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ABSTRACT

Crime can be psychologically distressing for older victims, but their needs are poorly understood by the police. Using data from 27 in-depth
semi-structured interviews with older victims who reported their crime to the Metropolitan Police Service in London (UK), we inductively
explored their perceptions of how officers responded. We found that, whilst experiences and opinions varied, the actions of the police appeared
to shape older victims’ psychological outcomes. Showing concern for older victims’ welfare, apologizing for oversights, and communicating
case progress were helpful actions from officers. Lengthy responses, failure to acknowledge emotional harm and reduced presence of officers on
the street, were considered not helpful. Our recommendations include flagging older victims to be contacted on more than one occasion post-
crime, expanding routine training to encourage sensitive communication with this population, and online implementation of procedural justice

training.

INTRODUCTION

Victims’ satisfaction with the police is declining in England and
Wales (The Police Foundation, 2022). This may be influenced by
how the police service is managed, including the ability to obtain
investigative outcomes for victims, and treat them with respect
(The Police Foundation, 2022). Negative reports of police con-
duct have been highly publicized in the media in recent years,
highlighting particularly serious institutional failures within
the Metropolitan Police Service (MPS) (Casey, 2023). Having
trust in the police predicts victims” willingness to co-operate
with them (Murphy et al., 2013), so improving victims’ per-
ceptions of the police is crucial. The Mayor of London’s Office
recently demonstrated a commitment to improving victim sup-
port, through greater collaboration between the MPS, criminal
justice system, and other support services (Mayor’s Office for
Policing and Crime, 2022a). To further inform how the police
can improve upon their service, a deeper understanding of vic-
tims’ perceptions and experiences of the police is warranted.
Research suggests that crime has negative psychological
effects on victims, such as emotional distress, depression, anx-
iety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (Shapland and Hall,

2007). Psychological harm among older victims is particularly
concerning (Satchell ef al., 2022), as risk factors for depression,
such as social isolation, bereavement, and physical health prob-
lems, are more likely to affect older than younger people (Maier
et al., 2021). Indeed, 27% of older victims are likely to feel dis-
tressed 3 months after experiencing a crime (Serfaty et al., 2015).
Additionally, violent crime may have greater impact than less vio-
lent crimes, as older victims of violent crime are 1.84 times more
likely to develop depression than their counterparts who have
not been a victim (Muhammad et al., 2021). As older people are
less likely to seek help for their mental health than younger adults
(Bogner et al., 2009; Crabb and Hunsley, 2006), due to factors
including stigma and ageism (Polacsek et al., 2019), the police
may be the only professional support services they encounter
post-crime. As some victims recover quickly from crime, whilst
others’ experiences are chronic (Shapland and Hall, 2007), it is
necessary to understand the potential influence of the police on
psychological well-being.

The UK population is ageing: the number of older people
aged 65 and over is expected to reach 15 million (21.5% of the
population) by the mid-2030s, (Office for National Statistics
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[ONS], 2022). This warrants consideration of the implications
for victimization in this age group. Indeed, an estimated 12.1%
of people aged 65-74 experienced crime in 2022-23 (ONS,
2023a). Although researchers are showing greater interest in
the experiences of older victims (Bows ef al., 2023; Ludvigsson
etal, 2022), crime in this group has been historically overlooked
(Bows, 2019). For example, the Crime Survey for England and
Wales did not collect data on sexual violence or harassment in
adults aged 60+ until 2017 (ONS, 2017). The lack of accurate,
long-term data appears to have perpetuated a myth that crime
does not affect older people (Bows, 2020).

A recent inspection of police forces in England and Wales
(HMICFRS, 2019) found that officers lack understanding of
the complex needs of older victims, and consistently fail to refer
them onto victim support services. Moreover, older victims are
reportedly less likely to obtain legitimacy than other age groups,
which occurs when they perceive the police to be effective and
fair (Terrill et al., 2016), and is a key performance indicator of the
police effectiveness, efficiency, and legitimacy (PEEL) inspec-
tion program conducted by HMICFRS (HMICFRS, 2022).
They have also been found to have unequal access to proce-
dural justice (e.g. Brown and Gordon, 2019), which is obtained
when a perpetrator is identified and convicted by authorities for
the harm inflicted. Given their heightened fear of crime, lower
resilience, and additional vulnerabilities such as impaired mem-
ory recall, older victims require specialized support in order to
obtain justice, which is not being offered by the agencies of the
criminal justice system (Brown and Gordon 2020, 2022). These
findings underscore the need to increase understanding of older
victims’ perceptions of the police, to inform improvements to
the support offered.

Previous literature into perceptions of the police has been
among victims of sexual offences (e.g. Greeson et al.,, 2014; Sleath
and Bull, 2017), and from ethnic minority groups (e.g. Novich
and Hunt, 2016; Saarikkomiki et al., 2020), but there is limited
research focussing on older victims. To our knowledge, only two
peer-reviewed studies have explored police perceptions in this age
group. Schack and Frank (1978) interviewed older people from
two cities and found that, while attitudes were generally posi-
tive, those who had recent contact with the police or a greater
willingness to do so, exhibited greater police dissatisfaction than
older people who did not. Zevitz and Gurnack (1991) found
that older victims who received support from elderly victimiza-
tion specialists—who underwent training in interviewing older
people—were more satisfied with their performance than those
who encountered non-specialist officers. However, these studies
may also be outdated because public perceptions of the police
have since shifted (The Police Foundation, 2022). Both studies
also took place in the USA, and due to international differences
in police management and victim satisfaction, the views of older
victims in the UK may be different (van Dijk et al.,, 2007).

The Mayor of Londons Office for Policing and Crime
(MOPAC) uses the User Satisfaction Survey to measure victim
satisfaction throughout London annually. Data collected from this
survey showed a significant decline in overall satisfaction from
71% to 66% between 2020-21 and 2021-22 (Mayor's Office for
Policing and Crime, 2022b). Public confidence in policing has
also fallen over time. From 2015/16 to 2022/23, the percentage
of adults aged 65-74 who perceived the police as doing a ‘good’

or ‘excellent’ job fell from 62% to 47%, and overall confidence in
local policing fell from 79% to 67% (ONS, 2016, 2023b). How-
ever, quantitative surveys do not provide in-depth or nuanced
insight into victims’ views and experiences (Choy, 2014). The cur-
rent study, therefore, aims to contribute to knowledge in this area
by collaborating with the MPS in London (UK) to qualitatively
explore older victims’ perceptions of how the police handled their
crime to provide greater insight into how to improve services.

Research question:

How do older victims who reported their crime to the MPS
perceive how officers responded to their crime report? How
might this inform recommendations to improve support
offered by the police to older victims?

METHOD

This is a qualitative study nested within a randomized controlled
trial investigating efficacy and cost-effectiveness of adapted cog-
nitive behavioural therapy for older crime victims aged 65 and
over (Serfaty et al,, 2020). In this study, across nine North and
East London boroughs, victims were identified through national
crime recording indices by the MPS and visited by community
support officers within a month of the crime. Officers collected
demographic information, crime details, screened for psycho-
logical distress using the two-item Patient Health Questionnaire
(PHQ-2) and the Generalised Anxiety Disorder scale (GAD-2)
(Kroenke et al., 2003; 2007), and obtained consent to data share
with the team. Older victims who consented to follow-up were
re-screened 3 months post-crime on the GAD-2 and PHQ-2 and
invited to participate in qualitative interviews.

Sample

Between June 2018 and August 2019, 27 older adults who
reported a crime 3 months prior took part in in-depth
semi-structured one-to-one interviews. A total of 146 older
victims involved in the wider trial were asked if participating in
qualitative interviews was of interest, of which 86% were agree-
able. Of those that declined, the reasons included business,
going away, poor health, discomfort with being recorded, or lack
of confidence with speaking in English. We arranged interviews
with a subset (N = 27) who had expressed interest in participat-
ing, purposively sampled to achieve diversity. The final sample
was selected to ensure variation across ethnicity, age, gender,
crime type, and screening outcomes on the GAD-2 and PHQ-2
at 1 month and 3 months post-crime, so that participants both
with and without significant distress were included. Informed
consent was obtained for all participants. Although this was not
a formal exclusion criterion, it was necessary for participants to
have sufficient hearing and command of English to participate in
interviews. As the wider trial excluded victims of elder abuse and
domestic violence, by default such individuals were not inter-
viewed in the present study.

Interview schedule

The semi-structured interview schedule was designed to inves-
tigate how earlier experiences shape how victims cope with
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crime later in life, as part of a PhD thesis. Perceptions of the
police were, therefore, not the intended focus of the interviews,
but many older victims spontaneously shared their experiences,
inspiring an in-depth exploration of the data.

Interviews were conducted in-person by [author initials]
during home visits or at [author institution], based on partici-
pant preference. Active listening was adopted, and questions
were asked with a non-judgemental but inquisitive manner.
Most interviews were completed one-to-one, except for three
participants who requested a family member’s presence. Inter-
views lasted 73 min on average (range 34—132 min). Identifying
information was removed from transcripts, and audio files were
deleted post-transcription.

Analysis

Qualitative data was analysed by [author initials] using thematic
analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Codes were created from
interview transcripts, which were organized into themes by
writing them onto post-it notes and arranging them on a white
board. As there is a lack of pre-existing evidence regarding older
victims’ perceptions of the police, we used an inductive approach
to analysis, in which we built themes from the data.

Ethics

The Victim Improvement Package Trial was approved by the
National Institute for Health Research: Public Health Research
(grant number 13/164/32). Although crime may be sensitive to
discuss, it is important to conduct research in this area, as not
doing so risks silencing victims and limits knowledge on how
to help (Becker-Blease and Freyd, 2006; Perot et al, 2018).
Participants were advised of their right to confidentiality, and
to pause or withdraw from interviews. Researchers monitored
older victims’ well-being and any concerns were discussed with
[author initials], a qualified psychiatrist. For one participant, it
was agreed to write to their GP with their consent.

RESULTS
Sample characteristics

The sample (N = 27) ranged from 65 to 94 years (mean age = 74;
SD = 8.05), and the majority were female (N = 16, 59%). Most
were White British (N =17, 63%), whilst three (11%) were
Asian Indian, two (7%) were Black African, one (4%) was Black
Caribbean, one of mixed ethnicity and one identified as ‘other’
ethnicity. Participants were mostly Christian (N = 14) followed
by Jewish (N =4), Atheist (N = 3), and secular (N =2). The
most common crime types were personal threat (e.g. verbal abuse)
(N =10, 37%) and house burglary (e.g. breaking into a property
to steal items) (N =5, 19%), with assault (e.g. being pushed),
fraud (e.g. check tampering), distraction burglary (e.g. imperson-
ating a police officer to enter a property to steal items), harassment
(e.g. offensive messages), robbery (e.g. street mugging), and crim-
inal damage (e.g. arson) also reported. Twelve participants (44%)
scored positive for psychological distress measured using either
the PHQ-2 or the GAD-2 scale at both 1 and 3 months post-
crime, whilst six (22%) scored negative at both time points, and
nine (33%) scored positive at 1 month but negative at 3 months
(‘recovered’). Sample characteristics are summarized in Table 1.
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Qualitative findings

Older crime victims’ perceptions of the police were categorized
into five major themes, which are detailed in Table 2. Themes
include: (1) how the police initially responded to the crime;
(2) how the police’s evaluation of the harm caused by crime
influenced their response and investigation; (3) the police’s
longer-term responses to crime; (4) victims’ general opinions of
the police and ($) victims’ historic experiences of the police and
how these related to their current perceptions.

Theme 1: Initial response

Older victims often discussed details of their initial contact with
police following the crime. Some victims noted the communi-
cation styles adopted by officers. For example, a female victim
of assault gained reassurance from being informed she lives in a
safe neighbourhood: ‘he felt it was . . . the area was a safe area and
that . . . it probably would never happen again. So that sort of put
my mind at rest’ (P11). Meanwhile, a male victim of theft valued
the directness of being told he lives in a ‘terrible neighbourhood,
describing the officer he spoke to as ‘very frank, which I really
appreciated’ (P3).

Many older victims experienced a long response time after
reporting crime, with one victim having to wait ‘the best part of 3
hours, 2.5 hours’ (P1). Consequently, some victims sought alter-
native routes to access support. For example, one victim phoned
999 because they noticed a long queue at their local station and
were ‘dealt with quicker on the phone’ (P10), whilst a female vic-
tim of burglary had to contact a police service in a different bor-
ough because the ‘Barnet police didn’t come’ after calling them
for help (P25). These examples have important implications for
emergency services.

The importance of faster police attendance to initial calls was
highlighted in relation to the needs of older victims. A female
victim of burglary with memory deterioration remarked that ‘if
they'd have come two or three hours later, that would have been it
Furthermore, a single female victim who failed to receive a visit
from the police after calling them (P25) discussed the need to
prioritize victims without a spouse, due to the heightened risk
involved with being alone post-crime: ‘I think they should come,
because being a single person . . . Ok, when you are family it’s a dif-
ferent thing, but they have to improve that I think’ (P2S). In sum,
victims experienced a variety of initial responses, with a prompt
response marked as particularly important, because of the addi-
tional vulnerabilities outlined.

Theme 2: Acknowledgement of harm

Some participants discussed whether the police acknowledged the
harm caused by their experience. One participant (P11) who was
initially distressed, received an apology from the police for failing to
recognize the severity of the physical damage inflicted by the per-
petrator: ‘[the officer said] “we should have come to you a lot sooner,
we didn't really realise how much criminal damage he had done”.
Thereupon, she viewed the police as ‘very thoughtful’ and ‘caring’ and
more focussed on ‘how were we rather than about what happened’;
simply showing an understanding of the harm incurred appeared to
be more important to the victim than solving the crime.

A positive example of where the police went above and
beyond in their consideration of a victim’s well-being involved
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Table 2: Thematic map of police perceptions themes among older crime victims

Theme

Sub-themes

Codes

Initial Response

Acknowledgement of
Harm

Longer-term response

General perceptions of
the police

Historical experiences
in relation to current
perceptions

Communication style

Response time

Acknowledged harm

Did not acknowledge harm
(related to anti-Semitic hate
crime)

Effective follow-up corre-
spondence

Ineffective follow-up corre-
spondence

Lack of follow-up corre-
spondence

Police funding

Police efficacy

Racism

Negative perceptions,
despite positive experiences
Historic experiences
inconsistent with current
perceptions

Historic experiences congru-
ent with current perceptions

Reassuring tone

Straightforward tone

Long wait time

Took alternative route to access support

Faster response needed for older victims who live alone and have mem-
ory problems

Police apologized for not realizing the severity of damage

Police were more concerned for victim well-being than solving the crime
Greater concern shown to knife crime

Greater concern shown to hate crime

Failure to acknowledge the seriousness of the crime

Police said there was insufficient evidence due to lack of blood
Lack of concern for victims’ injuries

Police did not want to investigate the crime

Positive police manner during visits

Pleasantly surprised to hear from the police again
Empathetic follow-up contact is more important than obtaining justice

Insensitive comment made by a scenes of crime officer

Informed their case was closed due to a lack of evidence
Failure to update the victim when they said they would

Sympathy towards police underfunding

The police use underfunding as an excuse for inadequate service
The police are doing their best

The police are more concerned about their social media image than
solving crime

The police are more concerned about catching tax evasion than support-
ing victims

The police have no sympathy for Black people

Lack of trust in police

Avoid reporting crimes to police

Mistrust in the police as a whole, despite contact with a sympathetic
officer

Police were approachable in the past, but they feel let down by them
now

Previously witnessed police brutality when living abroad, but greatly
appreciate recent support from Metropolitan Police officers

Police failed to adequately deal with anti-Semitism both in the past and
now

Previously helped the police to form relationships with the south Asian
community, and now views them as trustworthy

a 94-year-old repeat victim (P22). Officers went to the effort
of installing equipment to ensure her home was ‘burglar proof’,
asked her neighbours to ‘keep an eye on her’, and even sent her a
‘big bunch of flowers’. Consequently, these actions had a positive

influence on how she perceived the police, describing them as

‘marvellous’, ‘helpful, and having done ‘everything they could’.
Some victims thought the concern demonstrated by police

depended on the nature of the crime. Although a male Jewish
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victim (P19) said he ‘recovered very quickly’ post-crime, and
‘wasn’t particularly fearful about it, he believed the police
demonstrated greater care for his well-being because a knife was
involved: I think they would have given me a psychologist had I said
“I'm not doing very well” . . . It may be the magic word “knife”, of
course, because that’s the rage at the moment.. A female Jewish vic-
tim (P21), thought the police showed especial concern for the
hate crime she experienced, informing her that ‘it’s definitely a
hate crime and we've got to try and keep that call.

In contrast, other hate crime victims believed the police failed
to acknowledge their harm, leading to negative perceptions of
the police. For example, a Jewish participant (P24) felt let down
because he thought the police failed to acknowledge his expe-
rience of violent anti-Semitic assault as a serious crime: “The
police woman and other witnesses did see how he was kicking me
and beating me on the floor and tramping on me . . . they were not
terribly bothered’. This participant also struggled to understand
why the officer thought there was insufficient evidence to arrest
the perpetrator: ‘[he said] “I don't see any blood” “yeah you don'’t
see blood but I'm utterly shaken . .. why do you have to have blood
necessarily?”.

Another Jewish participant (P18), similarly, felt ‘very
let down’ by the police, for lacking concern for the injury
incurred, as ‘nobody seemed interested in the fact I'd been beaten
to bits’, and for failing to investigate the crime properly, purely
because it was motivated by anti-Semitism: ‘it was only my
persistence that got me to find all this out and make sure that they
interviewed people, because they didn’t want to’. These actions
had a substantial influence on how the victim viewed the
crime, because in her words: ‘the biggest effect on me is the way
the police behaved’. To conclude, whether the police acknowl-
edge the emotional and physical harm inflicted upon victims
appears to greatly impact how they feel about the crime and
the police. In our sample, victims of anti-Semitic hate crime
appeared particularly affected.

Theme 3: Longer-term response

Many participants commented on how the police managed their
case in the longer term. Some received effective follow-up corre-
spondence from officers who were concerned for their wellbeing
(P2, P4, PS, P12, P17, P19, P21, and P25). Specifically, one vic-
tim described them as ‘really caring and very gentle’ during their
numerous visits (P4). Meanwhile, a male victim of theft was
pleasantly surprised to hear from them, because he doubted the
police’s empathy towards victims:

He said he wanted to follow-up, which I guess is pretty good.
Why would they bother? You know . . . I wouldn’t have been
surprised or miffed if . . . that had been the end, the end to the
matter. (P3)

For another participant (P21) the attentive, empathetic support
they received from one officer was far more meaningful than
whether ‘they found the person or they didn’t find the person respon-
sible’. Keeping in touch with victims may therefore be beneficial,
even if the police cannot resolve the case.

Other victims received follow-up contact from less helpful
police officers. During a follow-up visit to collect evidence, an

older victim encountered a scenes of crime officer they viewed
as insensitive, which left them feeling disregarded:

[the officer said:] ‘When I looked at this one, this list of possible
jobs, I knew itd be a really quick one so that’s why I wanted to
doit’... It’s not like you're delivering Amazon packages’. (P3)

For some victims, a lack of evidence meant the police had to
close the case without further investigation: ‘what had they to go
on? There was just no way they could do it' (P16), which often led
to despondence: ‘There you are, what the use report it’ (PS).

In contrast, others felt let down by the police for failing to
update them on case progress, particularly whether resolution
was obtained. For example, one participant received no outcome
after waiting far longer than originally estimated:

He said it could take about a year to get a result . . . it's coming
up to three years this, there’s no result . .. I'm let down by the, by
that certain group yes I am—because I've got no outcome. (P8)

Overall, the police’s longer-term responses to the crimes
reported by older victims were varied, but it is clear that police
contact in the aftermath of crime is helpful to victims, even if
there is nothing to report.

Theme 4: General perceptions of the police

Many participants drew on their wider perceptions of the police
when considering how their case had been handled. A few dis-
cussed police funding; one participant (P1) was sympathetic
towards the perceived lack of resources ‘I don’t think they get
paid enough . .. I felt sorry for them when they finally came), whilst
another (P3) believed the police use underfunding as an excuse
for inadequate service: ‘You don’t need an extra hundred pounds a
week for that . . . guy to care, or the man on the telephone to do the
right thing, do you?"

Police priorities were also discussed. Although some partic-
ipants (P12, P17) perceived them as doing the best they could,
others were critical. One participant viewed the police as being
‘muddled up’ about their purpose, and more concerned with
their social media image than solving crime: ‘Somewhere along
the line they've gone off course. And it’s about them, not solving the
crime . . . It's about managing the PR image on Twitter’ (P3). This
sentiment was shared by another victim (PS), who discussed
that the police’s priorities are in the wrong place: ‘If you don’t pay
tax, they run after you, but if you need help, it takes long.

Perceptions of racism among the police were discussed by a
Black female participant (P23), who expressed that ‘they don'’t
care about Black people . . . they don’t have no sympathy for Black
people’. As a result of these beliefs, she lacked trust in their abili-
ties: ‘I don’t believe in what the police do), and thus dislikes turning
to them for support: ‘I don’t like to get police involved.

A few participants held negative perceptions of the police force
overall, despite recalling positive experiences with individual offi-
cers (P3, P23). For example, a Black Caribbean participant (P23)
viewed the police as racist and untrustworthy, despite receiving
support from a police officer who was empathetic and compas-
sionate towards her: ‘the younger version was quite nice . . . he kneel
down to me and he hold my hands’. In sum, general perceptions of

202 UOIBN 9Z UO Jasn a)nyisuj [eyusq uewnses Aq 61.8929//2709€ed/e0110d/60 1 0L /10p/a[o1e/Buiolod/wod dno-oiwspeoe)/:sdny wouj papeojumoq



the police varied greatly, but they appeared to, in part, be shaped
by older victims’ personal interactions with them.

Theme S: Historic experiences related to current perceptions

Many participants voluntarily shared past experiences of the
police. These were not always consistent with their current
perceptions, which impacted how victims perceived the crime.
For example, one victim remembered the police as reliable
and approachable during her childhood: ‘well there's always the
policeman outside, you can always ask the policeman the time’. Yet,
when the police could not resolve her recent crime, she was dis-
appointed by the lack of justice: ‘I'm let down by the, by that cer-
tain group yes I am—because I've got no outcome’ (P8). For some
victims, positive historic experiences aligned with how they now
viewed the police. A victim of South Asian heritage (PS) who
previously worked with the police to help them build a stron-
ger relationship with the South Asian community in London,
viewed them in the present day as trustworthy, as they ‘love to see
police walking about.

Other participants had unpleasant encounters with police in
the past. For example, a Black older victim who witnessed geno-
cide and experienced torture by White South African soldiers
in Namibia. In contrast, she greatly appreciated the ‘very sympa-
thetic’ manner used by MPS police officers in the present day,
which helped her cope with the experience: ‘It really gave me a
lot of reassurance that there are people who care for people’ (P12).
Another victim, who identified as a lesbian, described the police
as ‘evil’ and ‘wicked, for asking her “Well what did you do for this
to happen? after experiencing gang rape in her youth. Mean-
while, in the modern day, her experience was ‘absolutely brilliant’
because they ‘came straight away’; feeling ‘so grateful’ for the reas-
surance they offered after being burgled multiple times.

Alternatively, a Jewish victim’s encounter with the police in
London mirrored the disappointment they experienced from the
authorities in their home country (P24). Specifically, he endured
anti-Semitic abuse as a child whilst in Poland, describing the
police as ‘not very helpful’ This aligned with how police officers
treated him following a recent anti-Semitic assault in London, by
failing to acknowledge the crime as a hate crime. Overall, previ-
ous experiences generally left a long-lasting impression on crime
victims and may shape their current opinion of the police.

DISCUSSION

This research provides an updated and in-depth qualitative anal-
ysis of older victims’ perceptions of the police, following recent
calls for the police and the criminal justice system to enhance
the service offered to this group (Brown and Gordon, 2019;
HMICFRS, 2019). Through 27 interviews with older people, we
identified five main themes. Older victims referred to the police
in terms of their initial response, acknowledgement of harm,
longer-term response, overall perceptions of the police, and his-
toric experiences in relation to current perceptions. Perceptions
of the police varied greatly between participants, with both posi-
tive and negative attitudes and experiences evident.

Although waiting times were generally prompt, some vic-
tims were left waiting for prolonged periods, with a few forces
unable to visit in-person entirely. Evidence suggests that slower
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response times are associated with a reduced chance of catching
the perpetrator (Blanes i Vidal and Kirchmaier, 2017) and lower
police satisfaction (Brandl and Hovarth, 1991), which highlights
the importance of ensuring that all victims are supported quickly.
This is particularly important for older victims, because factors
that more commonly impact this age group such as living alone,
ill health, and impaired mobility (Schréder-Butterfill and Mar-
ianti, 2006) are likely to leave them feeling more vulnerable in
the aftermath of crime than younger victims. Ageing commonly
involves deterioration in memory functions, which may prevent
older victims from recalling important details of the crime, if too
much time has passed (Dando, 2013). This is likely to impact
the crime investigation, and prevent victims from obtaining pro-
cedural justice, which is linked to reduced police legitimacy (e.g.
Ferdik et al., 2014; Madon et al., 2017). A lack of resolution is
also frustrating and could contribute to continued psychological
distress in the aftermath of crime. Although the police should
strive to obtain justice for all, it was evident the level of support
offered was more meaningful to some victims. Showing empathy
and expressing concern for well-being may, therefore, be the key
to improving the experiences of older victims in distress, even
where justice is unobtainable.

One reason why victims report crime to the police is to
receive recognition and validation of the harm they have expe-
rienced (Tyler, 2006). However, we observed inconsistencies in
whether the police acknowledged harm, which impacted on vic-
tims’ subsequent perceptions of the police, and the crime itself.
This provides insight into the specific type of police behaviour
that may be driving victim satisfaction in older people. Failure to
acknowledge harm was most commonly reported by victims of
hate crime, which has been found to be associated with increased
psychological harm compared to non-hate offences (Iganski and
Lagou, 2015). In particular, hate crime victims may be twice as
likely to experience serious psychological consequences, includ-
ing panic attacks, anxiety, depression, and sleep disturbance
(Paterson et al,, 2018). Hate crime is a personal attack against
one’s identity, which may explain its profound influence (Benier,
2017). Given this, such cases ought to be handled with greater
sensitivity by the police, but this was always not the case for
the older victims in this study. Following a report highlighting
inconsistencies in the police’s acknowledgement of crimes as
hate crimes, and a lack of practical support offered (HMICFRS,
2018), these findings contribute to a growing picture of inade-
quate handling of hate crime in England and Wales.

Police response in the long-term after a crime was largely dis-
appointing for participants. With victims left feeling let down,
disregarded, and questioning the utility of reporting crime alto-
gether, the impact of poor communication is clear, and may be
contributing to victims’ distress. Choosing not to report crime
prevents victims from obtaining justice and reduces the deterrent
effect of the criminal justice system (Mbewu et al,, 2021; OECD,
2017). It is, therefore, imperative that police’s actions do not dis-
courage reporting. Moreover, crime victims are considered to
have a fundamental right to be updated on case progress (Code
of Practice for Victims of Crime in England and Wales (Victim’s
Code), 2021; Healey, 2019), making the police’s failure to do so
concerning. The surprise some victims expressed to even receive
follow-up contact may be influenced by the common public rec-
ognition that the police are underfunded (Higgins, 2019). This
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illustrates how expectations of police behaviour may be influ-
enced by general perceptions formed through external sources,
such as the media. The general implication of these findings is
that the police must improve the follow-up support offered to
older victims.

We observed marked variation in victims’ general opinions of
the police, which may be attributable to differences in the demo-
graphic characteristics of the sample. In particular, race has been
found to influence perceptions (Nadal et al., 2017; Strickler and
Lawson, 2020), which we found to be true for Black victims in
this study. Deep mistrust and lack of confidence in the police are
a common sentiment held by people from ethnic minorities in
the UK and worldwide, especially by Black and Hispanic indi-
viduals (e.g. Cochran and Warren, 2012; Office for National
Statistics, 2020). Those who trust the police are more likely to
co-operate, by reporting crime and victimization to them (Brad-
ford and Jackson, 2016), which justifies the need to improve
trust between ethnic minority people and police forces.

Although, a Black female victim had a pleasant encounter
with one officer, she continued to mistrust the police generally
because of prior unpleasant experiences. This may be explained
by the ‘asymmetry’ theory, which posits that positive expe-
riences have a markedly smaller influence on perspectives of
the police than negative encounters (Skogan, 2006). The solu-
tion to improving trust among older ethnic minority people is,
therefore, likely more complex than officers simply acting more
helpful, polite, or prompt now, due to the long history of dis-
criminatory action against ethnic minority communities by the
Metropolitan Police (HMICFRS, 2021; Yesufu, 2013). Prevent-
ing negative encounters may, however, improve trust among
future generations. The implementation of unconscious bias
training through virtual reality simulation is a promising method
for meaningful reform in the police’s disproportionate use of vio-
lence and stop and search against ethnic minority communities
(Alanis and Pyram, 2022).

Many participants were nostalgic towards what they perceived
to be as greater presence and approachability of police officers
in their youth, which is associated with increased trust in police
fairness across London neighbourhoods (Yesberg et al., 2021).
This supports the decision to increase funding for ‘bobbies on
the beat’ (GOV.UK, 2020), as greater trust is likely to benefit
older people by helping them feel safer, especially those living
in high-crime areas like London. The appreciation demonstrated
by a Black female victim towards the English police for their
kindness towards her in contrast to the horrific experiences she
endured in Namibia, is an example of how the police’s actions
can help a victim cope with their experience. To better support
older victims, it is important that officers are aware of victims’
possible history with the police. Building trust may be particu-
larly difficult with victims who previously endured unpleasant
encounters, as was the case for a Polish victim who felt they had
been let down all over again by English police officers.

Practical recommendations

These findings offer insight into how support for older victims
could be improved, which may also be helpful for police forces
more widely. Firstly, once identified as a distressed older person,
the crime record could include a flag to contact the victim on

one or more occasions over a period of time. Secondly, officers
could be trained on the needs of older victims and how to com-
municate sensitively as part of existing safeguarding training.
Thirdly, procedural justice training could be provided through
an e-learning package, which would ensure that the learning
could be achieved nationally and across all police forces.

Strengths and limitations

This study addresses a gap in the literature, which is particu-
larly relevant, following recent publications highlighting the
inadequacy of the support offered to older victims (Brown and
Gordon, 2019; HMICFRS, 2019). An advantage of qualitative
research is that it provides greater insight into personal perspec-
tive compared to quantitative research. Another strength of this
study lies in the sampling method used; purposely selecting
the participants ensured the sample was highly diverse in terms
of age, ethnicity, and crime type, with an even balance of gen-
ders. This helped to ensure we gathered a range of perspectives,
which is crucial in qualitative research. Capturing the voices of
ethnic minority victims was also prioritized, because they are
disproportionately more likely to be victimized (Cabinet Office,
2017). However, as our sample was based in London, we did not
include older victims living in other urban areas or rural commu-
nities, who may have different perspectives (Gordon and Brown,
2023). As the interviewer did not seek to investigate older vic-
tims’ perspectives of the police, another strength of this study
is that the perceptions captured were organic. The victims were
unaware they would be asked these questions, so the discussions
were likely meaningful to them. A final strength of this research
lies in its historical importance. The victims’ off-topic recollec-
tions of prior experiences provide insight into the conduct and
behaviour of police officers in the past, which would have gone
unreported otherwise.

This study also has limitations that must be considered and
accounted for in future research.

A key measure of data adequacy and content validity in qual-
itative research is ‘saturation’ (Saunders et al., 2017), defined as
the point at which all relevant concepts have been fully captured
by the data, and further coding is unable to provide new insights
(Guest et al,, 2020). With such a heterogeneous study sample,
the marked variation in victims’ personal characteristics and
police encounters raises uncertainty of whether saturation was
achieved (Hennink and Kaiser, 2022). However, proponents of
thematic analysis argue that the concept is poorly defined and
not meaningful (Braun and Clark, 2019). Although our diverse
sample included a range of perspectives, there may still be more
to explore, especially given that only two crimes in our sample
resulted in arrest. Older victims with different justice outcomes
may have alternative perspectives on police responding. Further-
more, this paper made reference to key performance indicators,
such as legitimacy, however, their use has been critiqued for hav-
ing a narrow focus of crime and the police response to it (Hodg-
inkson et al., 2019). A new, broader approach to assess police
performance may be more appropriate.

The focus of this research was older victims’ recollections of
how the police responded to their crime report, so by definition,
only older victims of police-reported crime were interviewed.
At present, the dark figure of crime—the crimes unknown to
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the police—is estimated at 60%, with unreported personal
property and damage instances estimated to be as high as 63%
and 67%, respectively (Buil-Gil et al.,, 2020; 2022). The present
study, therefore, represents the views of only a specific group of
older victims. Albeit difficult to identify and recruit, it would be
insightful to explore the perceptions of older people who did not
report crime. As victims of elder abuse and domestic violence
were excluded from the wider trial, we also failed to capture their
perceptions. Additionally, although we did not exclude older vic-
tims living in long-term care facilities, we did not identify any
during sampling either, who may have different perspectives. We
thus recommend the purposeful recruitment of this population
in future qualitative research of this nature. A comparative anal-
ysis of younger and older victims’ perceptions may also be help-
ful. Lastly, although we sought a range of justice outcomes in our
sample, only one victim’s case progressed to court. While this is
reflective of many older victims’ experiences, as only 6% of all
cases end in a charge (ONS, 2023c), further research to eluci-
date the psychological impact of the criminal justice process on
older victims would be worthwhile (Brown and Gordon, 2019).

To conclude, this study provided a rare opportunity for older
victims to freely discuss their perceptions and experiences of
the police, offering a valuable contribution to the policing and
older adult mental health literature. These findings highlight
the impact of police officers” actions on the well-being of older
victims in the aftermath of crime. It is important that the police
greatly improve the service offered to this overlooked age group.
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