse. However, the data collected had two key strengths. First,
they successfully captured the participants’ lived experiences of help-seeking/providing
support, as well as the impact these experiences had on them. Second, for a qualitative
study, where the focus typically prioritizes depth over breadth [21], it included a relatively
large sample of service providers.

2.2. The Feedback Group Phase

In EBCD, the primary purpose of these groups is to discuss, cluster, and prioritize
the keypoints, in order that key areas of consensus can be taken forward to the co-design
stage. An important secondary function is that these groups support perspective-taking:
they allow stakeholders to see what other groups have said, and to prepare for the col-
laborative work of the co-design event. The groups also widen the range of perspectives
involved in the process, expanding out beyond the initial interview sample. We conducted
12 feedback groups with approximately 40 participants. At the end of each feedback event,
the outcome was a list of the clustered and prioritized keypoints, as these were arranged
by the stakeholders. We recorded these priorities in a spreadsheet and mapped the areas of
agreement across the feedback events.

2.2.1. Results of the Feedback Groups

This produced five priority areas of consensus: (1) Having an open mind about who
needs help and being ready to provide a humane first contact; (2) A range of options
for responding which do not place further burdens on the survivor or their children;
(3) Developing support and training for police officers; (4) Improving knowledge about
when and where to seek help, and what to expect; (5) Improving information sharing
and collaboration across organizations. The first four areas of consensus were identified
by all stakeholder groups. In other words, they were identified by the survivors, police,
and support organizations. The fifth area was primarily prioritized by the police and the
support organizations but was also evidenced by the survivors.

50



Societies 2022, 12, 93

2.2.2. Interim Discussion: Indicators of Acceptability and Feasibility during Feedback Events

During this stage it was comparatively easy to recruit participants from all stakeholder
groups. We began to widen our geographical range, from city to region, for some of the
feedback events. However, for survivors it may well also have helped that in this phase they
could attend events together. This underlines the relational context of epistemic justice: it is
therefore important in planning co-design to consider the dynamics involved in co-design
activities. Setting up events with a collective service user presence may reduce the perceived
threat of testimonial injustices. This observation is reflected in the wider coproduction
literature. In addition, participants did not have to talk about their personal experiences to
take part in these events, further reducing the potential inequities or anticipated challenges
which might have discouraged participation in the previous phase.

Participating in this stage of the project appeared to be generally easier and more
acceptable for survivors. On reflection, a collective means of participating in the research
phase, rather than individual interviews, may have been helpful for engagement. However,
our priority in adopting interviews for the first phase was to use a medium which would
allow us to provide sensitive responses to any disclosures of risk or distress.

2.3. The Co-Design Event

The third phase of the co-design project was the co-design event. The co-design event
took place at another university in the host city. An academic setting was chosen partly
because it represented ‘neutral ground,’ and partly because the police wanted to highlight
the strong academic emphasis that had been put into the project and the fact that it was
conducting innovative work. The research team took the lead in organizing the co-design
event but consulted with the other members of the steering group to do so effectively. For
example, the members of the steering group decided together on the venue, as well as
on whom to invite, but the research team hired the venue and sent out the invitations. In
this project, the co-design event was very important since it brought all the stakeholders
together to design an action plan to improve services based on the consensus areas. Forty
people attended the co-design event. It developed around five working groups, with each
of them focusing on one of the different consensus areas. Each group was assigned a
facilitator, to keep the group ‘on task’, and a ‘champion’ to provide organizational advice
on how plans could be implemented, and by whom. The facilitators were chosen by the
steering group as those they personally knew from work and considered to have the best
skills to fulfil this role. Furthermore, the champions were chosen by the steering group
because they were people with organizational roles which would enable them to bring
the action plans forward due to their senior positions and responsibilities. The aim of
the co-design event was to create a space in which domestic abuse survivors and service
providers could work collaboratively to design action plans to improve services. Therefore,
mixed groups were created around each of the consensus areas. To support the action
planning, groups were provided with a simple template, prompting them to record their
aim, the steps needed to execute their plan, and an evaluation plan (how they would know
when they had achieved it). Following this work, the groups were invited to share their
plans in a series of short presentations.

2.3.1. Results of the Co-Design Event

Each of the five working groups produced at least one action plan. Some groups
produced more than one plan, and some groups coordinated their plans to complement the
work of other groups. A total of seven plans were proposed. These are briefly reviewed
below in Table 2, according to working group.
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Table 2. Proposed action plans according to working group.

Working Group Proposed Action Plan

Group 1:
Having an open mind about who needs
help and being ready to provide a humane
first contact

Proposal to improve survivor experience by providing
more specialist support, with trial of domestic abuse
specialist car (as per mental health triage team; police
officer to be accompanied by peer support worker or
IDVA) to provide timely follow-up to the first response.

Group 2:
A range of options for responding which
do not place further burdens on the
survivor or their children

This group proposed two action plans:

• To reduce risk to survivor by sharpening focus on
perpetrators through more routine discussions and
monitoring of perpetrators at multi-agency
meetings.

• To give safe period of reflection, post-first response,
to the survivor, by development and trial of ‘brief
stay’ respite accommodation for perpetrators,
staffed with specialist worker.

Group 3:
Developing support and training for
police officers

Proposal to reduce variability of first responses by
providing mandatory training to all response officers;
this training would be delivered by a range of media
(including face-to-face and survivor-led) to improve
their understanding of the complexities underpinning
domestic abuse, and the range of appropriate responses
available to them.

Group 4:
Improving knowledge about when and
where to seek help, and what to expect

This group proposed two action plans:

• To improve help-seeking in the longer-term by
improving young people’s knowledge about
healthy relationships with a campaign/education
program in schools.

• For a survivor-informed review of currently
available information (about domestic abuse and
the help which is on offer) to identify areas for
improvement.

Group 5:
Improving information sharing and
collaboration across organizations

Proposal to improve access to support by mapping the
available services and tools, and then developing an
online resource that provides details of different
pathways and the help available at different points on
those pathways, produced to link directly to relevant
agency websites.

The underlying priority areas provide useful context for thinking about how these
plans might be implemented, extended, given a sharper focus, or supplemented by further
initiatives. For example, the group briefed to develop support and training for police
officers focused on trying to improve consistency of first responses by proposing mandatory
training on domestic abuse. However, they also had support in their remit, and there was
considerable discussion during the feedback groups about the pressures of staff wellbeing,
and the lack of available support after exposure to trauma or stress. Although this group
found staff well-being an important topic, they did not design any action plans for this,
but only created action plans for the training component. In retrospect, it might have been
better to separate this group into two with one group focusing on staff training and the
other on staff well-being.

2.3.2. Interim Discussion: Indicators of Acceptability and Feasibility during Co-Design Event

During the event we observed collaboration and communication between the different
stakeholders, both within and between the working groups. The impact of survivor
testimony was powerful, and clearly influenced the discussion and direction of each
group’s work.
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At the end of the co-design event, feedback from the participants was gathered through
an open-ended evaluation form. Although the form was anonymous, the participants could
indicate if the feedback came from a survivor, family member, police employee, support
professional, or another role. They could tick more than one option (e.g., if they were a
survivor who also had a professional role in a support organization). Twenty-three of
the forty participants completed the feedback form. Overall, the feedback from the event
was excellent. The participants indicated that the presentations, which were held during
the event, were interesting, easy to follow, and respectful of everyone’s point-of-view.
Furthermore, the groupwork also received positive comments with participants indicating
that: it was easy to understand what they had to do; the group leaders kept everyone
involved and on track; it was respectful of everyone’s point-of-view; and useful since they
came up with a plan that could make a difference. Moreover, the responses of the service
providers indicated that: obtaining the feedback of domestic abuse survivors gave them
a better insight; it helped pinpoint areas for improvement; they would like to take what
they learned into their work; it was productive to have different perspectives at the table;
the working groups were balanced in terms of stakeholders; and they hoped that the ideas
that they generated would become a reality. On a less positive note, the feedback from
some of the service providers also indicated that although the co-design event generated
good ideas it was difficult to formulate the steps needed to execute them and there was not
enough time to do so during the event either (the groups had an hour and 40 min to do so,
which included a ten-minute break). The feedback from the survivors specified that they
appreciated hearing the views of police employees, especially those of call handlers and
initial response officers, and that they hoped that it would make a difference in the field of
domestic abuse. By this stage, the co-design process appeared to be highly acceptable to
stakeholders from all groups.

The steering group met once following the co-design event to discuss their observa-
tions from the event, the feedback that was obtained, and the handover of the final report.
Following this meeting, the research team wrote a short report about the EBCD project for
the police. The interim report summarized the process and recommendations from the
co-design component. For example, it included the procedure of the whole project, the
identified keypoints, results of the co-design event, and illustrative anonymized quotes of
the participants. The report also included the feedback of the domestic abuse survivors
who were part of the steering group about the process of being involved in an EBCD project.
They provided a personal statement, which is included in Table 3, below.

Table 3. What is it like to be a survivor involved with an EBCD project?

What Is It Like to Be a Survivor Involved with an EBCD Project?

“As a survivor I have found being part of this research a huge success. I have been able to share my story of
domestic abuse and how it has affected myself and my children, highlighting things that went well and
things that went wrong. I have been able to rebuild positive relationships with many people working in the
very service I had felt let down by. This process has been hard at times—opening up about difficult
experiences. However, I believe this has contributed massively to my healing journey in a positive way. I have
become much more confident at public speaking and this is helping me a great deal in my [title] degree”.
“Being part of this research project has played a major role in my healing and recovery. Just knowing that it
will benefit other survivors/victims, throughout different organizations, made it worthwhile and something
that I not only wanted to do but felt I needed to do. I experienced some truly shocking responses from
different organizations that were meant to help, so the chance to try and correct that for others wasn’t one to
be missed. I am really proud of the work and the dedication from the team. I hope that with it we can make a
difference and others will receive the correct help that I so desperately needed”.

These powerful comments from survivors who were involved with the project [23]
show how a sense of shared enterprise may arise from being involved in a community-based
participatory approach. Here, there is also a sense that participation in the co-design process
may also contribute to people’s own recovery journeys. These comments underscore the
moral value of helping to make a difference, and how that comes with some personal cost,
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but they also show why it is so important that organizations act upon the outcomes of
such processes.

2.4. Implementation

In this project, funding and research governance did not extend to the implementation
stage. The police took responsibility for monitoring and carrying out the action plans
generated from the co-design event. The action plans were subsequently included in the
Regional Strategic Plan for Domestic Violence. We do not have data on which plans were
then implemented, or how they were perceived to improve help-seeking experiences and
contribute to harm reduction. We consider that it has been useful and important to show
that this kind of approach can be conducted with the police as partners, and that it is
acceptable and feasible for stakeholders in the field of domestic abuse. Further work is
required to enhance the sustainability of EBCD approaches, and to provide evidence of
subsequent improvements to services, in this context. This work should include structured
study of the implementation processes following on from co-design.

3. Discussion

3.1. Implications

Previous authors have observed that providing more training does not in itself lead
to direct improvements in policing [14]. To improve responses to meet the needs of
survivors, culture change and behavior change are required. This project has shown
that it is acceptable and feasible to involve those with a lived experience (of domestic
abuse) in community-based collaborative approaches to improving services and reducing
harm. Threats to feasibility were overcome. However, the project faced some problems of
acceptability and feasibility, especially when it came to recruiting domestic abuse survivors
for the research phase. In the preceding sections, we have discussed some ways in which
this issue could be resolved to promote greater community involvement at all phases of
the project.

Taken together, our observations from the final co-design stage suggest that this
critical step in the EBCD approach to community involvement was highly acceptable to
participants. It seems that by this final stage of the EBCD process, further improvements
had been made with regard to the epistemic inequalities and injustices which initially
hampered the mutual understanding that is needed to agree upon changes appropriate
for the community as a whole. In a sense, the novelty of the co-design event itself helped
to flatten out some of these inequities: neither the service providers nor the service users
had special expertise in co-design, and the process required them to consider how to draw
on the different kinds of perspectival expertise (professional, experiential, or both) which
they brought to the topic. However, it is also important to note that processes which
began during the previous stages of the project had important epistemic ‘payoffs’ at this
point. For example, data collected about all stakeholders’ concerns were presented, and
weighted equally, to set the agenda for the event. The priorities set during the feedback
group discussions were also presented; this is where stakeholders were also invited to
consider what the priorities of other stakeholders might be, to help to prepare people to
work together. Collective involvement (all of the main groups were well-represented) and
the visible presence of testimonial evidence at the event meant that the threat of testimonial
injustice was greatly diminished at this stage.

Working towards this kind of community involvement may be crucial for supporting
the kinds of change which are required. In our project, police participants themselves
informed us that they felt that they learned best when they had the opportunity to speak to
domestic abuse survivors and perpetrators. Therefore, it may be valuable for the police
and the domestic abuse organizations to conduct similar EBCD projects in the future, to be
more ambitious in the ways that power is shared, and to develop the capacity to sustain
and integrate these ways of working with communities.
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In doing so, there is much to be learnt from the expertise of survivor-led movements
in other domains, particularly mental health. As other observers have pointed out [12], it is
crucial that organizations which draw on the lived experience of their service users make a
commitment to acting on what they learn, in order to maintain trust and prevent iatrogenic
harms. The degree to which such projects create an opportunity for improving epistemic
justice relates directly to the extent to which they are effective, acceptable, and feasible for
those they aim to involve, and for those whose experiences they aim to improve.

3.2. Epistemic Justice and Epistemic Capture

In the clustered keypoints which were the focus of our co-design process, participants
identified a number of ways in which violence was perpetuated (or went unchecked). We
can understand these in relation to the two forms of epistemic injustice. Some work focused
implicitly on matters of testimonial injustice (e.g., see the focus of Working Group 1 on
the need for more specialist support) and others in relation to hermeneutic injustice in
both the short term (e.g., Working Group 4 on improving people’s knowledge of when and
how to get help) and the long term (e.g., Working Group 4 on educating young people
about healthy relational behaviors). Thus, community-based EBCD work can be a means
of ‘building new rooms’ [24], in the sense of creating spaces where conversations can take
place which do not simply reproduce existing inequalities. In these spaces, collaboration
can potentially lead participants down new, more constructive routes. Our experience
of conducting EBCD with the police as partners suggests that this is possible, but it also
highlights some of the ways in which it is difficult.

Police organizations share many features with the health and social care services
where EBCD evolved: internal hierarchies, structures linked to budgets, and distinct
organizational cultures with preferred ways of controlling and managing change, and
preferred ways of identifying and responding to problems, etc. In policing, many of these
features are ‘writ large’ and so the involvement of more vulnerable partners (domestic
abuse survivors) comes with the potential for ‘epistemic capture’ [25].

Epistemic capture refers to the risk that the knowledge produced with and by survivors
may be co-opted by more powerful partners, and that survivors have little eventual say in
how it is used and acted upon. In contrast, expert-by-experience researchers have argued
persuasively that the route to more equitable and effective services lies not in bypassing
survivors’ ownership of their expertise, but in empowering it [26–28]. To some extent, this
highlights a limitation of prevailing models of acceptability [20]. Many dimensions of the
acceptability construct resonate with issues we have discussed in this paper. ‘Affective
attitude,’ ‘burden,’ and ‘ethicality’ from the Sekhon et al. model [20] seem particularly
salient. However, there is a background assumption that interventions come from above,
rather than being developed from the bottom up, and it may be that the acceptability
concept needs further development to incorporate issues of power and justice, as co-design
approaches to intervention become more commonplace.

Initially, this epistemic capture appeared to be the case in our project. After the
co-design event, there was little dialogue about the action plans—though there was a
commitment made to implementing them. However, previous EBCD researchers have
written about the way that co-design processes can be a ‘trojan horse’ for culture change,
promoting improvements to mutual understanding [29] even while stakeholders are osten-
sibly focused on action-planning. Interestingly, some initiatives which followed in the wake
of our project appeared to acknowledge the importance of centering survivors’ experiences
in determining policy. For example, there was a personal testimony event for survivors
which in turn led to a revised policy plan from police commissioners.

Our project relied on those in power to offer opportunities to survivors to share power.
Given that opportunity, survivors did design action plans alongside service providers
during the co-design event. In addition, there was representation of survivors on the
steering group, who were involved in the implementation of the project. For example,
they provided their feedback on the interview schedule, developed recruitment strategies,
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reviewed the keypoints, and assisted with planning and running the co-design event. Thus,
the co-design approach used in this project tried to encourage citizen participation by
creating several platforms in which survivors worked in partnership with their service
providers to co-design improved services. This does not flatten the underlying inequalities:
service providers could simply decide not to implement the action plans generated from
the project, if they wished. From an ethical point of view, it is obviously important that
co-design processes lead to change. In our project, the co-design results were incorporated
into the regional strategic plan, but as we have discussed, beyond the point of plans and
policies, it became difficult to track any changes made. This is a challenge for co-design
processes which often involve handover at the implementation stage.

There are means by which future EBCD projects could support greater power sharing
and epistemic equality in this context. These include paying survivors for their contribu-
tions to the project; involving survivors in data collection, as interviewers, and analysis;
ensuring that they are involved in the leadership team for the full duration through to
implementation. A step up from this would be to support and sustain a community-led
EBCD group, in order to maintain an ongoing cycle of EBCD-led service improvements,
grounded in local experience and expertise.

3.3. Future Research Directions

The critical next step is evidence about the effectiveness of utilizing EBCD in this
setting [20]. To gather this evidence, it is necessary to conduct studies which identify
what changes are made through the co-designed plans, and which capture how these are
achieved. Studies will then be required which can propose and test mechanisms by which
those innovations might reduce violence and improve user experience. It is also clear from
the CORE study in Australia [30] that EBCD work can be conducted at scale, across large
organizations, and so a further step in terms of feasibility and effectives would involve
exploring how parallel EBCD programs might be associated with more diffuse changes in
culture and behavior.

4. Conclusions

This project has demonstrated that EBCD can be implemented in a policing setting
with victims of crime—particularly with domestic abuse survivors—which can be adopted
into police work. Thus, by using EBCD we have the potential to design action plans which
improve police services in a manner which listens to the needs of the survivors as well of
their service providers. We have also reflected on some implications for police practice
as well as on the feasibility and acceptability of such initiatives. We have also suggested
potential future research directions which would help examine the acceptability of using an
EBCD approach in this context. Since using such an approach has the potential to improve
services for domestic abuse survivors and their service providerswe hope that future EBCD
projects in a policing setting will be implemented, so that police services can be genuinely
co-designed. It is important that such implementations—and their potential effects on
survivor well-being, staff workload, complaint reduction, and prosecutions—are tracked,
evaluated, and made public. In conclusion, through an EBCD approach in a policing setting,
we can potentially make a difference for the people who matter.
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Southampton: A Case Study of Yellow Door
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Abstract: Domestic and sexual abuse have been in the academic discourse for quite some time. In
recent years in the United Kingdom, the government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and
the charity sector have doubled their efforts to tackle this challenge through different approaches.
One of these approaches is the establishment of specialist services. A case study of these specialist
interventions is two advocacy services within a community-based domestic and sexual abuse charity
in Southampton named Yellow Door (YD). In line with the specialist service approach (SSA), the
diversity, inclusion and advocacy (DIA) service and the Black and minority ethnic Communities
(BME) independent sexual violence advisory (ISVA) service were created to address the needs of the
BME community. Through the adoption of the collaboration, prevention and education approach,
these services support survivors from this community, professionals and community groups to
encourage more disclosures and support clients holistically. Recommendations to encourage more
reporting and better ways to improve the needs of clients from BME communities were proposed.

Keywords: domestic and sexual violence; BME; Yellow Door; prevention; collaborative; education;
community-based advocacy

1. Introduction

Violence against women and girls has varied definitions, as it is multi-faceted. How-
ever, the definition from the World Health Organisation [1] is the most recognised and
globally accepted definition. WHO defines domestic violence as “any act of gender-based
violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or mental harm or suffer-
ing to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty,
whether occurring in public or private life”. The United Nations [2,3], on the other hand,
define domestic violence or abuse “as a pattern of behaviour in any relationship that is
used to gain or maintain power and control over an intimate partner,” They posit that
abuse might be physical, sexual, emotional, economic or psychological actions or threats
of actions that influence another person. It further defines sexual violence “as any sexual
act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, or other act directed against a person’s sexuality using
coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting. It
includes rape, defined as the physically forced or otherwise coerced penetration of the
vulva or anus with a penis, other body part or object, attempted rape, unwanted sexual
touching and other non-contact forms” [1]. Domestic abuse, domestic violence or intimate
partner violence can be used interchangeably; however, for this conceptual study, the term
“domestic abuse” will be adopted. Harmful practices as a subset of violence against women
and girls will also be examined.

According to Chan [4], sexual violence is widely acknowledged as a violation of
human rights and a public health concern that occurs across societies and cultures, in
peace and conflict, and many social settings such as the home, workplace, schools and
communities. Unlike the common myth that strangers often perpetrate rape and sexual
assaults, statistics show that these crimes are predominantly perpetrated by trusted family
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members such as partners, cousins, etc. For child sexual abuse (CSA), trusted family or
community members, including parents, siblings, and sometimes religious leaders, are
often the perpetrators [5]. It is important to state that there are exceptions to this assertion,
as this is not always the case.

Supporting the views of [4,6], noted that sexual violence incidents are diverse in
circumstances and settings. These could be sexual violence in a romantic relationship,
including marriage and dating relationships; rape in non-romantic acquaintances; sexual
abuse by those in positions of trust such as clergy, professionals, teachers, medical prac-
titioners, and strangers; multiple perpetrator rapes; sexual trafficking; unwanted sexual
contact; and sexual abuse of people with disabilities, among others. These depict the
unequal imbalance of relationships between men and women. The keyword in these varied
circumstances is consent, which is either not given or not partially given [7]. Notably,
although both genders are affected by domestic and sexual violence, women and girls are
disproportionately more affected than their male counterparts.

The Home Office shows that one in four women and one in six men have been victims
of domestic and sexual abuse in England and Wales. In addition, one in nine or ten women
experiences domestic violence in a year [8]. Despite the recent awareness and campaign to
increase the inclusion of men in combatting violence against women and girls, statistics
show that most domestic abuse victims are women and girls [9]. Women are also more
likely to be repeat victims, threatened, harassed, assaulted, and at greater risk of death pre-
and post-separation or divorce ([10,11]).

Netto [12], Valente& Wight [13] concluded that domestic and sexual abuse have both
damning physical, psychological, and health consequences for the survivors and children
in these relationships. Domestic violence survivors often suffer from low self-esteem and
mental health issues, and children from these relationships also suffer from physical assault
by the same perpetrators [14]. The health implications of sexual violence can range from
short- to long-term consequences, including gastrointestinal symptoms, genital injuries
and cardiopulmonary symptoms such as palpitations and shortness of breath. Long-term
consequences include genital irritation, fibroids, and chronic pelvic pain among others [15].

The aims of this conceptual study is to demonstrate the establishment of specialist
services as an example of good practice in the UK; to depict the resultant effects of the
establishment of specialist services on disclosures by the BME communities, using Yellow
Door as a case study; and to advocate the need for the establishment of more local specialist
services away from major cities such as London, Birmingham and Manchester, particularly
in locations with a high population in the BME demographic. Finally, this study aimed to
re-emphasise the role of collaborative approaches in preventing and reducing domestic
abuse and harmful practices. Firstly, this study explains the progress made by charities in
post-war Britain in supporting domestic and sexual abuse victims in the United Kingdom;
secondly, a brief background of Yellow Door and the two specialist services are discussed;
thirdly, BME-specific domestic and sexual abuse will be explained; fourthly, the specialist
service approach (SSA) is explored as a framework for collaborative interventions; and
lastly, Yellow Door, as a case study of multi-agency collaboration in Southampton, is
discussed. Recommendations will be made to facilitate more disclosures and create referral
pathways for potential clients.

2. The Role of Charities in Tackling Domestic Violence in Post-War Britain

Domestic violence or abuse was neither in the academic discourse nor incorporated
into government policies for a long time in the United Kingdom until very recently (the last
three decades). It was considered a private affair that should not be brought to the public
domain [16]. The last three decades have seen a significant shift in the understanding,
approach and response to domestic violence, nationally and internationally. Governments
and international organisations (such as the United Nations and World Health Organisa-
tion), and local charities in the UK; specifically, have been instrumental to this shift. For
instance, in Britain, 150 years ago, it was legal for a man to beat his wife, provided that he
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used a stick no thicker than a thumb. Until much attention was given and awareness raised
to combat this social problem, no policies or legislation were available to protect domestic
violence victims [10].

Since the 1990s, the approach to domestic violence has taken a new outlook, both
internationally and locally. This approach is evidenced through several international in-
struments enacted by international organisations such as the United Nations [17]. The 1995
Fourth World Conference marked a defining moment for the achievement of gender equal-
ity, which encapsulated everything gender-related, including violence against women [18].
The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women at the
Beijing Conference provided a global framework in which governments from different
countries built policies and frameworks for addressing violence against women and girls
(VAWG), including domestic and sexual violence [19].

Similarly, the Istanbul Convention, signed in May 2011, emphasised that governments
must address all forms of violence against women and girls by condemning this societal
problem. The Istanbul Convention defines VAWG “as all forms of violence within the
definition experienced by women and girls under 18. This includes domestic violence-
all acts of physical, sexual, psychological or economic violence occurring in the family,
domestic unit or between current or former spouses or partners” [20]. This definition has
been adopted as the standardised framework for both statutory and non-statutory agencies,
“which is important for funding, commissioning and multi-agency working” [21].

In the United Kingdom (UK), for instance, feminist policies and movements helped
bring the issue of domestic violence to the fore through debates, policymaking and human
rights campaigns; a plethora of research attests to this. Subsequently, their campaigns,
lobbying and advocacy resulted in the provision of refuges in the 1970s for supporting
women who had experienced domestic violence. Due to the massive influx into the refuges,
more refuges were established. This influx also birthed Women’s Aid and other charities.
Other non-governmental organisations have since been established in the UK to cater to
domestic and sexual violence victims’ needs [22].

According to Harwin [10], “Women’s Aid coordinates a national network of 340 local
domestic violence services that support more than 500 refuge projects, helplines, and
outreach services, including specialist projects for Black and ethnic minority women”. The
1980s also saw the establishment of specialist refuges for women of colour and minority
communities; these refuges were established following several campaigns by women’s
organisations to specifically cater to the needs of women from these communities [23,24].
Researchers have further argued that globalisation has been an impetus for the extent and
classification of violence against women. More opportunities have been provided for both
sexes, including women and girls from all walks of life, as victims of different types of
abuse ranging from entrapment, exploitation and abuse to enslavement [22]. Boyle [25]
further corroborated the prevalence of violence against women in the UK, stating that
“Police reports suggest that domestic violence is a fact of life for millions of women in the
UK” [25].

Moving on from the establishment of charities supporting domestic violence victims,
domestic and sexual abuse charities have since expanded their thematic areas. From
policy advocacies, research focusing on women’s separation from their violent spouses
or partners, women’s welfare benefits such as the Destitution Domestic Violence (DDV)
visa housing provision, consultancy, national publicity and training services to emergency
protection, the focus of victim support charities have since changed [26]. This activism by
these organisations has resulted in tremendous progress, including the domestic abuse
act’s criminalisation and the domestic abuse bill’s passage. This has also increased in
the reporting of domestic abuse offences and allegations by 65.8% in London after being
reported to the Crime Prosecution Service [10,22].
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3. BME, Domestic and Sexual Violence, and Specialist Services

Ethnic minority communities have a migration history with four main ethnicity ele-
ments: race, language, culture and religion. These elements differentiate them from their
indigenous Anglo-Saxon counterparts in the United Kingdom. These factors should be
considered when supporting members of these communities [27,28]. Siddiqui [29] argued
that the high rate of domestic and sexual abuse among BME could be attributed to the
more significant barriers they face due to intersectional discrimination based on factors
such as race, class, caste, poverty overlaps and other multiples. Graca [30] further stated
that women from these communities face additional barriers, such as insecure immigration
status. In addition, the socio-cultural practices of non-UK nationals compared with other
counterparts impede them from accessing support services.

Martin, Jahan & Habib [31] opine that Asian women face double abuse, as they are
often victimised first by the abuser and the community. The responsibility of protecting
the family honour (“Izzat” in Urdu) and the avoidance of bringing shame (“Sharam” in
Urdu) to the family debar women from these communities from escaping domestic and
sexual abuse [32]. Since communities are commonly complicit in these hidden crimes,
fear of reprisals from the community silence many women and girls from reporting [33].
The study by Mulvihill, Walker, Hester & Gangoli [34] identified that religion is adopted
as a manipulative tool by both families and religious organisations to convince women
from BME backgrounds to remain in abusive relationships. These foundations stem from
religious texts which justify women’s reasons to only leave a marriage on the grounds of
death or infidelity [35]. Conversely, in Islam, men can divorce a woman by saying the word
“talaq” three times, which gives men a kind of coercive control in an abusive relationship
and makes women perpetual victims [36].

Netto [12] explored an underreported barrier to reporting in the BME communities.
She argued that this is based on the importance of honour attached to the family. Some
women from these communities have internalised the feeling of inferiority to their male
counterparts in the family and, as such, feel responsible for the different forms of abuse,
such as the physical, emotional and sexual abuse they experience from family members and
in-laws. Some of these barriers sometimes hinder them from leaving abusive relationships
and seeking professional support.

However, Ahmed [37] differs in his findings, as he concludes that Black and minority
ethnic communities come from a wide range of varied backgrounds, including religious,
cultural [38] and socio-economic backgrounds, compared with other communities. As such,
different services should be provided for these communities that are different from the
mainstream communities. Chand &Thoburn [39] further observed a shortage of preventa-
tive work, specialist services and service delivery for children and families from Black and
minority ethnic communities across the UK. VAWG [21] arrived at a somewhat different
conclusion. Their research concluded that specialist services, particularly community-
based women’s organisations, are pivotal to the prevention of and intervention in VAWG.
Their conclusion is due to the familiarity with the local terrain and their ability to build
a framework around education, innovation and prevention. Larasi [26] further stressed
that due to the knowledge of the local communities, the establishment of specialist services
for Black and minoritized women and girls are critical. These services provide advocacy
and frontline responses alongside campaigning and lobbying at the national front, which,
in turn, translate into positive outcomes such as more disclosures, holistic support and
rebuilding their lives after the abuse.

Despite the proliferation of women’s groups and organisations supporting women
experiencing domestic abuse and the increase in the reporting of domestic abuse among
Black and minority ethnic communities, evidential research has shown underreporting
or no reporting at all for women experiencing domestic and sexual abuse in the BME
communities exists [40]. Specific vulnerabilities such as insecure immigration status [41],
cultural and religious factors, and policies and structures such as having no recourse
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to public funds are the principal factors contributing to the underreporting of domestic
violence within these communities [42].

Gangoli, Bates,& Hester [43] argued that the most common type of abuse experienced
and reported by BME women was all-encompassing abuse and different from other commu-
nities. In addition to physical, financial, sexual and emotional abuse experienced by other
communities, some members from the BME communities further experience other harmful
practices such as honour-based abuse, forced marriages, breast flattening, and Female
Genital Mutilation(FGM), among others [44]. They are, thus, faced with a two-edged sword
of abuse. It was further observed that compared with their White British counterparts, the
disclosure rate of sexual-related offences experienced by both adults and children from
BME groups was low due to the culture of ”shame” linked to issues around rape and
assault [45]. Dartnall & Jewkes [6] attributed the underreporting of domestic and sexual
violence among the BME community to factors such as having fewer specialist services, a
lack of awareness of specialist services, cultural and religious barriers, immigration status
and the different legal and cultural requirements in their home countries [43].

The End Violence against Women Coalition remarked on the dearth of research into the
impact of specialist services on the reporting and disclosure of domestic and sexual abuse
among BME communities [46]. They further highlighted how the nature of the cultural
advocacy and support provided impacts domestic and sexual disclosures and reporting.
Hence, the need to investigate this research gap. There is less emphasis on programmes
focusing on preventative work and education of BME communities and the long-term
consequences of domestic and sexual abuse on their members. Solutions to tackle this
problem within the community are also missing [47].

4. Yellow Door—A Brief Background and Two Specialist Services

Yellow Door (YD) is a domestic and sexual abuse charity established 36 years ago as a
rape crisis service in Southampton, United Kingdom. Since its inception, it has expanded
to provide a range of prevention and support interventions to victims of domestic abuse
and other forms of interpersonal harm or discrimination.

Yellow Door is an inclusive charity that works with any gender and all age groups. It
also supports victims of domestic and sexual abuse in whatever form, at whatever stage or
form of life, regardless of the time, historical or recent.

Most of the services provided by Yellow Door are from the central premises in
Southampton or Southampton in general; other services are, however, provided across
some areas in Hampshire, depending on funding availability.

Yellow Door provides domestic and sexual abuse support through six different ser-
vices, namely therapeutic services, domestic abuse services, independent sexual violence
advisory services (ISVA), diversity and inclusion advocacy (DIA), the helpline, and preven-
tion and education [48].

In addition, to specifically cater to the needs of the Black, Asian and minority ethnic
(BAME) communities within Southampton, a bridged service between the diversity and
inclusion services and the independent sexual violence advisors service was created. This
research focused on this bridged service between the ISVA and DIA services, catering to
the domestic and sexual concerns of the victims and survivors from these communities. For
context, the terms BAME or BME will be briefly explained to understand this demographic.
BAME or BME represents the Black, Asian and minority ethnic communities or those
with BME (Black and minority ethnic) backgrounds. To better support clients from these
backgrounds with additional needs and specific vulnerabilities, YD collaborates with other
statutory and non-statutory agencies across Southampton and Hampshire to provide them
with holistic support.
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4.1. Yellow Door Specialist Services—ISVA/DIA Services
4.1.1. The Independent Sexual Violence Advisory Service (ISVA)

Both the DIA and ISVA services within YD use the empowerment or client-led ap-
proach, building on evidential research of its effectiveness to provide holistic support to
clients [49]. The empowerment-oriented approach is predicated on the two social work prin-
ciples of “self-determination and the dignity and worth of human beings”. This approach
postulates that clients should be involved in decision-making regarding their service deliv-
ery and have access to quality holistic services best suited to their needs and well-being [50].
These empower clients, help them develop leadership skills and increase self-esteem [51].
The independent sexual violence advisory service (ISVA) is an advocacy service within
Yellow Door that specialises in supporting victims of any unwanted sexual experience
such as sexual violence, abuse or exploitation, regardless of the incident, whether historical
or recent, and regardless of age, gender or sexuality. The providers are professionally
trained to provide personalised emotional and practical support to meet clients’ needs.
Although they work closely with the police, they are an independent service that provides
independent support to help clients make informed decisions about their next steps [52].

ISVAs provide support with decisions, reporting to the police and health options,
and support throughout the criminal justice process, depending on the client’s choice or
decision. Specialist services include the children and young persons’ ISVA, the family
ISVA, the male ISVA and the BAME ISVA within the ISVA services. This research, however,
focuses on the BAME ISVA specialist service [52].

4.1.2. BAME ISVA

BAME ISVA workers are specialists who support clients from Black and minority
ethnic communities who have suffered sexual abuse, exploitation and violence across
Hampshire. The BAME independent sexual violence advisory service within YD supports
sexual violence victims, from the reporting to the investigation stage, and throughout the
criminal justice process.

According to YD, below is a table and chart showing the ISVA service users’ demo-
graphics (Table 1 and Figure 1).

Table 1. ISVA service users’ demographics: Number of service users accessing the ISVA service from
October 2021 to September 2022.

ISVA Service Users’ Demographics: Number of Service Users Accessing the ISVA Service

October–
December Q3

2021/2022

January–March Q4
2021/2022

April–June Q1
2022/2023

July–September
Q2 2022 3

White (English, Welsh, Scottish,
Northern Irish, Irish, any other White
background)

84 299 341 262

BME (White European/other,
mixed/multiple ethnic groups,
Asian/Asian British (including
Chinese, Indian, Pakistani,
Bangladeshi and any other Asian
background),
Black/African/Caribbean/Black
British, other ethnic group (including
Arab and any other ethnic groups)
and Gypsy/Traveller)

6 39 37 31

Not stated 19 127 160 93

Total 109 465 538 386
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The table above shows the number of service users per year from October 2021 to
September 2022.

The third quarter shows a total of 109 service users: 84 White clients, 6 BME clients and
19 not stated. The last quarter in 2021/2022, between January to March 2022, saw a massive
increase of 299 service users. This increase marked a milestone for the BME ISVA services,
as the number increased from 6 in the last quarter to 39. This massive increase in service
users can be attributed to the BBC report [53], which stated that violence against women
in Hampshire increased significantly in 2022. Southampton, Portsmouth and Basingstoke
saw a rise in sexual violence cases, Southampton being the highest, with a total of 402. The
increase in BME clients can also be attributed to the establishment of the BME specialist
service in September 2021.

The first quarter of 2022/2023 saw a slight increase in service users, totalling 341 White
clients, 37 BME clients and 160 not stated. The second quarter of 2022/2023 saw a relative
decline in White, BME and “not stated” clients, with 262, 31 and 93, respectively.

Although the number of BME service users was low compared with their White British
counterparts, the progress and increase are noteworthy, considering the barriers mentioned
above experienced by this demographic. It is essential to consider that the number of those
in the “not stated” category was huge in all the quarters. Although not accounted for, one
can infer that BME clients are also within these numbers. Nevertheless, it is safe to conclude
that the establishment of the BME ISVA service translated into an increased number of
disclosures and, in turn, service users from that community.

Figure 1. ISVA service users’ demographics: number of service users accessing the ISVA service.

Figure 1 illustrates the graphical representation of Table 1.

4.2. The Diversity and Inclusion Advocacy Service (DIA)

This advocacy service within YD includes domestic and sexual abuse specialists
trained to work with marginalised or disadvantaged groups or communities to address
barriers, such as language, ethnicity, disability, sexuality, faith, and mental health to improve
access and promote equality. Professionals within this service speak multiple languages,
such as South Asian, African and European, to support and address language barriers
among the minority ethnic communities they support. There are also specialist services
within this service.
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4.2.1. Harmful Practices

The harmful practices workers or advocates (HPWs) provide emotional and practical
support to the victims or those at risk of harmful practices such as female genital mutilation
(FGM), forced marriage, honour-based abuse and breast flattening. These specialists
also support clients with complex needs and specific vulnerabilities, such as housing,
immigration status and education, through one-to-one casework [52].

4.2.2. Prevention and Education

To tackle the recurrence of domestic and sexual abuse, mainly hidden harm, the HPWs
within the DIA service engage in educational sessions in primary and secondary schools
in Southampton. They educate children, young people and undergraduates on harmful
practices such as FGM, forced marriage, honour-based abuse and breast flattening.

These specialists also work collaboratively with other professionals in Hampshire, the
Isle of Wight, Portsmouth and Southampton (HIPS) to run webinars on HP for the police,
social services, tertiary sector, education and health professionals to identify the risks and
create referral pathways for clients.

4.2.3. Training

The HPW practitioners design training packages for professionals, taking factors such
as the specific sector, the audience, the best-suited safeguarding protocols and relevant
terminologies into consideration when delivering this training to designated safeguarding
leads (DSLs), headteachers and other leads in education settings. Training and webinars
are also delivered to other professionals in the health sector, including general practitioners
(GPs) and midwives.

Both the ISVA and DIA services provide emotional and practical support to survivors
from this community. They also raise awareness in different communities and religious
organisations to encourage more disclosures and reporting. Both services also work collab-
oratively with other institutions, professionals and community-based organisations such as
the police, the criminal justice system, Early Help, the Southampton City council and other
charities in Southampton, among others.

5. Specialist Service Approach: A Multi-Agency Framework

Logar & Vargová [54] defined specialist or women’s support services as a collection
of specialist services covering a range of thematic areas in supporting the victims and sur-
vivors of domestic violence. These thematic areas ranging from women’s shelters, national
women’s helplines, rape crisis and sexual assault referral centres, migrant and minority
ethnic women, and independent domestic and sexual violence advocacy to intervention
centres. The multi-agency approach is considered effective for preventative and early
intervention in domestic abuse services at both the operational and strategic levels, result-
ing in holistic support, effective service delivery and positive outcomes for the service’s
users [55]. For instance, at Yellow Door, to safeguard a domestic violence victim living with
the perpetrator whose life is at risk, the best practice is to secure a safe space for the client
by either signposting the victim to a women’s refuge or seeking alternative accommodation.
This safeguarding is achieved by collaborating with the local police, housing practitioners
and refuges across the country to protect the victim. This is, of course, achieved with the
client’s consent.

Cheminais [56] provided some benefits of collaborative or multi-agency partnerships
in the education sector, which also apply to other professional settings. The benefits range
from “enhanced and improved outcomes for children and young people through ease of
access, and support, strengthening partnership, breaking down professional boundaries
and parochial attitudes, to building consensus”. Atkinson et al. [57] also argued that the
multi-agency helps to build a more cohesive community approach through the practitioners
taking greater ownership and responsibility for addressing local needs jointly, thus avoiding
duplication or overlap of provision.
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In Southampton’s violence against women and girls sector, the multi-agency approach
entails working collaboratively with the police, the criminal justice system, the witness
service and other local charities with different thematic areas.

Though there are different models available to be adopted, there are, three broad
models a multi-agency framework can use in executing its functions. While some use the
expertise of practitioners who meet regularly, some adopt the casework method, while
others engage designated workers to lead the casework [58]. Atkinson et al. [57] differed
somewhat in their description of the multi-agency approach, arguing that there are five
different “multi-agency models: decision-making groups, consultation and training, centre-
based delivery, coordinated delivery, and operational-team delivery”. They further opined
that different organisations or agencies adopt different models and meet for varied reasons
to achieve a primary purpose or objective.

The three models described above by [58] are adopted at Yellow Door, depending on
the client’s circumstances. A case in point of using the expertise of practitioners who meet
regularly to support a client is the Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC)
meeting. This meeting is where different professionals discuss relevant information, safe-
guarding and potential support. These professionals could be local police, health, children’s
services, housing practitioners, independent domestic violence advisor (IDVAs), indepen-
dent sexual violence advisors (ISVAs) and other practitioners to protect the highest-risk
domestic violence victims.

The casework approach is another method adopted by YD, as BAME ISVAs and
harmful practices workers provide one-to-one casework support to the victims of harmful
practices and sexual violence. ISVAs, for instance, support clients from the pre-reporting
stage and throughout the police investigation to the trial and post-trial stages, unless
otherwise requested by the client. Designated workers with specific expertise also support
clients within the purview of their expertise. BAME ISVAs support BAME clients, whereas
children’s ISVAs support child clients. This approach is used to achieve tailored support. In
the case of victims of HP, only the HPWs equipped with the right expertise are designated
to support these clients. The HPWs are also active stakeholders in the HP operational
group and the FGM Zero Tolerance Day in Southampton.

6. Yellow Door and Multi-Agency Collaboration in Southampton

Collaborative working in combating domestic and sexual abuse requires sufficient
funding, alongside a strong partnership among statutory services such as the police, hous-
ing, health services, the Crown prosecution service, the criminal justice system, children’s
and social services, and commissioners, among others [59]. Non-statutory agencies such as
charities with similar thematic areas but different jurisdictions are also pivotal in providing
holistic care and support for clients and survivors. These factors are also considered the
basis of local funding for local organisations [21]. Some organisations and institutions
involved in the collaborative efforts in different ways with Yellow Door in Southampton,
United Kingdom, are described below.

6.1. The Police

The police support different areas of DV, ranging from honour-based abuse, domestic
abuse, female genital mutilation, and breast flattening, among others. For instance, Yellow
Door and the police co-chair the Harmful Practices Operational Group. YD also works
closely with the Chief Inspector, including partnering on the FGM Crime Stoppers initiative
and engaging with police constables to reach communities.

Similarly, within the police is a special unit called “Amberstone”. They are specially
trained officers (also known as STOs) who have been specially trained to support sexual
violence victims from the reporting to the investigation stage.
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6.2. Specially Trained Officers (STOs)

The STOs are also called sexual offences investigative techniques trained officers
(SOIT officers), depending on the county or police force involved. STOs are responsible for
providing clients with practical and emotional support throughout the investigation process.
Some of the primary responsibilities of the STOs are to take the victim’s initial report of
the incident and statement and signpost clients to the relevant agencies, including sexual
violence specialist services such as the independent sexual violence advisory service. STOs
also ensure that the medical needs of sexual violence victims are met; this is accomplished
by referring clients to sexual assault referral centres. They educate clients on the criminal
justice system, provide relevant information regarding the case and safeguard clients at
risk. For clients contemplating reporting, YD works collaboratively with the STOs to
provide “Anonymous Advice Meetings”, where the clients meet with the STOs in a relaxed
environment to gain clarity about the criminal justice process and to decide their next
steps [60].

6.3. Sexual Assault Referral Centres

The sexual assault referral centres (SARC) are medical sexual violence health centres
across the nation targeted at anyone who has experienced sexual violence. They provide
medical treatment and forensic medical examinations. The SARC is a 24 h service and
a collaboration between the police, the National Health Services and charities. SARC
referrals can be made by specially trained police officers or ISVA services, or victims of
sexual violence can report the incident independently without the involvement of the
police. Forensic examinations in these centres can be kept for a while, regardless of the
decision to report or not [60].

6.4. Southampton City Council

Within Southampton City Council, a team of professionals is dedicated to supporting
high-risk clients who may be victims of VAWG, such as domestic abuse, honour-based
abuse, forced marriage, female genital mutilation and sexual violence. The Multi-Agency
Safeguarding Hub (MASH) in Southampton provides “triage and multi-agency assessment
of safeguarding concerns” [61] This team protects the most vulnerable children and adults
from harm, neglect and abuse by meeting goals related explicitly to safeguarding [61]. The
purpose is to respond quickly to safeguarding concerns about vulnerable children. It also
aims at partnerships, collaborative communication and reducing inappropriate referrals
and re-referrals. MASH referrals are often sent from YD to the local authority to protect
and support vulnerable children, adults and families to ensure holistic support.

6.5. Other Agencies

YD adopts a “Coordinated Community Response (CCR), a coordinated response aimed
at reforming, improving and coordinating institutional responses to domestic violence
within the community” to support clients holistically [54]. Thus, YD collaborates with other
community-based statutory and non-statutory agencies to support the needs of clients
outside the jurisdiction of Yellow Door. Some of these services and institutions are The
University of Southampton, Early Help, general practitioners (GPs), midwives, the police
and housing for the DIA service. Witness care and witness services within the Crown
prosecution service, also work closely with the ISVA service.

Despite these collaborations, both services encounter some challenges when delivering
services. For instance, the DIA service’s one-to-one advocacy support, was impacted by
COVID-19, as the clients’ movements were restricted. The service adopted Zoom sessions
during this period and has continued to adapt to hybrid working modes. In addition to
HP, some of our clients have multiple vulnerabilities, such as learning disabilities, visual
impairments, hearing difficulties, etc. Due to these added complexities, engaging via
telephone or Zoom could be logistically challenging. The HPWs adapt to the challenge of
medium and location continually.
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Another major challenge is the language barrier. Some of our service users have
limited command of the English language, thus making support a challenge. The HPWs
speak European, South Asian and African languages that are well suited to the clientele. In
the event of the non-availability of some languages, the HPWs use certified interpreters to
support clients.

Disclosures of forced marriages and honour-based abuse often result in some clients
seeking alternative accommodation separate from the perpetrators. The HPWs mitigate
this housing challenge by working collaboratively with the police and refuge workers to
provide temporary accommodation in refuges. The HPWs also work closely with housing
officers to provide permanent accommodation as required.

With respect to the BME ISVA service, one of the foremost challenges is the long
duration of the criminal justice process, which sometimes discourages clients from reporting
or results in the withdrawal of cases. The BME ISVAs confront this by managing clients’
expectations from the outset through anonymous advice meetings. Expectations and
outcome are also managed through one-to-one support of the clients throughout the
investigative process. Unfavourable trial and post-trial outcomes can also sometimes
negatively impact or traumatise clients. Signposting clients to the appropriate trauma-
informed service and counselling services within and outside Yellow Door often tackles
this challenge.

7. Discussion

According to the British Broadcasting Corporation [53], violence against women in
Hampshire and the Isle of Wight increased to 37,137 offences in 2021. Rape incidents in
2021 increased to 402 in Southampton, with the highest rate; one in six rapes in Hampshire
was committed in Southampton. They also observed that Southampton, Portsmouth and
Basingstoke have higher numbers of other sexual offences. Hence, the need to establish
additional domestic and sexual abuse specialist services to address these challenges in
Hampshire and across the United Kingdom. Yellow Door, a community-based domestic
and sexual abuse charity in Southampton, has been addressing these societal concerns by
establishing varied services addressing specific domestic and sexual-related concerns and
issues. YD has seen a 91% increase in referrals, with Southampton ranking as the second-
highest city for sexual offences in England, and the figure has increased by 240% in the last
five years [48]. Thus, YD and various agencies must continue to work collaboratively to
combat this challenge and make the city safer for women and girls to reside in.

Disclosures among the BME communities are challenging because of the factors
mentioned above. Some clients within these communities have also experienced mistrust
from service providers in the past, thereby leading to dire consequences from family and
community members.

1. Establishing more specialist services serve as a safe space for supporting BME victims
and survivors. The establishment of more specialist services for Black and minority
ethnic communities in more local areas across the United Kingdom will cater to their
specific needs and encourage more disclosures and reporting of domestic and sexual
abuse in these communities.

2. Increasing long-term funding for existing specialist services will result in the conti-
nuity of these services, as clients will be confident that their needs will be addressed
long-term. This approach will potentially reduce the observed underreporting of
domestic and sexual abuse within these communities.

3. Thus, to provide more opportunities for disclosures, more specialist services should
be established to safeguard the clients and ensure that the client’s trust is gained. The
assurance of confidentiality in handling their cases is also critical, as disclosures could
potentially result in honour-based abuse by families and community members.

4. More advocacy strategies are required to incorporate more community stakeholders
such as clergy and local community leaders in the combat against domestic and sexual
abuse among BME. These stakeholders are critical to effecting the desired change of
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eliminating domestic and sexual violence within the BME communities and in the
United Kingdom.

5. Increased training on cultural competence for statutory and non-statutory profession-
als such as the police, local authorities and other practitioners should be advocated.
This training will ensure that clients from these communities feel confident and safe
enough to disclose cases and are also assured of non-judgmental or stereotypical
interventions by professionals.

6. More specialist refuges or women’s shelters specific to the BME communities should
be established across the country to cater to the specific needs of this demographic of
clients. These shelters will serve as safe spaces and safeguard victims from perpetra-
tors.

7. The four crucial peculiarities of BME clients: race, culture, language and religion,
should always be considered whilst providing interventions for these clients’ demo-
graphics. Considering these factors will ensure the provision of holistic support.

8. Conclusions

This research has highlighted the collaborative approaches to addressing domestic
and sexual abuse among the Black and minority communities in Southampton, England,
using two specialist services within Yellow Door as case studies. The need for specialist
services for minority ethnic groups to better cater to their needs based on their specific
vulnerabilities was discussed. Factors such as immigration status, language barriers,
religion, honour-based abuse and other vulnerabilities which differ from the mainstream
community, were also considered.

Yellow Door’s multi-agency approach with statutory and non-statutory organisations
across Southampton to support the varied and complex needs of clients from Black and
minority ethnic communities through various strategies such as prevention and educa-
tion was also highlighted. This research has observed the effectiveness of the specialist
service approach, from a practitioner’s standpoint. Unlike in the past, where domestic
and sexual abuse in Southampton and Western Hampshire within the Black and minority
ethnic communities was underreported, both specialist services within YD have seen more
referrals from professionals and community groups. Self-referrals from survivors regarding
both historical and recent sexual abuse have also been observed. Disclosures of harmful
practices such as forced marriage, honour-based abuse and female genital mutilation have
also increased in these communities.

Clients have also attested to the effectiveness of the casework interventions received
from both services, resulting in improved mental and physical well-being. Thus, it is safe
to say that establishing specialist services for Black and minority ethnic communities trans-
lates into more disclosures and reporting by these communities, and specialist casework
interventions promote improved well-being.
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Abstract: In many countries, data collection on sexual violence incidents is not integrated into the
healthcare system, which makes it difficult to establish the nature of sexual offences in this country.
This contributes to widespread societal denial about the realities of sexual violence cases and the
collective oppression of survivors and their families. Capturing detailed information about incidents
(e.g., characteristics of perpetrators, where it happened, victims, and the offence) can dispel myths
about sexual violence and aid in crime prevention and interventions. This article examines how
information about sexual violence incidents—in particular, offences committed against children in
Kenya—is gathered from two different data sources: the Violence Against Children Survey (VACS)
and data collected by the Wangu Kanja Foundation (WKF), a survivor-led Kenyan NGO that assists
sexual violence survivors in attaining vital services and justice. These two surveys provide the most
comprehensive information about sexual and gender-based violence. The analysis indicates that,
while the VACS provides information about the prevalence of sexual violence, it provides less detailed
information about the nature of violence (e.g., characteristics of perpetrators, victims, and the offence)
compared with the WKF dataset. We critically reflect on how validity and informativeness can be
maximised in future surveys to better understand the nature of sexual violence, as well as other forms
of gender-based violence, and aid in prevention and response interventions/programming.

Keywords: sexual violence; child sexual violence; survey data; data collection; gender-based violence

1. Introduction

Sexual violence is a human rights and public health issue of concern worldwide and
is defined as the use of coercion by any person in any situation to experience a sexual
act. Sexual violence includes rape, attempted rape, unwanted sexual contact, and other
non-contact offences [1]. It is one of the world’s most widespread non-communicable
diseases and human-rights abuses [2,3]. Some factors around the world that are associated
with the perpetration of sexual violence include beliefs about sexual purity and family
honour, patriarchal societies, the acceptability of violence against women, and weak legal
punishments for sexual violence [1]. The 2014 Kenya Demographic and Health Survey
(KDHS) indicated that approximately 45% of women and girls between the ages of 14 and
49 have been subjected to some form of violence, with 14% subjected to sexual violence [4].
In addition, sexual violence is frequently not reported to the police, and offenders are
seldom arrested, let alone prosecuted [5,6]. Furthermore, victims are often held accountable
for the offence, even by the organisations responsible for serving and protecting survivors
(e.g., the police) [7].
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The aim of this paper is to critically discuss the types of data that are needed to
improve our understanding of the nature of sexual violence in low- and middle- income
countries, and in Kenya in particular. Kenya is a country that has a growing national
grassroots network of sexual violence survivors that assists victims and advocates for
policy and practice change nationally. Like in many countries, survivors in Kenya struggle
to access vital services (e.g., emergency medical care, safe shelters), and prosecutions
are extremely rare. We consider data held by the Survivors of Sexual Violence in Kenya
Network (hereafter, the Network), a grassroots survivor-led community organisation that
has been gathering data about sexual violence and other violations. These data on violations
against children can help us to better understand the types of offences that are occurring,
the vital services that are needed, and the causes of case attrition along the case referral
pathway when survivors seek vital support.

A key driver of sexual violence, which predominantly affects women and children,
is gender inequality: Kenya ranks 142 out of 189 countries on the Gender Equality Index,
with 11 million women in Kenya experiencing sexual and/or physical violence during their
lifetime [8,9]. Compounding this, in Kenya, survivors face overly bureaucratic and poorly
resourced systems that are laced with corruption, and they are often fearful of reprisal by
perpetrators and discouraged by non-empathetic responses from law enforcement [10].
Survivors also face stigma from their communities and families. The impact of sexual
violence itself, coupled with the poor societal response to sexual violence, negatively
impacts the survivor’s health, the development of their children, and the economic and
social attainment of their families; thus, cycles of violence and pain continue, and multiple,
layered, and even simultaneous experiences of violence persist into future generations,
creating new challenges and blocking change [2,11–13].

Sexual violence affects people in Kenya starting at a young age and is a daily real-
ity [14]. This occurs partly because violence is often used as a means of conflict resolu-
tion. Patriarchal ideals reinforce male social power, and violence is exacerbated by the
widespread issue of poverty and low educational attainment. Additionally, victims of all
ages are discouraged from reporting their cases to the authorities in Kenya. This, coupled
with resource constraints, means that children often do not have access to justice [14]. A
significant portion of the Kenyan population is children, with 40% of Kenyans being under
the age of 18; 250,000 of these children live on the street [14]. Throughout the country,
children face barriers to educational attainment. Some geographic regions have student–
teacher ratios of 77 to 1 [15]. Dropout is also a significant issue, especially in pastoral
communities [15]. Financial and resource constraints also lead to dropout. Many girls must
miss school to fetch wood or water for their families, others are forced to miss days due
to menstrual hygiene management issues, and still, others are pulled out of school to be
married off, which leads to further violence [16].

The Kenyan legal framework prohibits violence against children. An early regulation
pertaining to violence against children is the Children and Young Person Act of 1964. It
penalises anyone responsible for assaulting, mistreating, neglecting, or abandoning children
(or exposing them to any of these acts) aged 0 to 16 years [14]. The act was expanded in 2002
to grant rights to children, including rights to education, protection from harmful cultural
rites, healthcare, and protection from child labour and armed conflict, as well as rights to
protection from sexual abuse and exploitation [14]. The act was again revised in 2012 to
include provisions that afford children protection from abuse and neglect, both physical
and psychological, female circumcision and other cultural rites that may be harmful, sexual
exploitation, and torture or cruel treatment [17]. The Sexual Offences Act was passed in
2006, and it provides definitions of child sexual abuse, such as prohibiting sexual contact
with girls under the age of 16 who are unmarried and boys before the age of 12, and
prohibits incest, defilement, trafficking, and forced marriage [18]. The term ‘defilement’
describes an act that causes the penetration of a child younger than age 18. Punishment
varies depending on the age of the child. Defilement of a child younger than age 11 can
carry a term of life imprisonment, whereas defilement of a child who is 12 to 15 years old
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carries a minimum of 20 years imprisonment and defiling a child who is 16 to 18 years old
carries a sentence of at least 15 years imprisonment [19].

Much of our knowledge about sexual violence and other forms of violations against
children is based on the results of the Violence Against Children Survey (VACS), which is a
UNICEF- and CDC-backed national survey that has been administered in various countries
around the world, including Kenya, Rwanda, Lao PDR, and Uganda. The VACS is the
main, if not the only, source of systematic data about sexual violence in many countries.
For example, in the US, data about sexual offences are compiled across law enforcement
agencies nationally via the Uniform Crime Reports and gathered via national victim surveys.
Comparable data sources are not available in Kenya. However, national data on child
sexual violence are critically important for developing, financing, and coordinating national
prevention and response strategies; the next section provides an overview of how the VACS
is conducted, along with an analysis of some of its key strengths and limitations, followed
by a discussion of the ways in which data could be improved to help prevent child sexual
violence in Kenya.

2. The Violence against Children Survey (VACS)

The VACS is administered periodically over so many years as a cross-sectional house-
hold survey throughout Kenya. The survey collects information about the national preva-
lence of violence and seeks to identify risk and protective factors, health consequences, and
public knowledge of services. The VACS is conducted via collaborations between interna-
tional aid organisations and local government bodies, such as the Ministry of Education
and the National Bureau of Statistics. Kenya’s 2010 VACS was the country’s first national
survey of violence against male and female children [20]. The VACS collects information
on current and lifetime experiences of sexual, physical, and emotional violence for children,
who are divided into two age groups: 13- to 17-year-olds and 18- to 24-year-olds. The
13- to 17-year-olds are asked about their experiences with violence during the 12-month
period prior to their taking the survey, whereas the 18- to 24-year-olds are asked about their
life experiences with violence [20]. The administrators choose households from different
communities around Kenya based on randomly selected clusters, and then different areas
are assigned as either male or female survey spots. This is to ensure the confidentiality of
respondents’ data, as well as to prevent male perpetrators and female victims from the same
community both being interviewed in case the perpetrator finds out about the intention
of the study and chooses to retaliate against their victim(s) for taking part [20]. Desired
sample sizes for each sex were determined by using data from the Kenya Demographic
Health Survey (DHS) to estimate the proportion of households with residents of the desired
age and sex group [20].

The VACS interview process consists of a brief demographic interview with the head
of the household, followed by a comprehensive interview of the household members, in-
cluding questions about the respondent’s experiences of having violence inflicted on them
as a child [20]. The questions included in the survey were developed based on questions
from other international and national surveys, such as the DHS, HIV/AIDS surveys, the
WHO Multi-country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence Against Women,
etc. [20]. Thirty-two teams with three-to-five interviewers and one team leader each col-
lected data throughout the country, all supervised by coordinators from the Kenya National
Bureau of Statistics and technical advisors from the CDC in the US [20]. Questions on the
survey cover physical, sexual, and emotional violence for both sexes in both age groups.
Physical violence includes being slapped, kicked, whipped, beaten with an object, pushed,
punched, threatened, or attacked with a weapon [20]. Sexual violence includes unwanted
touching in a sexual way, unwanted attempted intercourse, pressured intercourse, and
physically forced intercourse. Finally, emotional violence includes being humiliated on
purpose, made to feel unwanted, or threatened with abandonment [20]. The survey also
collects information on the perpetrator’s relationship to the victim, the location and time
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of day of sexual violence incidents, help-seeking experiences, services received, health
outcomes, etc. [20].

The 2010 VACS found that lifetime experiences of sexual violence prior to age 18 were
reported by 32% of female respondents and 18% of male respondents aged 18 to 24 [20].
Lifetime physical violence was reported by 66% of females and 73% of males surveyed from
the same age group [20]. Current levels of violence, defined as having experienced violence
in the 12 months prior to the survey being administered, were also high; specifically, 11% of
females and 4% of males aged 13 to 17 reported having experienced sexual violence in the
previous 12 months, and 49% of females and 48% of males from the same group reported
having experienced physical violence. While the VACS does not include information about
the experiences of children who are younger than the age of 13, other studies have found
that the most prominent age group for males to experience violence is 0 to 10 years old, and
for females, it is 21 to 30 years old [21]. The Kenya DHS collects somewhat similar data on
violence, although it focuses more on the adult population. Of note, however, is a question
on the DHS that asks about the respondent’s first experience of violence, including physical,
sexual, or both types of violence. The question asks male and female respondents if they
had endured their first experience of sexual violence at different ages, starting at 10 years
old, then 12, 15, 18, and 22 [22]. The DHS does not ask who the perpetrators were of this
first experience of violence, nor does it ask about help-seeking behaviour or the location
of the incident. It also does not explain why these ages were chosen to measure the first
experience of violence.

While the VACS provides important data on the national prevalence of different forms
of violence experienced by children, there are limitations. First, neither the VACS nor the
DHS survey children under the age of 13, or their parents, about life experiences with
violence. Furthermore, the VACS does not gather in-depth information about incidents,
such as the number of perpetrators involved, whether a weapon was used, whether and
how the victim was injured, or whether the victim was alcohol-intoxicated, for example.
This type of information can provide details about the perpetrator’s behaviour that can aid
in crime detection and prevention, such as by uncovering the perpetrator modus operandi
for purposes of linking crimes committed by serial offenders [23]. Furthermore, the VACS
does not provide information about the reporting of incidents to the police, or adjudication,
which would allow for studying case attrition, such as identifying regions in which few
reported cases are prosecuted. Finally, some of the information being reported by survivors
in the VACS concerns incidents of violence that occurred long ago. When testimony
about an event is taken relatively recently after the incident, it will be a more complete
account [24].

To address knowledge gaps concerning sexual offences committed against children,
information might be sourced alternatively from records held by the police, the judiciary,
or the NGOs that assist survivors. Information from police and court records, assuming it
was made available for research purposes, would provide an incomplete picture of sexual
offences. First, few cases are reported to the police, and even fewer lead to a prosecution [25].
Second, while research on the characteristics of adjudicated cases in Kenya is lacking,
research from other countries indicates that the characteristics of cases that are prosecuted
differ from those that are not [26]. For instance, cases that fit with the ‘real rape stereotype’
(e.g., the offender is a stranger, the victim is severely injured and reports promptly) are more
likely to be reported by victims and accepted by officials for prosecution. What is more,
the characteristics of most of sexual offences differ markedly from the real rape stereotype.
Consequently, the analysis of cases in which the perpetrator has been identified, arrested,
prosecuted, and/or convicted provides a narrow and incomplete understanding of the
sexual offending and, thus, has limited utility with respect to informing crime prevention
and response strategies across the range of offenses that occur. Furthermore, in investigating
and prosecuting sexual violence cases, medico-forensic evidence (e.g., anogenital injury)
figures prominently in Kenya, and relatively little information is gathered from survivors
about what they remember about the perpetrator and the incident itself [11]. However, the
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survivor’s testimony is indispensable for building a detailed understanding of the offences,
as well as of how to prevent and respond to these crimes.

3. Community Data to Address the Limitations of the VACS

Against the backdrop of challenges faced by survivors seeking vital assistance and
justice, the Network was established. It was born out of a national survivor-led movement
in Kenya and established by the Wangu Kanja Foundation (WKF), a 15-year-old registered
non-profit NGO that assists survivors in accessing post-rape care services [27]. The WKF
was founded by Wangu Kanja, a rape survivor. The WKF supports adult and child survivors
free of charge as they try to access services in Nairobi, the largest criminal jurisdiction
in Kenya. The WKF is in Nairobi’s Mukuru Kwa Reuben, one of the largest informal
settlements in Kenya. It has a population of about 500,000 and a high rate of sexual
violence. While many WKF clients are from Mukuru, they also come from surrounding
counties. Victims learn about the WKF via radio advertisements and other media and
contact WKF via walk-in or SMS, who will then support and accompany both adult and
child survivors as they attempt to access services. For each client, the WKF collects data
about case progression across the case referral pathway, gathering information about the
offence, the victim, and the perpetrator(s), as well as about medical services the client can
access, criminal investigation, and case adjudication.

In the next section, we provide an overview of the information being gathered by the
WKF, and how it can be used to fill critical gaps in knowledge about sexual and other forms
of violence committed against children. While we focus on children, our observations
apply to offences committed against adults. We also discuss how collecting more detailed
information from survivors about offenses on a routine basis throughout the country would
enhance the knowledge base and assist in national efforts to prevent and respond to sexual
and other forms of gender-based violence in Kenya, as well as in other countries.

4. A Community Approach to Information Gathering

Table 1 provides a summary of information about sexual violence gathered by the
VACS and WKF. One of the most striking differences between the VACS and the data
gathered by the WKF and Network concerns the extent to which detailed information is
gathered about incidents. The VACS is designed to investigate the prevalence of different
forms of violence in relation to age. The survivor’s family circumstances, and socio-
economic status are recorded in detail, as well as the survivor’s attitudes towards help-
seeking behaviour. Previous research has shown that children from low-income households
are at higher risk of violence [28]; therefore, the household’s economic status is important
to gather.

In contrast, the WKF collects critical case-related information about the injuries suf-
fered by survivors, as well as data on whether survivors received legal aid, retained forensic
evidence, and if so, what it was, and whether the survivor accessed medical and police
services. As previously mentioned, the lack of legal aid and timely access to medical and
police assistance reduces the likelihood that medico-forensic evidence is recovered. The
lack of such evidence is a major cause of case attrition [29]. Consequently, the WKF and
Network data can provide valuable information about what evidence is most frequently
gathered, and what evidence is most often lacking, which can provide leads about what
services are needed to strengthen evidence and prosecutions.

The WKF and Network also record information about survivors’ experiences as they
negotiate the case referral pathway. Detailed information is obtained about the survivors’
ability to access security (e.g., safe houses), medical attention, and police services, as well as
information about whether the police documented the case and whether it was ultimately
accepted for prosecution. Information about the survivors’ medical status in relation to
the violation, such as HIV test results, is recorded, unlike the VACS, which can provide
information about whether survivors are able to access vital services in the aftermath of
sexual violence.
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Table 1. Items collected by the WKF compared with the VACS survey.

Item WKF VACS

Demographic Information

Age � �

Gender � �

Location � �

Marital Status �

Education Status �

Incident Information

Relationship with
Perpetrator � �

Attack Location � �

Attack Date �

Attack Time � �

Injury Detailed �

Service Access Information

HIV Test and Status �

Pregnancy Test and Status � �

Forensic Evidence �

Seeking Medical Service � �

Seeking Police or Legal
Service �

Seeking Counselling
Service � �

Court Case Filed �

The WKF and Network take a survivor-focused approach in gathering information
from survivors; the community members gathering the information are trained human
rights defenders, who are all survivors of sexual violence themselves. They assist the
survivors in accessing services and conduct follow-up interviews about the status of the
case and the services received. This is not necessarily the case for interviewers who collect
data for the VACS.

One key example that demonstrates the value of the types of detailed data being
gathered in real time by the WKF and Network concerns the data they collected about
violations occurring against children during the COVID-19 pandemic [30–32]. The Network,
which operates in all 47 counties in Kenya, continued to assist survivors during periods
in which strict curfews were in place. The curfews created obstacles for survivors in
accessing vital services and reporting crimes to the police. The data collected indicated
that child survivors of sexual and other forms of violence were younger compared to
pre-pandemic periods and that children were particularly likely to be violated during the
day and by a neighbour [30–32]. In many cases, the neighbour gained access to the child
by inviting them to their house under the guise of helping the child access the internet for
home-schooling purposes.

The WKF and Network currently also have research underway that is investigating
how to improve the quality of the data they are gathering about incidents using questioning
techniques that focus on the behaviour of the offender. The research builds the capacity of
those gathering data to ask questions that establish the behaviour (i.e., modus operandi) of
the offender before, during, and after the offence. Behavioural techniques establish how the
offender behaved during the offence, including how and where they initially approached
the victim, how they maintained control over the victim, and how they left the scene of the
crime. These techniques can be useful in at least two ways. First, behavioural information
can help to create a more accurate picture of offending and dispel rape stereotypes about
offences committed by perpetrators who are strangers as well as known to the victim. As
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noted above, a ‘real rape stereotype’ exists wherein sexual violence is only believed to be
‘real’ if certain behaviours were exhibited (e.g., rape is committed by strangers, using a
weapon, and victims physically resist). In reality, sexual violence often does not fit this
stereotype, but the persistence of the idea of a ‘real rape’ means that the veracity or severity
of survivors’ stories can be downplayed or the survivors themselves can face blame for the
offence [5]. Understanding in more detail the true picture of sexual violence in Kenya can
provide support for survivors where the offences perpetrated against them deviate from
this stereotype. Second, behavioural information can also be used to bolster investigative
capacity, helping law enforcement, NGOs, and human rights defenders identify links
between offences to highlight where serial offenders may be operating. This behavioural
linking of crimes can be particularly useful in cases where no forensic evidence has been
collected, or where it is too costly to process [33], but it does require a detailed level of
behavioural information for this type of analysis to be conducted. In the Global North
and in South Africa, this approach is supported by research [33–37], and such research
provides a unique opportunity to document the ‘who, what, when, where, and how’ of
stranger sexual offences [38] in Kenya. In addition to being of urgent relevance to partners
and law enforcement stakeholders, the research will bring new insights to the sparse
academic literature on the situational crime prevention of sexual offences [39], especially in
low-resource contexts where criminal investigation infrastructure is lacking. The research
currently being conducted by the WKF and the Network in collaboration the Rights for
Time Network (www.rights4time.com, accessed on 20 February 2022) is investigating how
behavioural information can be used in Kenya to understand the nature of the offences
occurring and to solve crimes.

The survivor-centred approach to gathering data can also increase the willingness
of survivors to report incidents that do not conform to the above-mentioned stereotyped
views about what constitutes rape. For instance, survivors who were alcohol-intoxicated
during the offence or who are acquainted with the offender may be more inclined to report
information about their ordeal to the WKF and the Network than they are to VACS or DHS
interviewers. Data about incidents of sexual violence in all its forms can serve to counter
stereotypes about victims and decrease the stigma and blame that survivors encounter when
reporting their cases to the authorities. Furthermore, the WKF and Network use trauma-
informed methods to gather information and are trained in the essentials of interviewing
techniques. This training is important considering that previous research has found that
survivors were more willing to disclose sexual violence when a trauma-informed approach
had been utilised [40]. The WKF and Network also function within their communities to
raise awareness about what constitutes sexual violence, and this facilitates the reporting of
incidents that survivors may not have otherwise realised were legal violations.

There are other key differences in the methodology employed by the VACS and WKF
and Network that give rise to unique limitations of both types of surveys that future research
must address. A strength of the WKF survey methodology is that it collects information
prospectively from survivors in real time, as the case is progressing through the medico-
legal system. In contrast, survivors retrospectively report incidents that occurred in the past
on the VACS and DHS. The VACS and DHS also do not gather detailed intelligence about
survivors’ ability to access services. The WKF data, however, do not allow for inferences
about the prevalence of sexual violence either within a region or nationally, as the data
are gathered using convenience sampling rather than random sampling. To address the
limitations of existing surveys, a national monitoring system should be put into place to
routinely record information about incidents. Such a system could gather location-specific
information to identify crime hotspots where additional security measures are needed to
prevent violence, and where increased medical, police, and judicial service provision is
necessary to respond to crimes. The system could also potentially assist survivors with
reporting their cases to the authorities. Most medical facilities in Kenya do not have
forensic laboratories, let alone the post-rape medical care forms required by the police to
file charges [41].
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Finally, the distressing nature of sexual and other forms of violence means that it is
costly for survivors to disclose these incidents, particularly during police interviews. Some
studies have shown, for instance, that the willingness of survivors to provide information
to investigators is highly correlated with the costs (e.g., re-traumatisation, stigmatisation,
etc.) survivors incur in providing that information [42]. However, it usually takes days
to weeks for survivors to report a case and receive the necessary forms to complete, and
they often need to have the means and time to visit more than one government-designated
location/institution for medical examination. The process discourages survivors from
engaging with the medico-legal system and re-traumatises and stigmatises them [11].
Initiatives that seek to gather information about sexual violence incidents from survivors
need a strong and clear rationale for obtaining the information. Furthermore, the benefits
to survivors arising from them disclosing information need to be at the forefront.

5. Conclusions

The aim of this article was to explore how a community approach to gathering detailed
information about sexual violence incidents can provide a more comprehensive under-
standing of sexual offending against children in Kenya. Our research highlights that when
collecting information about sensitive and distressing topics such as sexual violence, a key
consideration is how the data are collected. The methods used to gather data impact the
types of incidents that are disclosed. Different methods of data collection can affect (1)
people’s willingness to disclose incidents in the first place and (2) the accuracy and type
of information they divulge [40]. As noted above, the WKF and Network members who
gather data from survivors are also survivors of sexual violence and are trusted members
of the survivor’s local community. As such, this approach increases the willingness of
survivors to disclose incidents and provide in-depth information about these assaults that
can help increase knowledge about the violations that are occurring to better prevent and
respond to crimes in the future.
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Abstract: Police interviews gather detailed information from witnesses about the perpetrator that is
crucial for solving crimes. Research has established that interviewing witnesses immediately after the
crime maintains memory accuracy over time. However, in some contexts, such as in conflict settings
and low-income countries, witness interviews occur after long delays, which decreases survivors’
access to vital services and justice. We investigated whether an immediate interview via a mobile
phone application (SV_CaseStudy Mobile Application, hereafter MobApp) developed by the Kenyan
Survivors of Sexual Violence Network preserves people’s memory accuracy over time. Participants
(N = 90) viewed a mock burglary and were then interviewed either immediately using MobApp or
MobApp+ (which included additional questions about the offender’s behaviour) and again one week
later (n = 60), or solely after a one-week delay (n = 30). We found that memory accuracy one week
later was higher for participants immediately interviewed with MobApp or MobApp+ compared to
those interviewed solely after a one-week delay. Additionally, memory accuracy was maintained for
those interviewed with the mobile application across the one-week period. These findings indicate
that the mobile phone application is promising for preserving memory accuracy in contexts where
crimes are reported to the police after a delay.

Keywords: gender-based violence; sexual violence; Kenya; memory; behavioural crime linkage;
access to justice

1. Introduction

Statements and testimony given by witnesses, which include that of victim survivors
and bystanders (e.g., the victim’s family, community members), are vitally important in
criminal investigations [1]. The information they provide often includes a description
of the perpetrator’s physical appearance and behaviours, which can aid in perpetrator
identification and provide leads in securing and interpreting forensic evidence [2]. However,
due to demands on police time and other resource constraints, there are often lengthy delays
between the crime and when the police can gather statements from witnesses [3,4]. The
length of the delay can affect a witness’ ability to recollect, or recall, information about the
crime. Research has found that recall is optimal immediately after a witnessed event; but,
as the delay between the event and the first recall attempt increases, the number of correct
details recalled decreases [5,6]. However, research has found that the sooner a witness
is interviewed, the fewer details that they will forget about the crime over time [3]. This
matters because a witness will provide statements several times over the course of justice
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proceedings, such as recalling the crime to first responders (e.g., human rights defenders,
community health volunteers, police, medical personnel), criminal investigators, and jurors
in court. Thus, a relatively early interview can preserve the witness’ memory for longer,
leading to more accurate memory evidence over time.

Interviewing witnesses soon after a crime, however, is challenging even in the best
of circumstances (e.g., when a police station, well-trained interviewers, and a secure
environment are available) [7]. Interviewing in sexual violence cases is especially difficult
in conflict settings and contexts where insufficient resources are available for investigations
and survivors are stigmatised, such as Kenya [8]. To overcome these obstacles, communities
in Kenya are documenting sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) incidents using a
mobile application. This work is being organised by the Wangu Kanja Foundation (WKF),
a Kenyan non-profit organisation that focuses on promoting prevention, protection, and
response in ending sexual violence in the country. The vision of the foundation is towards a
society that is safe and free from all forms of violence. The WKF convenes the Survivors of
Sexual Violence in Kenya Network (hereafter the Network) that brings together survivors of
sexual violence, which includes women, men, and children, to amplify their voices towards
restoring their dignity and assisting survivors in accessing vital services and justice in a
timely manner (e.g., police, medical, safe shelters, and other agencies that promote the
safety of the victim).

The WKF has pioneered a mobile phone application (SV_CaseStudy Mobile Appli-
cation, herein MobApp) to interview survivors, that allows survivors the opportunity to
report and document anonymously should they wish to. Moreover, whilst anyone can
utilise MobApp on their own or someone else’s mobile device, currently MobApp is pri-
marily being used by the Network, which spans across all 47 counties of Kenya. Members
of the Network are sexual violence survivors who are also human rights defenders and
community health volunteers, trained in a trauma sensitive manner to respond to incidents
of SGBV within their community. The Network is using MobApp to interview survivors,
following provision of informed consent, to obtain an early account of violations and track
cases across the referral pathway (e.g., health, security, and justice mechanisms). MobApp
records are currently held by the WKF; however, a survivor can access them at any point
and share them with any involved parties. The WKF are hoping MobApp will be adopted
in in the future in Kenya by other agencies along the case referral pathway.

This study tested the efficacy of MobApp in preserving memory over time, and
explored whether adapting the app to include questions that enable serial crimes to be
linked lead to more comprehensive accounts from witnesses. Behavioural crime linkage
(BCL) uses the principles of behavioural consistency and distinctiveness to identify patterns
of behaviour across a series of crimes, which can then be attributed to a serial offender.
Research has shown that this type of behavioural analysis can be used to successfully
link multiple crimes committed by the same offender [9]. Therefore, we studied whether
incorporating questions about the offender’s behaviour increases the amount of information
gathered from witnesses about offences, and the offender’s behaviour in particular, which
in turn can be used to facilitate the application of BCL. This is particularly important in
low-resource environments like Kenya, because BCL enables investigators to solve crimes
more efficiently, and thus, could prevent future crimes from occurring. In what follows,
we provide an overview of (1) the Kenyan context and work being done by communities
with respect to documenting sexual offences; (2) research on techniques that help prevent
memory loss over time; and (3) research on the use of BCL to link serial crimes. Thereafter,
the aims and an overview of the current study are presented.

1.1. Kenyan Context

Nearly 41% of women in Kenya have experienced physical or sexual intimate partner
violence in their lifetime and nearly 26% have experienced it in the last 12 months [10].
Gender inequality is rampant in Kenya, which ranks 135th out of 159 countries on the
Gender Inequality Index, a measure that indexes inequality between women and men in
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reproductive health, empowerment, and labour market participation [11]. Further, sexual
violence, which can be perpetrated against anyone, but most often is against women and
girls, increases in Kenya in times of conflict, such as during postelection periods [12].

Poor data quality in Kenya makes sexual violence difficult to study. Researchers
measure crime patterns using self-report surveys to gather information about incidents
that, in many cases, happened long ago. Such data may not be accurate for a host of
possible reasons, including forgetting, or respondents’ fear of being judged, endangered, or
penalised, which in turn leads to data incompleteness or inaccuracy [13]. As MobApp data
is collected by human rights defenders, who are also trusted members of their communities,
this potentially ameliorates some data validity concerns. For example, MobApp is widely
distributed, and allows data to be gathered by survivors anonymously and relatively
soon after the offence. Further, the data collected can be analysed in real time to identify
emerging crime hotspots, which may prevent crime, as well as identify where vital services
are needed.

1.2. Preventing Memory Failure

Best-practice interview techniques employ open-ended free recall prompts for eliciting
statements from witnesses [14–16]. These prompts improve recall accuracy by allowing
witnesses the opportunity to actively retrieve information from memory about the crime
and freely report it using their own words. The WKF documents cases by prompting
survivors to freely recall the crime. MobApp also includes specific questions about the
perpetrator and the offence. Memory research suggests this may have a beneficial effect
on survivors’ ability to remember the crime over time during criminal investigations and
judicial proceedings. This is vitally important in contexts where reporting to the authorities
is often delayed (e.g., rural areas, times of conflict) and where the adjudication process
is lengthy. In Kenya, crimes are seldom reported, and adjudications are rare, and as
such, MobApp could turn the tide. Drawing on research about the vital role of an early
interview in preserving memory [3], researchers recently found that allowing witnesses
to write down their memories of a crime relatively soon afterwards preserves memory
accuracy over time [3,17,18]. To our knowledge, there has been only one study investigating
whether recalling a crime by recording it with a mobile application preserves memory.
This app was developed by academic researchers in Australia, and they conducted an
experimental investigation that found that research participants who used it to provide
an initial account remembered more accurate information over time [19]. The present
study sought to replicate and extend this previous research, working closely with the
community Network.

1.3. MobApp and Behavioural Analysis

Kenya has a relatively low prosecution rate, particularly in cases of sexual violence,
partly owing to resource constraints [20]. The use of a mobile application to gather infor-
mation about an offender’s behaviour could be a relatively low-cost, yet effective, method
to gather intelligence about criminal perpetrators. This information could then be used to
identify a behavioural pattern of offending across a series of offences based on an offender’s
modus operandi (MO), which allows for linking crimes committed by the same offender and
more effectively identifying serial perpetrators. In the Global North, research has found that
information about consistent and distinctive perpetrator behaviours established through
the victim’s description of the offence to the police can be used to link crimes committed
by the same perpetrator [21,22]. More recent work indicates that these techniques are
promising in the Global South in helping the police to solve serial offences [23,24]. While
the use of BCL is the focus of this paper in terms of understanding how the information
collected by witnesses could be used for the purposes of behavioural analysis, it is also
worth noting that information about offending behaviour can also be used in other ways,
such as implementing situational crime prevention strategies to protect communities [25],
which uses offence data to identify high-risk circumstances and determine preventative
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measures that may limit crime opportunities [26]. Mobile applications have previously
been piloted in Kenya to gather data for situational crime prevention purposes with some
success [8]; for instance, Oduor et al. (2014) found good will among the population to
using apps to report crimes anonymously. For the interested reader, Aransiola and Ceccato
(2020) provide further information about the use of modern technology for situational
crime prevention, the exploration of which is beyond the scope of this paper [27].

In the present study, we investigated whether asking witnesses questions about the
perpetrator’s behaviour increases the total amount and accuracy of information reported
about the crime. Specifically, drawing on spreading of activation theory, we hypothesised
that when witnesses are asked to recall behaviourally relevant details about the perpetrator,
it will strengthen their memory not only for behaviourally relevant details, but also for
other aspects of the crime. Spreading of activation theory states that memories exist in
networks [28]. When one node of the network is activated, it triggers the activation of other
related information in memory. This leads to a strengthening of related memories. There-
fore, we predicted that witnesses who are asked for behaviourally relevant information
would recall more information about the perpetrator’s behaviour and the crime overall
than their counterparts.

1.4. Overview of Present Study

The present study investigated whether an immediate recall attempt made via MobApp
or MobApp+ preserves memory accuracy over a one-week period in comparison to a con-
trol group. We used a mock-crime experiment paradigm wherein participant witnesses
watched a mock-crime video and then had their memory of the crime tested one week
later. This approach is appropriate for our purposes because it allows for measuring
memory accuracy. A field test using real crime reports would not allow us to test our
predictions because the accuracy of the witnesses’ accounts could not be established as
ground truth would be unknown. Our design included two intervention conditions and
a control condition to which our participants were randomly assigned. Participants in
our intervention conditions provided an initial account of the crime using either MobApp
alone, or MobApp+, which is an enhanced version of MobApp that has the same questions
as MobApp plus ones about the offender’s behaviour before, during, and after the offence.
Participants in the intervention conditions returned one week later to give another recall
account of the crime. Participants in the control condition did not provide an initial account
using an app, but rather recalled the crime for the first time one week later. The control
group parallels usual practice in Kenya and other countries around the world with regard to
sexual offences, whereby survivors frequently provide a delayed account to the police [3,4].
Our participants were recruited from the University of Birmingham in the United Kingdom
(UK), owing to the pandemic and the urgent need to collect data quickly to inform practice
in the field. Elections are occurring next year in Kenya, and MobApp, if it is effective, will
be an especially important tool, considering that sexual violence increases during these
periods [12]. Further tests in the field with the Network are planned using the outcome of
this trial.

2. Methods

2.1. Design

We employed a 3-interview condition (MobApp, MobApp+, no initial recall) x 2 time
point (immediate, one week) mixed design, with interview condition as the between groups
factor, and time point as a within-subjects factor for those in the MobApp and MobApp+
conditions. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three initial interview conditions
(MobApp, MobApp+, no initial recall). Participants in the MobApp condition answered
questions immediately after the crime that would normally be asked of users of MobApp in
Kenya. Those in the MobApp+ condition answered the same questions, but they were also
asked questions about the offender’s behaviour before, during and after the crime. Those
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in the no initial recall condition did not have an interview immediately after the crime. All
participants returned after a one-week delay and were asked to recall the mock crime.

The dependent variables included the total number of details recalled, recall accuracy
rate, number of correct details recalled, number of incorrect details recalled, number of
behaviourally relevant details (both correct and incorrect) recalled, recall accuracy rate
of behaviourally relevant details, and confabulations (e.g., details not present or relevant
to the mock-crime video), with the data conditioned on time point (immediate versus
one-week later).

2.2. Participants

Participants (N = 90; M age = 21.84; SD = 5.46; age range 18–49 years; n = 64 fe-
male) were voluntarily recruited using University of Birmingham Sona Systems Research
Participation Scheme (RPS, n = 66) and the online recruitment platform Prolific (n = 24).
Participants were blind to their condition allocation (n = 30 participants per condition) and
participants were either remunerated 2.5 course credits or £7.60 p/hr for their time. To be
eligible to participate in the current study, participants had to be over the age of 17 and
fluent in English. Ethics was obtained from the University of Birmingham’s STEM Research
Ethics Committee. All participants provided informed consent prior to study participation.

2.3. Procedure and Materials

Each participant completed the task independently, using the online survey platform
Qualtrics. Participants were initially asked to provide demographic information regarding
their age, gender, and ethnicity, before receiving written instructions that they were about to
watch CCTV footage of a non-violent crime (the video was of a mock burglary). Participants
were explicitly informed to pay careful attention to the video as they would be asked
questions about it later. The video depicted a non-violent mock crime lasting 3 min and 43 s,
where one man burglarised a house, taking household items (e.g., laptop and headphones)
when no one was home. Burglary was considered an appropriate crime type to test our
hypothesis, as it is less traumatic than sexual violence and many sexual violence crimes
have been orchestrated in combination with burglaries [29]. The video was constructed to
provide details relevant to BCL [30,31], as informed by Meenaghan et al. (2018) and Tonkin
and Weeks (2021). To link crimes, analysts look for consistent and distinctive behaviours
exhibited by the perpetrators when they select, enter, search, and exit a property. Thus, the
video was constructed in a manner to provide details to recall in these areas (e.g., depicting
the perpetrator carefully searching the property without destruction).

Following the video presentation, participants were provided instructions correspond-
ing to their condition allocation. All participants initially completed a distractor task that
asked them to count back in threes from 332 for 60 s.

2.3.1. Control Group

Following the distractor task, the control group were thanked for their participation
and were reminded that there would be a follow-up session one week later.

2.3.2. MobApp

Within each recall survey, participants were instructed that they should provide an
accurate account where possible, and to put “I don’t know” if they were unsure to avoid
guessing. Participants first completed a free recall text box, instructing them to recall what
they saw in the video. No time or character limits were placed onto responses. They
were then presented with questions from the WKF MobApp that has been adapted to be
applicable for a burglary. Questions prompted the participant about any details they may
not have remembered in the free recall. The seven questions asked participants what type
of crime was portrayed in the video, what date and time of day they witnessed the event,
where the event took place, if they knew the perpetrator, and how many perpetrators
were involved.
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2.3.3. MobApp+

The MobApp+ survey was the same as the MobApp survey but was extended to
include behavioural items [30,31]. Like the MobApp condition, MobApp+ initially asked
participants to freely recall what they could remember in a text box. Following the free
recall responses, participants received 11 questions, asking them to describe the crime scene
location, an estimate of the time of day of the incident, and whether any other witnesses
were at the scene of the incident. The questions informed by BCL were split into three
distinctive stages. The first stage included how the perpetrator selected and entered the
target or property. These questions asked participants to describe the events in the order
that they occurred, whether there was any evidence that the perpetrator was selecting a
target or property, and how the perpetrator entered the property. The second stage referred
to what occurred whilst the perpetrator was inside the property, committing the offence.
Questions asked how the perpetrator located items they stole from the property, and how
the perpetrator searched the property. The final stage of questions focused on how the
crime scene was exited, whether there were any distinctive or memorable behaviours of
the perpetrator, and if and how the perpetrator showed forensic awareness.

2.3.4. One-Week Recall

One week after their initial recall, participants were sent a follow-up survey link on
Qualtrics. This survey asked them to freely recall what they could remember about the
video they had previously witnessed into the text box provided. Participants completed
their second recall task within 26 h of their original time slot. All participants were then
thanked for their participation and debriefed, told the purpose of this study, and reminded
they were able to withdraw their data within 72 h of participation.

2.4. Coding and Measures

Both time points (immediate, one week) were coded for the total number of correct
and incorrect details as well as the total number of details recalled, recall accuracy rate
(proportion of correct details recalled), number of confabulations, number of behaviourally
relevant details recalled (correct and incorrect), and recall accuracy rate of behaviourally
relevant details (proportion correct of the total number of behaviourally relevant details
recalled).

Participants’ recall was coded into details using a standardised template informed by
prior research [32]. Recall was categorised into details pertaining to Action (A), Person (P),
Object (O), or Setting (S). For example, in the mock-crime video, ‘a white male leaving a
property’ was coded as: ‘white (1-P) male (1-P) leaving (1-A) property (1-S)’. This would
equate to four total details recalled. A sum of all details mentioned correct and incorrect
formed a participant’s total recall. Each detail was further coded for whether it was present
within the mock-crime video (correct), was present within the mock-crime video and was
not recalled correctly (incorrect), or was not present/relevant to the mock-crime video
(confabulation).

What was considered a behaviourally relevant detail was informed by Meenaghan et al.
(2018) and Tonkin and Weeks (2021), including behavioural details about how the perpetra-
tor selected, entered, searched, and exited the property. A behaviourally relevant detail was
defined as any information pertaining to an action the perpetrator committed or context to
said action. For example, ‘the man (1-P) rode off (1-A) on a bike (1-O)’ was coded as three
behaviourally relevant details. Subjective responses, such as ‘house itself was worth a bit
of money’, were not coded.

2.5. Inter-Rater Reliability

To assess inter-rater reliability, 18 participant responses were randomly selected in each
condition and coded independently by two researchers. Cohen’s Kappa was computed for
the measures displayed in Table 1. This analysis indicated acceptable levels of (moderate
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to high) inter-rater reliability for each variable. Discrepancies were resolved through
discussion prior to analysis.

Table 1. Cohen’s Kappa Assessing Inter-Rater Reliability.

Total Details Behaviourally Relevant

Correct Incorrect Confabulation Correct Incorrect

Cohen’s kappa (κ) 0.90 0.91 1.00 0.90 0.86
p-value <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001

Table note: A p-value < 0.001 indicates that the level of inter-rater agreement observed is different from what
would be achieved by chance alone.

3. Results

3.1. Recall at One Week

Table 2 displays results of one-way ANCOVAs that were conducted to compare each
dependent variable across conditions at one-week recall, using word count at one-week
recall as a covariate to control for output. An ANCOVA compares the means across the
conditions to assess whether they are statistically different, whilst controlling for a variable
that may confound results (e.g., total amount of output in words). A significant main
effect of recall accuracy rate by condition was found, F(2, 43) = 3.79, p = 0.040, η2p = 0.07.
Participants in the MobApp+ condition demonstrated the highest recall accuracy rate,
followed by the MobApp condition and the control condition with a medium effect size
(see Table 2 for descriptive statistics).

Table 2. Descriptive and Inferential Statistics for One-Way ANCOVAs.

Condition
F p

MobApp+ MobApp Control

One-Week Recall Total Recall 35.17 (3.70) 37.53 (4.35) 33.20 (4.35) 1.18 0.312
Correct Recall 33.83 (3.49) 35.80 (4.16) 30.53 (3.92) 2.28 0.109

Incorrect Recall 1.33 (0.46) 1.73 (0.46) 2.67 (0.61) 3.30 0.042 *
Accuracy Rate 0.97 (0.01) 0.92 (0.03) 0.85 (0.05) 3.79 0.040 *

Behaviourally Relevant
Accuracy Rate 0.96 (0.01) 0.93 (0.03) 0.84 (0.05) 2.59 0.068

* p < 0.05.

Orthogonal comparisons were conducted to compare the two MobApp conditions
(MobApp and MobApp+) against the control condition, and to compare the two MobApp
conditions against one another. These planned comparisons revealed a significant difference
in recall accuracy rate between both MobApp and MobApp+ combined in comparison to
the control group, F(1, 87) = 5.32, p = 0.023, η2p = 0.06. There was no significant difference
in recall accuracy rate between MobApp and MobApp+ (p = 0.170). Therefore, participants
given an initial interview had an increased recall accuracy rate in comparison to no initial
recall at one-week final test (see Table 2).

A significant main effect of total number of incorrect details recalled by condition was
obtained, F(2, 86) = 3.30, p = 0.042, η2p = 0.07, a medium effect size for condition (see Table 2
for descriptive statistics). Planned comparisons indicated a significant difference in the
number of incorrect details recalled in the MobApp conditions combined in comparison
to the control condition, F(1, 87) = 6.65, p = 0.012, η2p = 0.07. There was no significant
difference in the number of incorrect details recalled between MobApp+ and MobApp
(p = 0.784). Therefore, an initial recall attempt reduced the number of incorrect details
recalled at one-week final test. For all other inferential statistics and descriptive statistics
refer to Table 2.
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3.2. MobApp Conditions Compared: Recall over Time

Additional analyses examined whether being questioned about the behaviour of the
offender within the phone application increased the recall accuracy rate of reporting or the
number of correct details recalled one week later. We conducted mixed ANCOVAs (2 time
point × 2 MobApp interview conditions) for all dependent variables, with word count for
each time point entered as covariates; results are displayed in Table 3. A mixed ANCOVA
compares whether the means differ between conditions and/or across the two time points,
as well as whether the use of MobApp differentially affects recall performance depending
on delay.

Table 3. Descriptive and Inferential Statistics for Repeated-Measures ANCOVAs on each of the
Dependent Variables.

MobApp MobApp+ Condition Time Condition × Time

Total Recall
Immediate Recall 47.93 (4.51) 78.10 (6.46) F(1,56) = 0.68 ns F(1,56) = 9.76 ** F(1,56) = 0.00 ns
One-Week Recall 37.53 (4.35) 35.17 (3.70)

Correct
Immediate Recall 45.90 (4.35) 75.73 (6.27) F(1,56) = 0.13 ns F(1,56) = 8.32 ** F(1,56) = 1.41 ns
One-Week Recall 35.80 (4.16) 33.83 (3.49)

Incorrect
Immediate Recall 2.03 (0.49) 2.37 (0.45) F(1,56) = 1.19 ns F(1,56) = 4.26 * F(1,56) = 2.58 ns
One-Week Recall 1.73 (0.46) 1.33 (0.46)

Accuracy Rate
Immediate Recall 0.96 (0.01) 0.97 (0.01) F(1,56) = 2.45 ns F(1,56) = 1.13 ns F(1,56) = 0.36 ns
One-Week Recall 0.92 (0.03) 0.97 (0.01)

Behaviourally
Relevant Accuracy

Rate
Immediate Recall 0.96 (0.01) 0.97 (0.01) F(1,56) = 1.78 ns F(1,56) = 2.04 ns F(1,56) = 0.13 ns
One-Week Recall 0.93 (0.03) 0.96 (0.01)

* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.

Significant main effects of time were found for total details recalled (F(1, 56) = 9.76,
p = 0.003, η2p = 0.15), total correct details recalled (F(1, 56) = 8.32, p = 0.006, η2p = 0.13), and
total incorrect details recalled (F(1, 56) = 4.26, p = 0.044, η2p = 0.07), with mean recall decreas-
ing over time. Thus, both the number of correct and incorrect details recalled decreased as a
function of time. No significant main effects of time were found for the recall accuracy rate,
or for the recall accuracy rate of behaviourally relevant details. No significant main effects
of condition or interaction effects were found for any of the dependent variables. Therefore,
the two versions of MobApp were comparable regarding recall across time points.

4. Discussion

We tested whether MobApp, a mobile application pioneered by a community Network
in Kenya to document crimes, slows the rate of forgetting. We found that a recall attempt
given immediately after witnessing a mock crime using MobApp or MobApp+ preserved
the memory recall accuracy rate over a one-week period and led to increased recall accuracy
in comparison to a control group. These findings are vitally important, as they indicate
that MobApp can preserve memory recall over time. Memory preservation can improve
the ability of survivors in communities with low resources to access justice. This is the
first study to evaluate the efficacy of MobApp as a tool that preserves memory over time
and that elicits information about the suspect’s behaviour for BCL purposes. Next, we will
discuss these findings in turn.
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4.1. Memory Preservation over Time

Regardless of whether MobApp included prompts for the survivor to report informa-
tion about the perpetrator’s behaviour, the recall accuracy rate did not decrease over time.
Recall accuracy was high immediately after the crime and one week later for those who
used MobApp to give an immediate initial account. This finding is in line with previous
research findings that an early initial recall attempt preserves memory accuracy across
time [3,19]. Ours was the first study to extend these findings to the Kenyan community
initiative MobApp. Previous research has found that participants are frequently accurate
when they can freely recall details [33]. We found that an initial recall attempt using the
community driven MobApp or the modified MobApp+ preserved recall accuracy rates
across time, which means in practice that the community can use MobApp to gather
accurate and essential details that can further investigations and prosecutions.

While the rate at which participants were accurate did not decrease over time for those
who used the mobile application, the total number of details recalled did decrease over
time. Specifically, participants in the MobApp condition and the behaviourally enhanced
MobApp+ condition recalled more details in total (both correct and incorrect) in their initial
recall attempt compared to one week later. These results do not replicate what is typically
found in research on the benefit of an early initial recall attempt [3,34]. Previous research
has found that participants who gave an early initial recall account maintain a similar
number of total details recalled at initial test and final test [3,34]. The current research
may not have replicated these findings for several reasons. First, over the one-week delay
period, participants may have become increasingly stringent about the memories they
reported, which in turn served to decrease the amount of information they reported, and
this helped them maintain accuracy over time [33]. Put differently, witnesses may apply a
strict reporting criterion, which preserves accuracy, but this comes at the expense of the
completeness of the account [35]. Alternatively, the initial recall test prompted participants
to freely recall the crime, and then prompted participants to recall information about
the perpetrator’s behaviour. In contrast, the final recall test included only a free recall
prompt. This may have suggested to participants to report the same information as they
had reported on the initial free recall account, leading them to leave out behavioural details
on the final test that they would have reported had they been prompted for it.

Finally, this research had to be conducted using online survey platforms owing to the
pandemic-related UK stay at home orders. This limited our ability to establish rapport
with our participants, which is important in making people feel comfortable and motivated
to disclose information [36]. On the ground in Kenya, a member of the Network collects
the survivor’s testimony in person using MobApp. As a result of this they can establish
rapport with the survivor, which may lead to a greater number of details being disclosed
than if the data were collected online.

We found that MobApp and MobApp+ led to a higher rate of recall accuracy one week
later in comparison to the control group, which did not have an initial recall attempt. The
control group represents the situation in most countries, wherein survivors of violence often
delay their reporting to the police. Our work shows an initial recall attempt using a mobile
application immediately after the crime can preserve accuracy, which is vital if survivors
elect to report to the police after a delay. Participants in the MobApp+ condition did have
the highest accuracy rates on average, albeit this difference was not statistically significant.
Thus, we tentatively conclude that MobApp+ may potentially lead to the highest rate of
accuracy over other known approaches when used by community actors documenting
incidents of violence.

4.2. Behaviorally Relevant Details

The use of the mobile applications also led to increased recall accuracy for behaviourally
relevant details compared to the control condition, although the difference was not statis-
tically significant. Given these results, we would encourage community organisations to
prompt survivors for behaviourally relevant details. First, doing so does not decrease accu-
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racy. Second, behaviourally relevant details can be used to link crimes together, helping to
provide evidence and aid investigations to bring serial offenders to apprehension, thus pre-
venting further offences [21–24]. Additionally, and as noted above, behaviourally relevant
details can also be important for other types of analyses, such as indicating geographical
and temporal crime patterns to inform situational crime prevention strategies. In contexts
such as Kenya, where there are limited resources, this information may be strategically
important for developing preventative measures, such as increased police or community
surveillance at certain times or in certain locations [37].

4.3. Limitations and Future Directions

We need to learn more about the experiences of communities who are using mobile
applications to document crimes and in wide ranging contexts. The present study was
necessarily limited to an experimental paradigm that tested people’s ability to remember a
mock crime over a one-week period. In real world cases there are often delays of months
or years in between reporting [3,4]. Further, the witnesses’ duration of exposure to the
culprit in real world crimes, including rape, is relatively long compared to the exposure
time used in the present study [38]. Delay and duration of exposure can affect how strong
the witness’ memory is of the crime. However, there is no theoretical reason to expect
that remembering would be better in the control compared to the MobApp conditions
depending on memory strength. Further, under conditions where memory is initially
exceptionally weak, or exceptionally strong, using an app would have less of an effect on
preserving memory over time.

MobApp is used predominantly in Kenya to document cases of SGBV. However,
for ethical reasons, the mock crime we used was not an incident of SGBV. There has
been debate about the impact of traumatic events (e.g., SGBV) on memory, with some
researchers concluding that incidents of trauma are remembered less vividly than other
types of events [39], while others maintain that traumatic events are remembered in greater
detail than other events [40]. Nevertheless, all other things being equal, we know of
no theoretical reason why trauma would diminish the benefits of an early interview in
preserving memory.

Additionally, whilst the current study did not investigate memory for SGBV within
a Kenyan sample, the results likely generalise to Kenyans. The effect of an initial recall
attempt has been found in several countries (e.g., Spain, Mexico, the Netherlands, Aus-
tralia) [41]. Therefore, there is good reason to expect that the findings generalise to people
in Kenya. Finally, in Kenya, MobApp provides an opportunity to amplify survivors’ voices.
Survivors are often silenced by the culture of stigma and shame surrounding SGBV in
Kenya [42], and this frequently leads to survivors not reporting these crimes to the police.
For survivors who do decide to report, the quality of their statements given to the police
may be compromised because the police have insufficient resources to support the training
of officers to conduct interviews using evidence-based practice [8]. In Kenya, the forms
used to record the crime include little space to record the survivor’s account. Further, a
culture of impunity that silences many victims currently reigns in Kenya [43]. Thus, an
ongoing issue is the need to enable survivors to report in an effective manner the crimes that
occur against them. The Network members are trusted within their communities, and this
leads to increased disclosure [44,45]. Therefore, providing Network members with a tool
that documents cases and preserves recall accuracy over time is a positive development.

The use of human rights defenders to document incidents of SGBV in Kenya helps to
overcome some of the obstacles that preclude survivors from accessing a mobile application.
In Kenya, currently 18% of the population are illiterate [46]; thus, it is crucial in many
cases that a Network member is available to aid in the documentation the case. MobApp
currently does not handle voice recordings, and even if it did, this would require additional
data usage, which would be expensive and cost prohibitive for many people in Kenya.
Whilst almost everyone in Kenya owns a mobile device, only an estimated 40% have access
to the Internet [47]. Therefore, arming human rights defenders with mobile devices to docu-
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ment the survivor’s account is essential. Our current research is evaluating methods to train
communities using MobApp to document cases using best-practice interview techniques.
This is critical because community organisations are often the first responders and the ones
to obtain the survivor’s account. The quality of an initial account plays a crucial role in
case progression and criminal justice proceedings [48,49]. If the account is taken using
best practice, this can increase the likelihood of a successful prosecution. This research
is vital because research has found that it is difficult to conduct an interview, even when
interviewers have specialist training [50]. In view of this, our current co-developed research
agenda seeks to build the capacity of the WKF to document cases through sustainable train-
ing packages that are freely available and instil best-practice interview techniques using a
survivor-centred approach that seeks to minimise re-traumatisation during the process.

Finally, the use of mobile applications by communities to document crimes is likely
to rise, particularly in the times of COVID-19, wherein police stations can be even harder
to reach owing to lockdowns and curfews [44]. Thus, research on the impact of such
apps on memory accuracy is critical. There is evidence to suggest that communities are
receptive to using apps like MobApp. In Kenya, Oduor et al. (2014) examined the use of
mobile applications as a tool for situational crime prevention. The mobile application they
investigated allows users to receive crime updates, report crimes, search for lost friends,
contact the police, and locate crime hotspots. Mobile applications of this kind may be
particularly important in contexts like Kenya, wherein survivors may be reluctant to report
sexual offences to the police owing to fear and stigma, or because they cannot travel to a
police station. In Oduor et al. (2014), participants reported that they would likely use an
app to report crime, as it enables reporting of the incident anonymously without the need
to go to the police station. Given this context, MobApp may prove to be especially valuable.

5. Conclusions

We found that MobApp can preserve recall accuracy over a one-week period. This
community-developed tool is also effective in the documentation of information about
the perpetrator’s behaviour, which can be vital in linking serial crimes. Our results are
promising for low-resource contexts like Kenya, where communities are seeking to doc-
ument crimes to illustrate and understand the nature of the violations that are occurring.
Our research indicates that MobApp preserves memory accuracy over time, which is vital
considering that crimes are infrequently reported, and that among those that are reported,
there is often a long delay between the crime and adjudication.
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