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Abstract 

Background Research into the circumstances of rape, and criminal justice system responses, is pivotal to informing 
prevention and improving the likelihood of justice for victims. In this paper, we explore the differences in the circum-
stances of multiple-perpetrator rapes (MPRs) and single-perpetrator rapes (SPRs), their case management, and attri-
tion, and describe areas for improvemensuplt around rape response within the South African criminal justice system.

Methods The sample comprised 3952 rape cases reported to the South African Police Services (SAPS) in 2012, 
selected through a multi-stage random sampling of 172 police stations from a total of 1164 police stations in the 
nine provinces, followed by the random selection of cases from each station’s case list. Data were abstracted from 
police dockets, medico-legal examination forms, charge sheets, and trial transcripts. MPRs were defined as cases in 
which more than one perpetrator had sexual contact with the victim during a single incident, i.e., sexually assaulted 
or raped. Descriptive statistics and Chi-square tests for associations were used to compare MPRs and SPRs in circum-
stances of the rape, case management, and attrition.

Results Seventeen percent of cases were MPRs. MPRs were comparably more violent crimes with a higher frequency 
of aggressive tactics employed by perpetrators, for example, abductions, firearms use, and threats to kill. Overall, cases 
were often poorly handled by police, and there were deviations from standard policing and investigation procedures; 
we found more evidence of this with MPRs compared to SPRs. MPR cases were most likely to have been closed by 
police due to undetected perpetrators in combination with other victim reasons. The weaker investigations of MPRs 
were associated with higher attrition rates compared to SPRs, firstly at the police investigation and subsequent stages.

Conclusions The findings confirm differences in case management, patterns of attrition and trajectories of MPRs 
compared to SPRs. In an overall context of high rape case attrition and impunity for perpetrators, MPR victims are 
even less likely to see justice served than SPR victims. There needs to be much more effective supervision of rape case 
investigations by SAPS, particularly in MPR cases. Continual investigator training strengthened supervision and better 
resourcing are necessary to improve MPRs detection and convictions in adherence to the Directives for rape policing.
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Background
Annual statistics from the South African Police Ser-
vice’s (SAPS) show that rape is highly prevalent in 
South Africa, and highly gendered, in that women and 
girl children constitute the majority of rape victims, 
while most rapes are perpetrated by men (Jewkes et al., 
2010; Machisa et  al., 2017; South African Police Ser-
vices, 2018). Population based surveys in parts of South 
Africa have found that up to a third of men disclose 
having perpetrated rape, and close to a fifth disclose 
having done so repeatedly (Jewkes et  al., 2010, 2011, 
2012a, 2012b; Machisa et  al., 2011). Surveys inquir-
ing about the prevalence of multiple perpetrator rapes 
(MPRs), commonly referred to as streamlining or gang 
rapes in South Africa, have found that about one in ten 
(9%) men disclose having participated in MPRs and half 
(49%) of those so doing, disclosed having raped both 
their female partners as well as women with whom they 
were not romantically involved (Jewkes et  al., 2015, 
2011, 2012a).

There has been considerable research into the con-
textual drivers and circumstances of MPRs occurring 
in South Africa (Jewkes & Sikweyiya, 2013b). This has 
shown that MPR perpetrators are mostly younger than 
those in single perpetrator rapes (SPR) (Jewkes et  al., 
2015, 2012b). Indeed, perpetration of MPRs in South 
Africa very often occurs among teenagers and young 
adults at a time of exploration of gendered power and 
masculine identity (Jewkes & Sikweyiya, 2013b). MPRs 
are an extreme expression of male sexual entitlement, 
heterosexuality, gendered power over women and the 
act cements the bond among the male peer group (Bam-
ford et al., 2016; da Silva et al., 2015; Jewkes & Sikweyiya, 
2013b; Jewkes et  al., 2016, 2015, 2012a, 2012b). The act 
of rape conveys a powerful message about the subordi-
nation and powerlessness of women victims, that is often 
further socially reproduced through stigmatization of 
those who have been raped (da Silva et al., 2015; Jewkes & 
Sikweyiya, 2013b; Jewkes et al., 2015, 2016).

The high occurrence of MPRs has also been associ-
ated with South Africa’s historical structural inequality. 
This is expressed through widespread poverty, low edu-
cational attainment, very high youth unemployment, 
and responses to the structural context which include 
very frequent association of men in strongly bonded peer 
groups, that are socially marginalized and frequently 
engage in a range of violent and anti-social behaviour 
(Gibbs A et al., 2017; Gibbs et al., 2018; Jewkes & Abra-
hams, 2002; Jewkes et  al., 2012a, 2012b; Seedat et  al., 
2009; Tharp et  al., 2013). In this context, without job, 
education or access to formal recreational opportuni-
ties, young men may resort to raping, drug use and petty 
crime as entertainment (Jewkes & Sikweyiya, 2013b).

While much research has focused on describing the 
context, circumstances and drivers of MPRs in South 
Africa, less research has focused on evaluating the crimi-
nal justice response to reported MPRs at national scale 
in more recent years after the enactment of the cur-
rent South African Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and 
Related Matters) Amendment Act 32 of 2007 (Repub-
lic of South Africa, 2007). Yet studies focused on deter-
mining the factors driving case attrition and outcomes 
are critical for assessing system-wide and departmental 
performance towards ensuring justice and gauging the 
degrees of impunity for rape perpetrators. Attrition stud-
ies are thus a starting point in identifying systemic fail-
ures which need addressing in order to improve rape case 
outcomes.

A large study of the attrition of rape cases in the crimi-
nal justice system after they were reported to the police, 
interrogated rapes reported in 2003 in Gauteng Prov-
ince, South Africa’s most populous province. This found 
that 16% of rapes reported were MPRs, 63% of the MPRs 
involved two perpetrators and 29% had three or four 
perpetrators (Jewkes & Sikweyiya, 2013b; Jewkes et  al., 
2012a, 2012b). This study, known as Tracking Justice, and 
several other studies, reported that most rape case attri-
tion occurred at the police investigation and prosecutor 
enrolment stages, with most reported cases never put 
on a court roll or trial (Jewkes et al., 2009; Smythe, 2015; 
Vetten, 2008). Critically, MPRs and stranger perpetra-
tor rapes were more likely to be closed as ‘undetected’ 
because the police failed to identify perpetrators (Artz & 
Smythe, 2007; Jewkes et al., 2009, 2012a, 2012b; Vetten, 
2008). Overall, these studies reported poorer case man-
agement and outcomes of MPRs compared to SPRs (Jew-
kes & Sikweyiya, 2013b; Jewkes et al., 2012b).

Some of the studies have sought to understand the rea-
sons for poorer case management and outcomes of MPRs 
at the attrition pinnacle of the police investigation stage. 
Scholars have suggested that the victim or multiple per-
petrator characteristics and complexity in the circum-
stances of MPR incidents accentuate the challenges for 
investigators and may impact how they respond to, and 
manage, the cases (Jewkes & Sikweyiya, 2013b; Jewkes 
et al., 2012a, 2012b; Smythe, 2015; Watson, 2015). Addi-
tionally, poor police investigations of MPRs were influ-
enced by poor attitudes towards victims, lack of resources 
required for effective investigations, limited training in 
handling the complexity in MPRs, staffing constraints 
and some police member’s collusion in the non-arrests of 
MPR perpetrators (Jewkes & Sikweyiya, 2013b; Smythe, 
2015; Watson, 2015).

Given that previous research was limited in its geo-
graphical scope, it has been important to understand 
the investigation and management of cases across the 



Page 3 of 12Machisa et al. Crime Science           (2023) 12:11  

country and whether this differs by characteristic of the 
rapes. We present an analysis of the first national study 
of rape case attrition and management in the criminal 
justice system of South Africa to describe the differences 
in the circumstances of MPRs and SPRs. We compare 
police case management, adherence to Directives, and 
the impact these have on patterns of MPRs vs SPRs case 
attrition, trajectories, and outcomes in the South African 
criminal justice system.

Methods
Study design and sampling
We used a multi-stage sampling to select a random sam-
ple of 172 police stations from a total of 1164 police sta-
tions in South Africa. At each police station, we randomly 
selected 30 rape cases from those reported from 1 Janu-
ary to 31 December 2012 (Machisa et al., 2017). Where 
the total number of cases for the year was less than 30, 
we included data concerning all rape cases (Machisa 
et  al., 2017). The final sample was 3952 reported rape 
cases (Machisa et al., 2017).

Ethics
The study received ethical approval from the SAMRC 
Research Ethics Committee. Permission to access case 
files from the SAPS National and Provincial Commis-
sioners and the National Prosecuting Authority (NPA) 
National Director of Public Prosecutions. The study only 
captured the anonymised Crime Administration System 
(CAS) numbers allocated to cases to protect the identi-
ties of victims and others involved.

Standards (Directives) for rape case investigation 
and management
The South African Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and 
Related Matters) Amendment Act 32 of 2007 prescribes 
National Directives for responding, and procedures for 
case management, within the health and criminal justice 
system (National Prosecuting Authority South Africa, 
2014; Republic of South Africa, 2007; South African 
Police Services, 2008). Police members must conduct 
thorough investigations of every reported case appropri-
ately, efficiently, and sensitively and obtain in-depth and 
timeous statements from victims, first reports, and wit-
nesses (South African Police Services, 2008). They must 
take the victim to a health care centre for a medico-legal 
examination, ensure the safety of child victims, and keep 
the victim informed about the progress of the investiga-
tion (South African Police Services, 2008). Detectives 
assigned to cases must visit the crime scene, collect 
forensic evidence, compile a detailed statement of the 
crime scene, package the evidence while ensuring non-
contamination, and timeously send it to the Forensic 

Science Laboratory (FSL) for analysis (South African 
Police Services, 2008). They must follow procedures to 
apprehend known suspects or trace unidentified suspects 
and while accused persons are in custody, detectives 
must obtain the accused person’s warning statement and 
liaise with the prosecutor to commence pre-trial pro-
ceedings (South African Police Services, 2008).

Data collection and variables
Data were collected and abstracted from selected case 
files by trained research assistants. This included victim 
and perpetrator characteristics: age, race, occupation, 
relationship to each other; the circumstances of the rape, 
i.e., when and where it occurred; what the victim was 
doing at this time; how many perpetrators were involved; 
whether perpetrators used force, weapons, abducted or 
forcefully moved the victim to the place of rape or other 
location; and how the victim responded during the rape. 
MPRs were defined as cases in which more than one per-
petrator had sexual contact with the victim in a single 
incident i.e. either sexually assaulted or raped. Captured 
data on case management included: when the case was 
reported; whether the victim and witness statements 
were taken; whether suspects were detected, arrested, or 
charged; whether the Sexual Assault Evidence Collection 
Kit (SAECKs) and crime scene DNA were collected and 
sent to the FSL for analysis and matching. The research 
assistants also captured case progression or attrition data 
from the reporting, police investigation, prosecutor case 
enrolment, trial stages, and case outcomes.

Data analysis
We analysed data using Stata version 15. To ensure the 
right point estimates and standard error, we adjusted the 
data for the multi-stage clustered (by province and police 
station) sampling design described above and created 
sampling weights. Further to this, all our analysis code 
had svy: command as a prefix. We used descriptive statis-
tics and chi-square tests for associations to compare the 
proportion of SPRs and MPRs disaggregated by the vic-
tim or perpetrator characteristics, circumstances of rape, 
adherence to Directives and attrition at the police inves-
tigation, prosecutor enrolment, commencement of trial, 
and trial finalisation stages. We assessed the effect sizes 
of the different categories on the chi-square tests and 
directionality of the associations using Pearson residuals 
(Pr) (Cornell Statistical Consulting Unit, 2020). We used 
Bonferroni tests as a post hoc analysis method for chi-
square tests to correct for Type I Error by dividing the 
0.05 p-value cut off by the number of tests performed and 
comparing the p-values to assess statistical significance.
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Results
Seventeen percent of all cases were MPRs. The distri-
bution of MPRs differed significantly across the nine 
provinces and by age. Table 1 shows that MPRs involved 
significantly lower proportions of under 11 victims 
(14.8% vs 19 SPRs). A higher proportion of MPR com-
pared to SPR perpetrators were under the age of 18 years 
(24.6% vs 12.1% SPRs). A higher proportion of MPR com-
pared to perpetrators were strangers (55.4% vs 27.9% 
SPRs) and lower proportions of MPRs involved intimate 
partner perpetrators (4.0% vs 15.9% SPRs). We found 
no significant differences in victim sex, race group, and 
reporting disability among MPRs compared to SPRs 
(p-values > 0.05).

Table 2 shows that the numbers of victims involved in 
MPRs and SPRs incidents were not statistically differ-
ent. Most rapes occurred in residences (61.0%). However, 
there were significant differences in the location of MPRs 
and SPRs. More MPRs occurred in open spaces or der-
elict buildings (44.1% vs 24.9% SPRs). A lower proportion 

of MPRs compared to SPRs occurred in residences 
(38.2% vs 0.65.4% SPRs). More MPRs than SPRs occurred 
while victims were taking transport, travelling, or walking 
somewhere (7.9% vs. 2.0%). Higher proportions of MPRs 
compared to SPRs involved abductions or forceful move-
ment of victims (46.8% vs. 32.3%), perpetrators displayed 
firearms (15.3% vs. 6.7%) victims were intoxicated (26.0% 
vs. 17.4%), victims did not resist (57.4% vs 47.2%) and 
perpetrators stole or took the victims’ cellphones (29.6% 
vs. 8.4%). Although more MPR perpetrators threatened 
to kill victims than SPR perpetrators (38.0% vs. 33.2%) 
this was not statistically significant after conducting the 
Bonferroni correction. More MPRs compared to SPRs 
had witnesses to the incidents (28.2% vs. 23.3%) or col-
luders that never had sexual contact with victims (24.3% 
vs. 7.2%).

Table  3 shows comparisons of victim reporting and 
police adherence to investigative procedures in MPRs 
and SPRs. More MPRs than SPRs had missing details 
about the time taken before reporting (16.9% vs 13.4% 

Table 1 Victim and perpetrator characteristics in MPRs and SPRs

Reference values for all binary exposures: Chi(1) = 3.84; ‡ Reference values: Chi(2) = 5.99

Chi Square test

SPR MPR Total

N Pr % N Pr % N % X2 P-value for 
Chi-square 
test

Victim age group‡ (N = 43 missing)

  <  = 11 621 1.11 19 96 − 2.38 14.8 717 18.3 70.8  < 0.001

 12 to 17 889 0.79 27.3 155 − 1.73 23.9 1044 26.7

 18 + 1751 − 0.73 53.7 397 1.60 61.3 2148 55

Victim sex (N = 45 missing)

 Male 182 0.34 5.6 32 − 0.75 4.9 214 5.5 42.8 0.498

 Female 3075 0.21 94.4 618 − 0.47 95.1 3693 94.5

Victim disability (N = 51 missing)

 No disability 3110 0.23 95.5 624 − 0.51 97.05 3734 95.7 73.1 0.07

 One or more disability 148 0.81 4.5 19 − 1.78 2.95 167 4.3

Victim race group ‡(N = 50 missing)

 Black African 2791 0.11 85.7 567 − 0.24 87.8 3358 86.06 57.2  < 0.001

 Coloured 409 0.76 12.6 66 − 1.68 10.2 475 12.17

 White, Indian or Other 56 − 0.16 1.7 13 0.35 2 69 1.77

Perpetrator age (N = 1475 missing)

 18 and above 1934 0.70 87.9 208 − 1.99 75.4 2142 86.5

 Under 18 267 − 1.78 12.1 68 5.03 24.6 335 13.5 32.8  < 0.001

Stranger rape (N = 13 missing)

 Perpetrators known to victim 2361 3.24 72.1 297 − 7.19 44.6 2658 67.5 191.3  < 0.001

 Stranger perpetrator 912 − 4.67 27.9 369 10.36 55.4 1281 32.5

Partner rape (N = 13 missing)

 Non-partner 2754 − 1.23 84.1 639 2.73 95.95 3393 86.1 64.7  < 0.001

 (Ex) Partner 519 3.07 15.9 27 − 6.80 4.05 546 13.9
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Table 3 Victim reporting and adherence to Directives in MPRs and SPRs

SPR MPR Total

N Pr % N Pr % N % X2 P-value for Chi-
square test

Time to reporting

 More than 4 days (96 h) 450 1.44 13.7 57 − 3.17 8.5 507 12.8 17.2  < 0.001

 Less than 4 days (96 h) 2388 − 0.20 72.9 503 0.45 74.6 2891 73.2

 Missing time to reporting 440 − 0.91 13.4 114 2.01 16.9 554 14.0

First report witness relationship to the victim

 Police officer 579 − 0.75 17.3 137 1.69 19.5 716 17.7 60.3  < 0.001

 Friend 412 0.20 12.6 77 − 0.44 11.5 489 12.4

 Family member 1398 1.71 42.6 203 − 3.83 30.8 1601 40.7

 Husband or boyfriend 145 − 1.81 4.3 57 4.06 8.7 202 5.0

 Doctor 18 − 0.79 0.4 8 1.78 1.2 26 0.6

 Stranger 129 − 1.60 4 49 3.59 8.1 178 4.7

 Other 597 − 0.05 18.8 120 0.11 20.2 717 19.0

Victim action soon after rape (N = 173 missing)

 Reported immediately to the police or clinic 884 1.84 27.9 118 − 4.05 19.3 1002 26.5 25.6  < 0.001

 Got a friend or relative to accompany them to police or clinic 1516 0.29 47.8 298 − 0.65 48.9 1814 48.0

 Delayed/did other things before reporting 769 − 1.05 24.3 194 2.33 31.8 963 25.5

Handwritten victim statement taken/available

 No 276 − 2.06 8.7 100 4.53 16.2 376 9.9 27.1  < 0.001

 Yes 3002 0.61 91.3 574 − 1.36 83.8 3576 90.1

First report statement taken/available

 No 504 − 1.17 15.9 113 2.58 18 617 16.2 9.5 0.002

 Yes 2774 0.51 84.1 538 − 1.13 82 3312 83.8

Witness statements taken/available

 No witnesses 2516 0.44 77.1 491 − 0.96 75.2 3007 76.1 4.7 0.1

 Witness available statement not taken 135 − 0.30 4.2 32 0.66 4.8 167 4.2

 Witness available statement taken 627 − 0.72 18.7 151 1.59 19.9 778 19.7

 Itemised phone bill subpoenaed by investigators

 Phone stolen; billing requested 194 − 0.25 73.76 141 0.30 77.05 335 75.1 0.62 0.43

 Phone stolen; no billing requested 69 0.43 26.24 42 − 0.52 22.95 111 24.9

Investigator visited the crime scene

 No 1545 0.02 47.3 317 − 0.03 47.8 1862 47.4 0.002 0.962

 Yes 1733 − 0.01 52.7 357 0.03 52.2 2090 52.6

Sexual assault evidence kit (SAECK) completed

 No SAECK 665 0.91 21.1 109 − 2.00 16.2 774 20.3 13.7 0.003

 SAECK completed in 96 h 2058 − 0.78 61.5 466 1.71 68.4 2524 62.7

 SAECK completed over 96 h 262 0.94 8.2 36 − 2.08 5.1 298 7.7

 SAECK completion time not available 293 − 0.13 9.2 63 0.30 10.3 356 9.4

Acknowledgment of receipt of exhibit by FSL

 No exhibit submitted 1,402 1.52 42.77 211 − 3.42 32.46 1,613 41.1 24.3  < 0.001

 No receipt available 912 − 0.69 27.82 206 1.54 31.69 1,118 28.5

 Receipt from FSL 964 − 1.10 29.41 233 2.48 35.85 1,197 30.5

Police closed case before referring for prosecution

 No 2219 1.73 66.7 360 − 3.81 54.8 2579 64.7 50.29  < 0.001

 Yes 1059 − 2.37 33.3 314 5.21 45.2 1373 35.3

Reasons given for police closing cases

 Case not closed 2219 1.73 66.7 360 − 3.81 54.8 2579 65.3 113.7  < 0.001

 Case closed for victim reasons only including victim withdrawal 415 1.15 14 58 − 2.53 8.6 473 12.0

 Case closed due to undetected perpetrators only 598 − 3.30 17.8 277 7.28 31.7 825 20.9

 Case closed due to victim and perpetrator reasons 46 − 2.05 1.6 29 4.53 4.9 75 1.9
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SPRs). A lower proportion of MPR than SPR victims 
reported to police or health care facilities after four days 
(8.5% vs 13.7%). A lower proportion MPR than SPR vic-
tims first disclosed their experience to family members 
(30.8% vs. 42.6% SPRs). Higher proportions of victims of 
MPRS compared to SPRs first disclosed their experience 
to their intimate partners (8.7% vs 4.3%) and strangers 
(8.1% vs 4%). A lower proportion of MPRs compared to 
SPRs immediately reported the case on their own (19.3% 
vs 27.9%). A higher proportion delayed and did other 
things before reporting (31.8% vs 24.3%).

Contrary to Policing Directives, compared to SPRs, 
MPRs had higher proportions of missing handwrit-
ten victim statements, (16.2% vs 8.7%) and first report 
statements (18% vs 15.9%). There were no significant 
differences in the collection of witness statements, inves-
tigator visits to the location of the rape or crime scene 
and requests for the itemized call list (bill) when the 
victims’ cellphones were stolen among MPRs and SPRs. 
Compared to SPRs, MPRs had a lower proportion of 
uncompleted SAECKs (16.1% vs 21.1%) and SAECKs 
completed over 96 h after the rape incident (5.1 vs 8.2%). 
However, 41.1% of all cases did not have an exhibit sub-
mitted to the Forensic Science Laboratory (FSL). SAE-
CKs from MPRs were less likely to not be sent to the FSL 
than SPRs (32.5% vs 42.8% SPRs). MPR dockets more 
often contained the FSL’s preliminary letter of receipt 
(35.9% vs. 29.4% SPRs). A higher proportion of MPRs 
compared to the SPRs were closed by the police (45.2% 

vs 33.3% SPRs). More of the MPRs that were closed were 
due to undetected perpetrators (31.7% vs. 17.8% SPRs).

Table  4 shows that perpetrators of MPRs were less 
likely to be arrested or charged in court compared to 
SPRs perpetrators (36.4% vs. 61.0%.) This is partly due to 
the lower perpetrator detection rate for such cases. Low 
arrest and charging rates could also be partly due to the 
number of perpetrators who are minors who would have 
been placed in diversion programs. MPRs were less likely 
to be referred by the police for prosecution than SPRs 
(54.8% v. 66.7%). Almost similar proportions of MPRs 
and SPRs that were referred to prosecutors were placed 
on the court roll (50% vs. 53.3%). Trials were less likely 
to commence in MPRs than SPRs (10.6% vs. 19.2%). Less 
MPR cases were finalised with a guilty verdict compared 
to SPRs (4.4% vs. 8.8%). 

Discussion
Our analysis of the nationally representative sample has 
shown that there are differences in case management, 
patterns of attrition and trajectories of MPRs compared 
to SPRs in South Africa. In a context of overall high rape 
case attrition and impunity for perpetrators, victims of 
(usually very violent) MPRs, are even less likely to see 
justice served compared to SPR victims. We have shown 
that MPRs were more likely to involve stranger rapists, 
targeting lone victims in open and abandoned spaces, 
with victims threatened, including by display firearms, 
often abducted and otherwise robbed. As with previous 

Table 3 (continued)
Reference values: Chi(1) = 3.84; Chi(2) = 5.99; Chi(3) = 7.82; Chi(4) = 9.49; Chi(5) = 11.07; Chi(6) = 12.59

Table 4 Case attrition of MPRs and SPRs

a adenominator = total SPR sample size = 3278
b adenominator = only the MPR cases that made it to the stage. This excludes those dropped prior to current stage
c adenominator = total MPR sample size = 674
d adenominator = only the MPR cases that made it to the stage. This excludes those dropped prior to current stage

Total SPR MPR

N % N Overalla % Specificstageb 
%

N Overallc % Specific 
 staged 
%

P value

Total cases opened 3952 100 3278 100 674 100

Perpetrator arrested  or charged 2283 56.9 2034 61 61.0 249 36.4 36.4  < 0.0001

Cases closed by police without being referred to prosecu-
tors

1373 35.3 1059 33.3 33.3 314 45.2 45.2  < 0.0001

Cases referred by police to prosecutors 2579 64.7 2219 66.7 66.7 360 54.8 54.8  < 0.0001

Cases accepted by prosecutors and put on court roll 1362 33.8 1182 35.1 53.3 180 27.3 50.0 0.0007

Cases taken to trial 731 17.8 662 19.2 56.0 69 10.6 38.3  < 0.0001

Cases finalised: guilty sexual offence conviction (guilty 
pleas and convictions)

307 8 278 8.8 42.0 29 4.4 42.0  < 0.0001
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studies, we have shown that perpetrators in MPRs are 
more likely to be armed than in SPRs, and that victims 
are less likely to physically or verbally resist (Jewkes et al., 
2012a, 2012b; Woodhams et al., 2012). This is likely due 
to victims feeling resistance is futile when overwhelmed 
by the perpetrators (Norris et  al., 1996; Rozee & Koss, 
2001; Woodhams et al., 2012). Other evidence shows that 
victims may comply with the perpetrators’ expectations 
as a way to bargain for their freedom or survive their 
assault (Woodhams et  al., 2012). In rape incidents by 
known perpetrators, women are more likely to use non-
forceful resistance (Norris et al., 1996; Woodhams et al., 
2012).

These findings show the criminal justice system’s fail-
ure to protect society’s most vulnerable groups, in that 
Black African women who have historically been disad-
vantaged and formed the majority victims of MPRs. Fur-
ther, many of the MPRs perpetrators, who have raped 
with impunity, will continue to violate many others as 
South African studies have established that many perpe-
trators rape more than once and engage in other violent, 
anti-social and criminal behaviours (Jewkes & Sikweyiya, 
2013b). This warrants the attention of the criminal justice 
system’s actors and stakeholders who could improve per-
formance and contribute to rape prevention by ensuring 
justice and punishment of perpetrators in reported rape 
cases.

Poor-quality investigations hamper any chances of 
successful arrest and prosecution no matter the type of 
crime. Sex crimes are notoriously difficult to success-
fully prosecute, therefore inadequate investigation is an 
added handicap. Poor quality investigation of rape cases 
in South Africa in the form of inadequate witness state-
ments and inadequate use of forensic resources had been 
noted in this and other studies (Machisa et  al., 2022; 
Van der Watt et  al., 2015). For both MPRs and SPRs, 
there were considerable deviations in applying investi-
gative standards set in the SAPS National Instructions, 
in the same way as these were found in the 2003 Track-
ing Justice study. Although in more MPRs compared to 
SPRs, police conducted many of the activities designed 
to enhance perpetrator detection, such as visiting the 
crime scene and submitting the SAECKs to the FSL, 
they faced greater challenges in identifying and arresting 
MPR perpetrators compared to SPR perpetrators. Nota-
bly operational challenges and backlogs at the FSL may 
have affected the acknowledgement and processing of 
specimens – in only about half of cases where the exhib-
its were submitted was the receipt of acknowledgement 
received. Given that MPR perpetrators were more often 
strangers, DNA processing can have an even greater role 
in the detection of perpetrators in these cases than in 

SPR cases based on the premise that men who rape very 
often do so more than once and are more likely to engage 
in other criminal activity (da Silva et  al., 2015; Harkins 
& Dixon, 2013; Jewkes et  al., 2006, 2013, 2010, 2012a, 
2012b). Van der Watt et  al. (2015) also noted that the 
ability to behaviorally link cases, especially in the absence 
of forensic evidence, is severely hampered by inadequate 
statements (Van der Watt et al., 2015).

Unlike other studies, which show that MPRs often 
occur in residential settings, our study found that more 
MPRs occurred in in open spaces or derelict build-
ings (Bamford et  al., 2016). Thus, it is possible that this 
might limit opportunities to successfully obtain forensic 
evidence because the exact location might not be able 
to be located in the case of open spaces, which could be 
influenced by a victim’s state of sobriety at the time of the 
offence. We have shown that victims were more often 
drunk alcohol before MPRs than SPRs. Similarly open 
spaces and derelict buildings may limit the chances of 
successfully obtaining fingerprints. In half of both SPR 
and MPR an investigator visited the crime scene, an 
aspect shown to have a correlation with increased inves-
tigative success (Machisa et al., 2022). It was beyond the 
scope of this research to determine why there was such a 
low level of attendance in contravention of police direc-
tives. This may be due to inadequate resources such 
as vehicles, laziness or excessive case load on behalf of 
investigators. However ultimately this indicates a lack of 
follow through by supervisors who inspect and oversee 
investigations through regular docket inspections.

Another indicator of poor investigative success asso-
ciated with MPRs attrition, was that over a quarter of 
victims had their cellphone taken by the perpetrators, 
yet in nearly a quarter of such cases no itemized billing 
and hence no cellphone investigations were done, which 
could have provided vital evidence to link the perpe-
trator to the crime. This is a crucial investigative lead 
when available, in trying to solve any case, especially in 
these complex MPR cases. It is therefore unsurprising 
that nearly half of MPR cases (compared to 33% of SPR) 
were closed by police as undetected without referral to 
a prosecutor, despite very few being withdrawn by the 
complainant.

These findings from a nationally representative similar 
are similar to those of Tracking Justice nine years previ-
ously (Jewkes et al., 2012a, 2012b; Vetten, 2008). Tracking 
Justice also found similar proportions of MPRs among 
reported rapes (16%); higher proportions of younger male 
and stranger perpetrators in MPRs than SPRs; the higher 
occurrence of MPRs in outdoor settings; the use of more 
aggressive tactics among MPRs than SPRs, and lower 
arrest rates for MPRs than SPRs (Jewkes et  al., 2012a, 
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2012b). The younger age of perpetrators in MPRs com-
pared to SPRs in our study is consistent with the work 
of authors who have argued that MPRs in South Africa 
have a particular place in youth masculinities, within 
a highly patriarchal and unequal society, where young, 
often socially marginalized men, violently and misogynis-
tically test the boundaries of male power and dominance 
over women, particularly in a context where other access 
to avenues through which they may gain respect as men, 
such as getting jobs, academic achievement, starting fam-
ilies etc., are denied them (da Silva et al., 2015; Harkins 
& Dixon, 2013; Jewkes et  al., 2015). Although the role 
of young men in gangs is usually emphasized, we noted 
that some older men were involved in MPRs, similar to 
some previous South African studies (Jewkes & Sikwey-
iya, 2013a; Jewkes et al., 2015, 2012a, 2012b). These find-
ings point to the need to amplify interventions for rape 
prevention including gender transformative components 
in South Africa by targeting and effectively engaging 
younger men.

A great strength of our study is that we have used a 
nationally representative sample of rape cases reported 
to the police for the analysis, which allows for generaliz-
ing the conclusions to all reported rapes in the country. 
There were limitations. Firstly, the study had a retrospec-
tive design that relied on document review. Therefore, the 
quality of the data was affected by the limited depth of 
information, unavailability, or incompleteness of the data 
sources that were used. The result is that in some instances, 
some variables had missing observations. The missing 
information could be attributed to the fact that it was not 
gathered. Still, it is possible that given that the system is 
paper-based and involves moving documents between 
locations, including police stations and courts, the docu-
ments may have been misplaced. The content and depth of 
victims’ statements may have been affected by their emo-
tional state at the time of the reporting and their interac-
tion with members of the police. While it was ideal to have 
more than one research assistant allocated to a docket and 
establish interrater agreement in data capturing, this was 
not feasible due to the costs of conducting a complex, large 
sample size study such as ours. Notably, cases reported 
to the police may not be representative of all rape cases, 
including those that were not reported. Therefore, these 
findings are not generalisable to all rapes. This paper is 
also limited by not analysing the factors contributing to the 
attrition of SPRS and MPRs. Its scope is limited to com-
parisons of whether MPRs and SPRs differ in attrition and 
differ in characteristics and case management using only 
the factors that could be extracted retrospectively from the 
available documentary evidence. It will be important that 
future studies employ prospective designs and explore how 

the differences uncovered by this paper relate to attrition. 
For example, future studies must study whether the dif-
ferences in case attrition between MPR and SPRs are due 
to case characteristics or case management differences or 
a combination of both. Studies must also gather data to 
enhance understanding of personnel and management fac-
tors that influence attrition including detectives and case 
manager’s (non)adherence to the Directives.

Conclusions
All rapes are life-changing and hugely impactful for the 
victims of rape, however, MPRs are generally considered 
to be the most severe form of rape. Our findings con-
firm this, particularly in respect of the circumstances of 
MPRs which in so many ways render the victim of the 
rape most powerless and most profoundly violated. In the 
context of this, our findings seem to suggest that MPRs 
may be more cursorily investigated resulting in half the 
likelihood of case finalization with a conviction for rape. 
These findings point to the need for much more effec-
tive supervision of all rape case investigations by SAPS. 
Priority must be given to investigator training and better 
resourcing to improve MPRs detection and convictions 
in adherence to the Directives for rape policing.
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