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                               Message from our Executive Director 
August 19, 2024

At the Minnesota Justice Research Center, we believe research 
must be collaborative and participatory. We believe our unders-
tanding of how the system currently operates must be guided by 
those closest to the problem. We ground our work in values, 
and engage in deeper thinking with our community about what 
justice means and looks like while putting data behind creative 
ideas for solutions. We convene and build consensus among 
direct stakeholders.

We are grateful to partner with and commend Ramsey County Attorney John Choi and his 
dedicated staff for taking a courageous look at themselves. The following report reflects the 
willingness of the Ramsey County Attorney’s Office (RCAO) to reflect on their work with BI-
POC sexual assault survivors and ask the question, “How are We Serving this Population and 
How Can We Do Better?”

This project has been a unique and intentional partnership with the MNJRC to build a trans-
parent process to learn from SOS and community advocates and BIPOC women survivors of 
sexual assault and their experience with the criminal legal system. . We know that BIPOC wo-
men survivors struggle and face barriers to reporting their experience to and seeking justice 
through the criminal legal system -this was a reality the RCAO did not  hesitate to interrogate. 
Their solution was to truly center these voices, understanding that BIPOC survivors rarely have 
their experiences elevated in this space.

We experienced the RCAO as genuine in their efforts to explore the reasons that marginali-
zed and minority communities do not feel comfortable or safe in engaging the criminal legal 
system when it comes to sexual violence, a rare thing among prosecutors in Minnesota and 
across the nation. The necessary voices to advance the change came from the survivors who 
were brave enough to share their experiences with our team at the MNJRC and believed that 
by doing so, it might make a difference. 

As a result, you are about to read an honest report. Out of context, this report could be used 
to point fingers at the RCAO and focus on everything they are doing wrong. Instead, we view 
this report as an example of a system reckoning with deep challenges and barriers and a 
launching point for change. Change is not a destination, it is a commitment,  a commitment to 
learn and grow and to listen to the community. This report is another step on a journey to an 
actual just process. We invite you to commend the BIPOC women who shared their experien-
ces and to respect the office who called upon the MNJRC to make sure these perspectives 
are part of the solution. 

We look forward to the next steps in this process as each of the partners -- the RCAO, law 
enforcement and SOS -- work together to make the system response to sexual assault one 
that truly works for everyone.

Justin Terrell 
Executive Director
The Minnesota Justice Research Center
Justin@mnjrc.org 



                                       Message from the Ramsey County Attorney

August 19, 2024

RE:  	 Continuous Improvement in System Response 	
		 to Sexual Assault in Our Community

Dear All:

Our work to improve system responses to sexual assault be-
gan in 2016, when we launched the Ramsey County Sexual 
Assault Justice Initiative, a two-pronged approach to chan-
ge how our system responds to sexual assault while commi-
tting to culture change in our community. At the outset, we 

announced the Ramsey County Start by Believing campaign, in collaboration with the 
Ramsey County Board, Saint Paul – Ramsey County Public Health and local law en-
forcement, to create a culture where victims feel more empowered to report their abuse 
and to develop an infrastructure of response, which improves outcomes for victims – one 
response at a time.

In 2016, we knew far too few incidents of sexual assault were being reported to law en-
forcement, with only a fraction of those resulting in accountability for the harm caused, so 
we undertook a painstaking, two-year study of hundreds of incidents that met a familiar 
fate in our justice system The 2018 Ramsey County Sexual Assault Systems Review helped 
us better understand how sexual assault incidents, investigations and cases were handled, 
and ultimately provided a blueprint for systems change in our community.

The Ramsey County Sexual Assault Justice Initiative generated important conversations, 
training and commitment to action throughout Ramsey County. Each member of the ini-
tiative pledged support for the ongoing work, which focused on identifying and securing 
critical resources for public health, law enforcement investigation and prosecution to in-
crease dedicated staff capacity. The Ramsey County Attorney and Board of Commissio-
ners allocated funds to hire two new advocates at Public Health’s SOS Sexual Violence 
Services and two new sexual assault investigators in the Saint Paul Police Department Sex 
Crimes Unit. Additionally, the County Attorney’s Office and the County Sheriff’s Office 
were awarded a 2-year grant under the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) to fund a 
dedicated sexual assault investigator and prosecutor.

In November of 2018, law enforcement, prosecutors and advocates gathered with lea-
dership from the Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault, to strategize about how best 
to create an ongoing trauma-informed, coordinated response to sexual violence. In the 
spring of 2019, we formed the Sexual Assault Response Collaboration to formalize our 
system response efforts using continued VAWA funding. The County Attorney’s office also 
provided funding for a full-time sex crimes detective in the Roseville Police Department.

Yet, after all this effort, we knew we were missing a key piece of the puzzle. While women 
who identify as Black, indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) are overrepresented as 
survivors of sexual assault, their voices and stories of their experiences are underrepresented 



in mainstream news and public systems. Thus, we partnered with the Minnesota Justice 
Research Center (MNJRC) to engage these victims/survivors to better understand their 
experiences with the justice system and what changes are necessary to better serve BIPOC 
women survivors.

I want to thank the team at MNJRC for leading this research project, in collaboration with 
our partners, and for their thoughtful and considerate approach to building trust with BI-
POC women  survivors in order to gather honest feedback to inform our efforts to improve 
system responses to better serve women like them. MNJRC put in countless hours to gain 
candid feedback and ensure the voices of BIPOC women survivors were front and center 
in this report.

To the women who invested time and energy in sharing their stories, reliving their trauma, 
and laying bare their truths: I want you to know that I am truly sorry for the detrimental ex-
periences you had; we hear you and we will continue to take steps to improve. Your cou-
rage and your candor will make it possible for us to do better and know where we need to 
invest. We hear and appreciate the need for BIPOC women to be met with culturally-res-
ponsive care, trauma-informed practices, and increased communication. Your need for 
consistent, responsive, and compassionate communication throughout the process, and 
opportunities to share your stories in community to brainstorm improvements came shining 
through. We also recognize the need to strengthen our partnerships to expand access to 
community-based culturally-responsive organizations that you can confide in and receive 
ongoing support from outside the legal process, as well as do better connecting you with 
community-based resources and support. We are encouraged that, despite challenging 
experiences, discouragement, and lack of trust, 81% of you conveyed a desire to stay 
involved in improving the system and experiences of BIPOC women survivors in the futu-
re. We are looking forward to working together with you to find ways to engage in our 
collective efforts.

For the past 8 years, I have been heartened by the enthusiastic engagement and support 
of our partners: Saint Paul – Ramsey County Public Health SOS Sexual Violence Services 
and every one of our law enforcement agencies in Ramsey County. I also want to recogni-
ze our dedicated staff who have worked tirelessly to advance this effort. We know nothing 
will substantially change unless we, as a community, collectively invest in better outcomes. 
That means truly understanding the impacts we’re having in people’s lives and always fo-
cusing on continuous improvement. This report helps us do just that.

I learned long ago that public systems’ response to sexual violence can always be better, 
and we must continually evolve with victim/survivors at the center, guiding our advance-
ments. It’s also critical to ensure all voices, especially those that may have been margina-
lized, are intentionally invited to the table to share their lived experiences and uncomfor-
table truths. With everyone at the table, all pulling together in the same direction, we will 
continue to improve the quality of justice for all.

Sincerely, 

John J. Choi
Ramsey County Attorney
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To improve the legal system’s response to 
reports of sexual violence, the Minnesota Jus-
tice Research Center (MNJRC), the Ramsey 
County Attorney’s Office (RCAO), and SOS 
Sexual Violence Services of Ramsey County 
(SOS) collaborated in 2023 to directly engage 
with and center the experiences of Black, Indi-
genous, and other People of Color (commonly 
referred to as “BIPOC”) women survivors of 
sexual assault in Ramsey County. Sexual as-
sault, although common, is underreported and 
disproportionately concentrated among Black 
and Indigenous women in the United States. 
The same is true for Minnesota. By better un-
derstanding the experiences of the BIPOC wo-
men survivors of sexual assault, we explored 
avenues for change to Ramsey County’s legal 
system.

Over a year, the research team at MN-
JRC conducted strategic outreach to commu-
nity-based organizations and individuals in 
Ramsey County to connect with possible par-
ticipants. We conducted two focus groups and 
16 individual interviews with a total of 26 BI-
POC women survivors to answer the following 
research questions: (1) How do BIPOC women 
survivors describe their experiences with the le-
gal system? (2) What about this process needs 
to be improved? And, finally, (3) How (if at all) 
do BIPOC women survivors of sexual violence 
want to be involved in the continued improve-
ment of the criminal legal process for survivors 
in Ramsey County?

Although participants experienced the sys-
tem in dramatically different ways, there were 
many common barriers and burdens. While 
most of our participants reported their sexual 
assaults to the legal system, insights from par-
ticipants who chose not to report also helped 
us understand some of the obstacles that may 
keep women from reporting sexual assaults. 
We identify seven broad themes that charac-
terized participants’ experiences with the legal 
system, explore the power of community su-
pports, and offer five main recommendations 
for improvement. 

To begin with, participants described the 
importance of their various identities — their 
race, ethnicity, gender, immigrant status, edu-
cational level — as factors powerfully distingui-
shing their experiences. In particular, partici-
pants described how their identity determined 
how much they trusted the legal system. As 
such, trust emerged from our data as a criti-
cal value underlying participants’ experiences, 
both connected to identity and independent 
of it. For a few participants, their identities as 
immigrants added a layer of complexity and 
distrust in legal systems globally, actually resul-
ting in more positive experiences with the le-
gal system in Ramsey County. Most commonly, 
participants across the board did not trust the 
early stages of reporting the crime to the poli-
ce. Connected to this sense of distrust, we lear-
ned that when participants had to decide whe-
ther to report or not to report the assault, many 
often feared the ramifications of reporting. 
For a small number of our participants, this fear 
prevented them from reporting.

For participants who chose to report, 
many were immediately and unexpectedly met 
with both burden and blame. They were 
burdened by having to recount their assault 
numerous times, by having to remember small 
details that felt unimportant during the assault, 
by having to appear in court, and by bearing, 
quite literally, the burden of proof that our legal 
system is structured to require of them. Closely 
connected to these burdens were feelings of 
blame. Many participants felt they were being 
blamed for being assaulted in the first place, 
for not reporting the assault correctly or quickly 
enough, and for not understanding what to do 
next. These feelings around burden and blame 
were closely linked to participants’ beliefs that 
they were neither heard nor valued by sys-
tem actors. This was a common theme across 
participants throughout the legal proceedings, 
from their initial interactions with police all the 
way through sentencing. 

Deeply connected to participants’ identi-
ties, their fear, the burden and blame they felt, 
and their belief in being heard were power 
dynamics, both implicit and explicit, at play in 
the legal system. These power dynamics unfol-
ded in different ways but were often described 
as a power imbalance between the defendant 
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and the victim survivor. More specifically, par-
ticipants viewed the defendant as having more 
power within and over the legal system, whe-
ther with respect to the scheduling and pace 
of the legal proceedings or with respect to the 
conduct of the trial itself.

With the delays resulting from COVID and 
the slow-moving process of the legal system, 
the salience and importance of time, broadly, 
weighed heavily on participants. As a result, 
many participants continued to carry the bur-
den of communication: they had to call their 
advocate for any updates, to check the court 
database system to see whether a hearing had 
been scheduled, and even to dig up their own 
evidence and submit it to the investigator. Par-
ticipants often felt their case had no forward 
movement. This left participants feeling dis-
couraged or defeated: feelings we found at 
the end of the legal proceedings were com-
mon among many participants. Unfortunately, 
the ramifications of these experiences were 
cyclical: feelings of defeat often caused par-
ticipants to lose even more trust in the legal 
system, which made them feel even more de-
feated.

Amidst these challenges, participants con-
sistently highlighted the pivotal role played by 
entities such as SOS and other community 
organizations in providing invaluable 
support and guidance. Community-ba-
sed organizations directly addressed several 
of the barriers and challenges participants 
described in their experience with the legal 
system: in particular, the burden participants 
carried, the fear they felt, and the importan-
ce of their identities. These positive interactions 
underscored the importance of establishing a 
continuum of care within the legal system, en-
suring that BIPOC women survivors receive 
the critical support they need to navigate the 
complexities and trauma of sexual assault whi-
le seeking justice through a complicated and 
adversarial process.

Our recommendations, therefore, focus 
on five main areas for improvement to the le-
gal process in Ramsey County. First, we re-
commend more investment in SOS and other 
community-based organizations so they are 
readily accessible and available to all BIPOC 

women survivors. Second, we ​​recommend 
embedding culturally responsive and trau-
ma-informed training into practice for all law 
enforcement agencies and hiring more diverse 
police officers who can continue to shift toward 
a culture where BIPOC women survivors are 
believed and valued. Third, we recommend 
improved dissemination of both realistic ex-
pectations around communication and of re-
sources that serve to educate survivors about 
the legal process during the prosecution and 
sentencing stages in particular. Connected to 
this, and fourth, we recommend more commu-
nication, consistency, and compassion across 
all aspects of the legal system to establish a 
continuum of care for BIPOC women survivors. 
Finally, we recommend continuing to involve 
and center BIPOC women survivors, creating 
space for them to contribute to change and, in 
particular, to share their stories. 

The Ramsey County Attorney’s Office 
embarked on this journey with a commitment 
to prioritizing the voices and needs of BIPOC 
women survivors. This research demonstrates 
the need for the entire legal system in Ramsey 
County as a whole to continue to center the 
perspectives of BIPOC women survivors.  By 
incorporating culturally responsive, trauma-in-
formed practices, we can cultivate a more 
equitable and inclusive legal system,  a legal 
landscape in which BIPOC women survivors 
feel valued, heard, and empowered as they 
seek both justice and healing from their sexual 
assault. 
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Researchers and policy-makers rarely center the experiences of Black, Indigenous, and other 
People of Color (commonly and collectively referred to as “BIPOC”) women when discussing im-
provements to the legal system. A groundbreaking two-year study in Ramsey County, Minnesota, 
of 646 reported sexual assaults revealed that far too few incidents of sexual violence are ever 
reported and, of those that are, only a tiny fraction result in their perpetrators even being charged, 
much less being brought to justice. The study culminated in a report, Ramsey County Sexual Assault 
Systems Review (SASR), which made multiple recommendations to improve the response of the jus-
tice system and to ensure that victims feel supported in reporting their assaults to law enforcement. 

In response to the study’s findings, Ramsey County, the City of Saint Paul, and the City of Ro-
seville pooled and reallocated resources to hire additional sexual assault investigators. Ramsey 
County also created two key grant-funded positions to systemically improve the way that law 
enforcement, prosecutors, and justice system partners respond to sexual violence. To enhance co-
llaboration between their respective agencies, the RCAO, Ramsey County Sheriff’s Office (RCSO), 
and SOS developed an inter-agency coalition to facilitate victim-centered investigations, prosecu-
tions, and support. 

The purpose/goal of the larger Ramsey County project is to continue to build and further 
develop a long-term, sustainable infrastructure to provide and institutionalize victim-centered, trau-
ma-informed best practices for the County’s response to sexual assaults. To accomplish this, the 
inter-agency coalition proposed five core efforts: (1) Enhance training standards; (2) Develop co-
llaborative investigative practices; (3) Directly engage with survivors; (4) Share what has worked 
in changing the system; and (5) Expand data collection and analysis. The RCAO partnered with 
the Minnesota Justice Research Center (MNJRC) to support the third goal of the coalition: Directly 
engage with survivors of sexual violence. 

The MNJRC is an independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit organization dedicated to driving me-
aningful change in Minnesota’s criminal legal system through rigorous and community-centered 
research, education, and policy development. The MNJRC centers its work around a set of funda-
mental values — humane and fair treatment for all, safety, well-being, and trust — and provides the 
community and policy-makers with information and tools needed to create a criminal legal system 
that truly delivers justice.

Through a series of focus groups and individual interviews, the MNJRC worked to engage sur-
vivors, focusing on adult (over 18 years old) BIPOC women located in Ramsey County, to support 
the effort to transform the way Ramsey County responds to sexual violence. The MNJRC team sou-
ght to better understand BIPOC women survivors’ perceptions of and experiences with the criminal 
legal system in Ramsey County at all points of the process, what procedural changes would better 
serve BIPOC women survivors, and how BIPOC women survivors might engage meaningfully and 
continuously, in the improvement process. 

We explored the following key research questions:

1.	 A. How do BIPOC women survivors of sexual violence describe their experience going 
through the process of legal recourse (reporting, investigation, prosecution, outcomes) in 
Ramsey County? 

B. How do BIPOC women survivors of sexual violence who opted not to file a police re-
port describe their experiences and decision not to report the crime? 

Introduction                                                                                                                                      
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2.	 What needs to be improved about this process? In particular, how can the process better 
meet the needs of BIPOC women survivors?

3.	 How (if at all) do BIPOC women survivors of sexual violence want to be involved in the 
continued improvement of the criminal legal process for survivors in Ramsey County? What 
might this involvement look like? 

Background Literature                                          

In this report, we use 
the term “sexual 

assault,” rather than 
“sexual violence” or 
“sexual harassment,” 

because “sexual assault” 
can encompass both 

terms. 

Sexual assault is more common and widespread than many people realize: Every 68 se-
conds, someone in the United States becomes a victim of sexual assault. On average, sexual as-
sault affects nearly half a million people each year in the United States (RAINN, 2023). “Sexual 
assault” refers to sexual contact or behavior that occurs without the explicit consent of the victim. 
This can include penetration of the victim’s body (also known as rape), attempted rape, fondling 
or unwanted sexual touching, and forcing a victim to perform sexual acts, such as oral sex. Sexual 
assault happens in various ways and in different contexts and is never the victim’s fault. This notion 
is a critical narrative shift away from the victim-blaming mentality that was prominent early in the 
20th century (Gravelin et al., 2017). 

In this report, we use the term “sexual assault” rather than 
“sexual violence” or “sexual harassment” because “sexual as-
sault” can encompass both terms. “Sexual violence” is defined 
as a sexual assault that is also a violent crime, like domestic 
violence, dating violence, or stalking (University of California, 
2024). “Sexual harassment” is defined as any unwelcome se-
xual advance or demand for sexual favors. Although each is a 
“sexual assault,” it does not mean that every sexual assault is 
either sexual violence or sexual harassment. In the legal con-
text, “sexual violence” is often referred to as “sexual abuse” 
(Minnesota Office of the Revisor of Statutes, 2019), “criminal 
sexual conduct” of varying degrees (Minnesota Office of the 
Revisor of Statutes, 2021b), and/or “sexual exploitation” 
(Minnesota Office of the Revisor of Statutes, n.d.).

The impact of sexual assault disproportionately affects women more than men. One in five 
women in the United States will experience sexual assault during their lifetime, compared to 1 in 71 
men (National Sexual Violence Resource Center, 2024). Statistics about survivors of sexual assault 
are difficult to find, as sexual assault is one of the most underreported crimes (Olive, 2012). What 
statistics are available indicate that survivors of sexual assault are overwhelmingly female: 91% of 
adult rape victims and 82% of juvenile victims are female. Victims of sexual violence are generally 
younger: 69% of survivors are between the ages of 12 and 34 (RAINN, 2023). There are nume-
rous terms for survivors of sexual assault, such as “victim survivor,” “survivor,” and “victim,” each 
carrying its own implications. In this report, we use the term “BIPOC women survivors” to capture 
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both the racial and gender identity of the participants, and while we value the critical distinctions 
and dialogue around the power of terms, our participants most readily identified with the term 
“survivor” (as opposed to “victim” or “victim survivor”) and therefore we describe them as such.

Sexual assault has long-lasting effects. Nearly all (94%) survivors report post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) within two weeks of an assault, and 30% of survivors report PTSD even nine mon-
ths after the assault. Many survivors also struggle with severe depression, anxiety, and thoughts 
of suicide following an assault. These long-standing effects leave survivors especially vulnerable.

 From the data we have, we know that sexual assault is disproportionately concentrated 
among women of color. The nationwide statistics around the racial identities of survivors are di-
fficult to find. However, limited statistics available show that women survivors of sexual assault 
are far more likely to be Black, Indigenous, or People of Color (BIPOC) than to be white (Olive, 
2012). The prevalence of sexual violence among women in the United States varies widely by 
race. Specifically, American Indian/Native American/Indigenous women1 are most likely to have 
been a victim of sexual violence, followed by Black women. American Indian/Native American/
Indigenous women are 2.5 to 3.5 times more likely to experience sexual violence when compared 
to the known statistics of all other races (National Resource Center on Domestic Violence, 2018). 
This means that nearly 34 percent of American Indian/Native American/Indigenous women in 
the United States will be a victim of sexual violence in their lifetime. The statistics around Asian and 
Latina women are challenging to find, which aligns with the underreporting we see in these two 
racial groups (Olive, 2012). 

On the state level, sexual assault statistics for Minneso-
ta indicate that “we could fill Target Field [capacity 38,544] 
almost 18 times with the number of Minnesota women who 
have experienced rape, physical violence, and/or stalking” 
(The Center on Women, Gender, and Public Policy (CWG-
PP) at the University of Minnesota’s Humphrey School of 
Public Affairs & Women’s Foundation of Minnesota, 2022). 
Women in Minnesota face a high likelihood of experien-
cing sexual violence and rape in their lifetimes: over 42% of 
Minnesota women will report sexual violence in their lifeti-
me (CWGPP & Women’s Foundation of Minnesota, 2022). 
In 2024, Minnesota’s estimated sexual assault report rate is 
expected to reach 43.40 individuals per 100,000, slightly 
surpassing the 2021 U.S. report rate of 41.77 individuals 
per 100,000 (World Population Review, 2021).

According to the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Appre-
hension (BCA), there were 2,329 reports of rape in 2022 
(Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, 2023). Of 
those 2,329 victims, approximately 56% were white, 20% 
were of unknown racial identity, 18% were Black, 4% were 
American Indian or Alaskan Native, 2% were Asian, and 
less than 1% were Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islan-
der (Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, 2023). 
Comparing these rates to the population of Minnesota, we 
see that reports of rape are made disproportionately by vic-
tims of color (i.e., 86% of Minnesota’s population is white, 
but white victims reported only 56% of its rapes) (United 
States Census Bureau, 2023a). 

1. Our report will use the term “Native American” to refer to the American Indian/Alaska Native participants involved in our pro-
ject. We have chosen this terminology to align with the language and identity terms used by the participants themselves to describe 
their racial identities.

Racial Breakdown of Minnesota 
Reports of Rape
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                     Supporting BIPOC Women Survivors in Ramsey County

Sexual assault is overwhelmingly underreported. Of every 1,000 sexual assaults, only 310 
are reported to police (RAINN, 2020). Moreover, fewer than one-third of all incidents of sexual 
violence are ever reported to law enforcement (The Office of Community Oriented Policing Ser-
vices (COPS Office) of the U.S. Department of Justice, 2023). Despite the low reporting of sexual 
violence overall, significant differences exist in the reported cases across various racial identities. 
While BIPOC women are more likely to be a victim of sexual violence than are white women, 
nearly 80% of sexual violence cases were opened after a report by a white woman,  showing the 
disproportionality exists not only in reporting cases but also in investigating sexual violence cases 
(End Rape on Campus, 2023). 

When we revisit the Minnesota data, we see that the Minnesota BCA’s breakdown of rape 
victims’ racial identities is limited to those who actually filed a police report - thus, the disproportio-
nalities are likely even more extensive. As is reflected in our conversations with participants, factors 
unique to each racial identity deter victims from reporting, making it difficult to obtain accurate data 
on the race of sexual assault survivors.

This project centers BIPOC women survivors, a population for whom Ramsey County officials 
have worked to improve services over the last several years. In 2016, Assistant County Attorney 
Kaarin Long thoroughly reviewed responses to cases in which teen or adult victims reported a 
sexual offense by a non-family member. She found considerable room for improvement in the res-
ponses. Since then, Ramsey County officials have continued to dedicate improvement efforts to the 
responses by its legal system. 

BIPOC women survivors in Ramsey County can also access SOS Sexual Violence Services 
(SOS), which provides free crisis assistance 24/7 to victims of sexual violence. SOS employs a 
small team of advocates who work directly with BIPOC women survivors as a support system, a 
guide, and a familiar face. A SOS advocate keeps all conversations with BIPOC women survivors 
confidential and works with the survivor for as long as the survivor needs support. SOS offers 
support regardless of whether the victim engages with the legal system. SOS provided support to 
over 850 victims in 2023. As an organization, SOS works with both the Ramsey County Sexual 
Assault Protocol Team and Safe Harbors Youth Intervention Project to improve the community’s 
response to sexual violence.

	 The final key partners in this project were the numerous community-based organizations 
that support BIPOC women survivors in Ramsey County. These community-based organizations 
all work closely with BIPOC women survivors but have different focuses. These organizations were 
critical in supporting BIPOC women survivors in ways that Ramsey County officials could not. 

	 This research project was a continuation of the projects in which Ramsey County officials 
have invested, with a focus on improving the experiences of BIPOC women survivors and their 
experiences with the legal system to better support a population that has been underserved both in 
Minnesota and across the country.

The MNJRC team embarked on a comprehensive exploration of the perceptions and expe-
riences of BIPOC women survivors with Ramsey County’s legal system. This research project aimed 
to identify procedural adjustments that could enhance support for these survivors and establish 
frameworks for sustained and inclusive participation of BIPOC women survivors in ongoing im-
provement initiatives. The research questions that guided this research project are outlined below. 

Research Questions                                                
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Methodology                                                              
The Minnesota Justice Research Center (MNJRC) is committed to going beyond traditional 

research methods, which methods often involve a quick survey or extraction of information. Instead, 
the MNJRC pours its efforts into building relationships and working toward building a base of par-
ticipants connected to its work. The research team spent countless hours ensuring that participants 
trusted them before moving forward with the data collection process. 

The Center’s outreach methods followed 
five stages: (1) building awareness of the pro-
ject through community organizations; (2) 
partnering with community organizations to 
identify potential participants; (3) screening 
potential participants for eligibility; (4) fo-
llowing up with potential participants; and (5) 
enrolling participants. Each stage allowed the 
Center to narrow the field and find the final 
26 individuals who actually participated in 
this research project. Overall, this process took 
longer than expected, beginning in February 
2023 and ending in October 2023, but it was 
well worth the time. 

For the first several months, we focused on building project- and organizational-awareness. 
At its core, this stage focused on getting the word out about the research project and establishing a 
presence in sexual assault survivor spaces in the Ramsey County area. During this stage, we also 
used social media platforms to distribute an outreach survey. We knew that a social media strategy 
would give us visibility in online spaces, which can, at times, be more accessible to survivors of 
sexual assault but which might not produce actual participants because of eligibility requirements 
(e.g., receiving services in Ramsey County). We also connected with trusted contacts and other 
community organizations through email, phone, and text messages to set up individual meetings 
to discuss and promote the research project. Finally, to be physically present in the community, the 
research team distributed flyers at community organizations and in strategic locations all around 
Ramsey County. 
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From there, we focused on building partnerships with trusted organizations and collaborators 
with RCAO and SOS. As explained above, during the building-awareness stage, we reached out 
to trusted contacts to alert them that our research project was starting. During this stage, we focu-
sed on building partnerships with these organizations. We initially reached out to 33 community 
organizations (see Appendix A). We sent numerous emails, phone calls, and text messages to this 
list of 33 organizations to arrange meetings. This outreach resulted in virtual meetings with 25 or-
ganizations. 

Overall, the vast majority of the organizations we contacted were willing to support us with 
passive outreach methods to potential participants (e.g., mentioning the project in their newsletter). 
In the end, five organizations connected us directly with participants and created a space for us to 
converse with those participants. These organizations were SOS, Phumulani, Ain Dah Yung Center, 
Esperanza United, and the Jeremiah Program. 

Overall, 447 individuals completed the survey with an interest in participating. This was a mix 
of individuals who responded to our various outreach efforts, including social media, distributing 
flyers, and organizational partnerships. During the screening stage, we applied our eligibility crite-
ria to identify participants eligible for the research study. This screening process occurred between 
May and August 2023 and overlapped with the other stages of our outreach methods. The eligibi-
lity criteria used were: (1) identified as any identity other than solely White/European BIPOC; (2) 
identified as any identity other than solely Male (women, non-gender-conforming); and (3) were 
sexually assaulted in the last five years in Ramsey County (a requirement on which all team mem-
bers agreed). Eventually, a little more than half (277) of the interested participants were deemed 
eligible during this stage. 

We then followed up directly with each of the 277 eligible participants. We contacted them 
via phone to verify their eligibility and to explain the purpose and process of the research project. 
This allowed us to identify 69 ‘bots’2 who had responded to the survey, which we anticipated 
would happen when the eligibility survey was distributed online. In addition, we were unable to 
connect with about 174 individuals who either never answered the phone or did not respond to our 
emails. Eliminating these individuals left us with a total of 34 eligible participants who both respon-
ded to our outreach efforts and were interested in participating in the research study. 

During this stage, we had critical conversations with many participants and began to build 
trust among eligible participants. This required multiple outreaches over time, as eligible partici-
pants needed to be more open to joining an in-person focus group (our original planned data 
collection method). As a research team, we therefore decided to shift our data collection method 
from only focus groups to conducting several individual interviews. This required more time and 
more funding but allowed us to get the data we needed. 

After the outreach process, we enrolled 26 participants in the research study through two focus 
groups (one in-person and one virtual) and 16 individual interviews. 

In total, 26 participants engaged in the research project, 23 of whom were recruited throu-
gh community partnerships and three individuals who came to us through other means. Thus, the 
majority of our participants were identified and recruited through the community organizations 
with which we had built relationships over the course of many months and therefore were able to 
establish trust in the research project. Of these 26 BIPOC women survivors, 21 had reported their 
sexual assault to the police, and five had not made a report.

2. Bots are defined as a program that can interact with links, sites, and anything else on the internet. They are not real humans. 

                                                                                Participant Demographics
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Demographically, most participants identified as Black/African American, ranging in age 
from 20 to 70, although the majority were between the ages of 21 and 41. Half of the participants 
identified as an immigrant and were interviewed in their native language. The majority (86%) of the 
26 participants interviewed chose to report being sexually assaulted.

	 We originally planned to collect data primarily through in-person focus groups of about 
five participants. However, we discovered during the outreach stage that participants were both 
hesitant to meet in person and had several scheduling conflicts with work commitments, travel, and 
childcare. To meet participants’ needs, the research team added several individual interviews and 
virtual, rather than in-person, focus groups, in addition to in-person focus groups. Through these 
three methods (individual interviews, in-person focus groups, and virtual focus groups), we were 
able to schedule more effectively and reduce the hesitancy to participate. 

	 Each data collection approach followed the same protocol. The research team introduced 
themselves and established norms. The norm-setting protocol was more heavily emphasized during 
the focus group spaces because they were designed to establish group trust. Next, the research 
team explained how the data (participant stories and perspectives) would be used and created 
space for participants’ questions. Finally, the research team showed an image depicting the legal 
system process (see the Figure below) to anchor all participants in a shared frame of reference and 
began with questions about participants’ experiences and ideas for improvements. See Appendix 
B for more details on the data collection protocol.

                                                                     Interview Protocol and Analysis

Legal System Process
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	 The MNJRC team conducted one focus group in-person at a community library in Saint Paul 
and a second focus group through Zoom. The team conducted 16 individual interviews through 
Zoom, over the phone, and in person. We recorded where possible and, when participants asked 
not to be recorded, took detailed notes. These notes and interviews were then transcribed by a 
transcription service. 

To begin the thematic analysis, the research team used a mix of inductive and deductive co-
ding, meaning some predetermined categories were used to process the data (more “operational” 
codes were used to tag data with specific phases of the legal system) while also creating some 
categories based on what was common across participant experiences. For example, participants 
used the term “burden” frequently, describing how they felt as they experienced the legal system. 
We thus created a category or code called “burden/blame” to tag all experiences that referenced 
this feeling. From there, the team used a focused coding approach to further define categories. Each 
interview was then coded using both sets of codes (thematic and operational) by three different 
individuals, and the resulting codes were reliably and consistently tracked throughout the analysis 
process. All participants quoted in this report were given pseudonyms to protect their anonymity.

In this section, we analyze the experiences of BIPOC women survivors of sexual violence with 
the Ramsey County legal system. Although study participants experienced the system in dramati-
cally different ways, every participant shared their hope for change in the operation of the legal 
system. 

Although the majority of participants reported their se-
xual assault to the legal system, insights from participants 
who chose not to report helped us understand some of the 
obstacles that may keep victims from reporting. We identify 
seven main themes that characterized participant experien-
ces with the legal system: (1) identity, (2) trust, (3) fear of 
ramifications, (4) burden/blame, (5) belief and experience 
in being heard and valued, (6) power dynamics, and (7) fe-
eling discouraged/defeated. These broader themes all focu-
sed on improving the overall legal system in Ramsey County 
and were deeply interconnected and mapped onto parti-
cipant journeys to and through the legal proceedings. Our 
eighth main finding describes the power and importance of 
community-based support.

	 In the sections that follow, we dive into each theme 
to explore how participants described their experiences and 
how each theme helped us understand how we might shift 
the legal process to better support BIPOC women survivors 
of sexual violence.

An individual’s identity shapes how they view the world and experience it. Our findings re-
flect this. Recall that the rates of sexual violence against women vary significantly across identity 
characteristics, with American Indian and Black women at a greater risk of experiencing sexual 
violence than white women. Despite women of color being more likely to be assaulted than white 

Findings                                                                    

                   Identity:  “They won’t help me as much as if it were their 
own people.” 
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women, white women account for 80% of reported sexual violence cases. For this project, we defi-
ne “identity” as an individual’s more stagnant demographic and cultural characteristics (e.g., race) 
and as the more fluid ways in which participants described themselves (e.g., mentally unwell) and 
that influenced a participant’s outlook and/or experience with the legal system. The demographic 
data reveals the diversity among participant identities. Missing from those tables are the more fluid 
characteristics and self-descriptions participants gave us: they identified variously as mothers, as 
illiterate, as advocates, as healing, as struggling with mental health, and as traumatized. Thus, the 
role of identity appeared distinct for participants. Despite this vast diversity, we consistently heard 
from all participants that they wished to be understood and valued for who they are. We heard 
loud and clear that for BIPOC women going through the legal system, their identity mattered and 
should not be ignored. 

We begin with this theme because participants’ identities 
also underscored everything else that participants shared about 
their experiences. Their identity directly influenced whether they 
trusted or feared the ramifications of the legal system, whether 
they felt they were being heard or being ignored by system ac-
tors, whether they felt burdened or buoyed by the process, the 
power dynamics they observed, and whether they felt defeated 
or victorious after going through the legal proceedings. It would 
be difficult to share our findings without sharing as well the lens 
of the participants’ identities. 

Racial and ethnic identity were determining factors in whether the participants trusted the legal 
system. In describing her experience, Tiffany, a 70-year-old woman who immigrated to the United 
States from Asia, shared through a translator: 

“I think because I’m Hmong, I’m not getting the help that I need. I don’t know 
how to speak in English… they don’t really want to help me. They won’t help 
me as much as if it were their own people. For speaking, they say it’s too hard 
and they delay.” 

In this quote, Tiffany describes several aspects of her racial and ethnic identity. She felt her 
ethnic identity as Hmong impacted the help she received, whether based on cultural assumptions, 
challenges with language, or both. For Tiffany, this affected her ability to trust the system and her 
belief in being heard. 

An immigrant identity was a key influence on 
a participant’s belief that they could trust the system 
to investigate their crime properly, not deport them, 
and successfully prosecute their case. Of our immi-
grant participants, 15% hesitated to report the cri-
me to the police or to pursue legal action in the first 
place, often connected to fears around immigration 
law or deportation. However, Elena, a Latina par-
ticipant in one of the focus groups, considered the 
experience positive because it differed so from her 
expectations of the legal system. She explained that 
instead of “corrupt police officers who always sided 
with the husband” (or the male) due to the prevalent 
”machismo” culture in Latino communities, the law 
enforcement officers in Ramsey County were more 
kind and more supportive of her as an individual. 

They identified 
variously as mothers, 

as illiterate, as 
advocates, as healing, 

as struggling with 
mental health, and as 

traumatized
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She explained that if her assault had happened in her home country, she would not have involved 
the police. Even though being an undocumented immigrant made Elena initially afraid to make 
a report to the police, as it might raise questions about her legal status and make her vulnerable 
to deportation, she ended up with a positive experience that shifted her trust in the legal system. 
Tiffany and Elena show us how important and varied one’s racial and cultural identity can be in 
determining one’s experience with the legal system. 

We also learned from participants that fluid identity characteristics, such as level of education, 
beyond their fixed racial and cultural identities influenced their trust in and experiences with the 
system. Elizabeth, an Asian woman whose fear of being shunned by her own community kept her 
from reporting, shared another area of her identity that played a role in her hesitancy to lean on 
the legal system: 

“People in my community can’t read or write… so people in my community 
are scared to let [police officers] know they can’t read or write… they’re like 
“grab your number and fill out the forms…” Why would I share with them that 
I can’t read or write? That’s embarrassing.” 

In this quote, we see Elizabeth’s level of education preventing her and those in her community 
from reporting crimes. We also see her observations on the power dynamics at play. For Elizabeth, 
police officers are the ones with power, and she believed that appearing less educated to them 
could be detrimental to her case or paint her entire community in a more negative light. 

Finally, the participant’s identity was an important factor, both alone and when combined with 
the identities of system actors. When the participants encountered a system actor with a different 
identity, they often believed that they wouldn’t get help. However, when the participants encoun-
tered someone who looked like them, they frequently described having greater trust in the system. 
For example, Felicia interacted with an advocate who was a Black woman. Because the identity 
of the system actor mirrored her own, she shared: “My victim witness advocate was another Black 
woman. So, I don’t know, it didn’t feel they were bogus to me because I was Black.” This perception 
of feeling like system actors were “bogus” to her was based on her own view of the legal system 
and the experience Felicia had with others she worked with throughout the system. 

Revisiting Tiffany’s experience, she believed the police wouldn’t help her “as much as [they 
would] if they were their own people.” Tiffany explained how she believed if she was white and 
spoke English (like the police officers), they would give her greater assistance. Like Felicia and 
Tiffany, many participants explained that if and when the identity of the system actor mirrored 
their own, it affected how they experienced the legal system in a positive way. Increased diversity 
among system actors can result in more instances in which the participants feel understood and 
heard. It can also ease their worries that their identities will determine how they are treated by the 
legal system. 

Racial and cultural identities of BIPOC women were critical factors in how they engaged with 
the world and the legal system. More fluid aspects of their identity also deeply mattered and often 
determined how or even if they entered the legal system. System actors need to understand BIPOC 
women’s identities deeply to improve those women’s overall experience with the legal system. 

Understanding the complexity of BIPOC women’s identities is crucial to addressing the fears 
and uncertainties they have about engaging with the legal system. Surveys show that 20% of se-
xual assault survivors did not report the assault because they were afraid of retaliation, and 7% of 
survivors feared getting the offender in legal trouble (U.S. Department of Justice, 2013). This finding 

            Fear of Ramifications: “I’m afraid and scared”
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is supported by other research that reveals “fear of reprisal or retaliation by the offender…fear of 
exposure to family or friends...fear of disbelief from police...and fear of being blamed” are the 
most common reasons why survivors abstain from reporting (Murphy-Oikonen et al., 2022). Our 
findings support these studies. We interviewed many participants who had profound experiences 
with the legal process. They expressed a fear of the ramifications of invoking the legal system. This 
appeared as fear of the unknown: not knowing how the victim impact statement3 would unfold or 
how the trial would proceed. For the small handful of participants who chose never to report, this 
theme was extremely salient. From these interviews, we learned about the barriers to entry into the 
legal system. Most frequently, participants described fearing the ramifications that would flow from 
reporting the assault to the police. These included fears of interactions with the police, being ostra-
cized by family and friends for going to the police, and fears that the defendant4 would go to jail. 

For many participants, the legal system was an unfamiliar and new experience. Without 
knowing what to expect, many participants explained they preferred to resolve the assault through 
familiar means, such as their communities and families. Elizabeth, an Asian immigrant woman in 
her 40s, discussed how she spent much of her life interpreting and advocating for her community. 
She shared with us that her community hesitated to call 911 because: “In my head if you go to 911, 
he’s going straight to jail.” For Elizabeth, her fear of involving the legal system stemmed from con-
cern that the defendant, often a violent partner or spouse, would end up in jail if she did. Elizabeth 
would rather risk further victimization than subject her partner to unknown jail time and the risk of 
incarceration. 

Other participants shared the cultural and racial norms that caused them to fear engaging 
with the legal system. More commonly, many participants who identified as immigrants feared 
their stories would not be believed by system actors. Additionally, they were concerned about 
the aftermath of involving the legal system, such as potential deportation and ostracism from their 
communities. As we have explained, 15% of Latina participants were reluctant to report the assault 
to police or pursue legal action. This was primarily due to concerns that involvement with the legal 
system could jeopardize their own immigration status. Several participants indicated that if the 
legal system explicitly communicated to them that their immigration status would not be affected 
if they sought support, they would find it easier and more appealing from the outset to report the 
crime. The cultural barriers and stigmas surrounding how one should respond to sexual abuse and 
assault were another source of fear. For example, Elizabeth explained: “Asian people have big 
families. If people know you’re a snitch, everyone hears about it. You’ll lose, and there’s no winning 
if you’re labeled as a snitch.” Here, Elizabeth demonstrates a fear that reporting would result in 
social ostracism and embarrassment within their community. 

Participants’ feelings of fear and decision to not report are both aligned with the fact that se-
xual assault ranks as the most underreported crime, with over 60% of sexual assaults never repor-
ted to the police (National Sexual Violence Resource Center, 2015). (NSVRC). These fears alone 
often led participants to believe it would be easier to leave the assault unaddressed and not involve 
the police altogether. This further disenfranchises BIPOC women survivors. 

To combat the fear of ramifications that dissuaded many participants from reporting to the po-
lice, we explored how the participants’ trust in the system impacted their overall experience. Public 
confidence in the legal system has declined notably in recent decades across all demographic 

3. A victim impact statement is the BIPOC women survivor’s recounting to court officials of what happened during her assault. Par-
ticipants shared that the impact statement was especially difficult because they were once again reliving the assault, but doing it in 
front of strangers acting in official capacities (and in positions of power). 
4. In this report, we use the word “defendant” to align with the terms used in the court system. In recounting their stories, the partici-
pants used “defendant” and “perpetrator’ interchangeably. 

          Trust in the System:   “...Imagine Doing that to Somebody”
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groups (Wu et al., 2022). While there are apparent disparities in trust levels within racial and ethnic 
minority communities, perceptions of justice and confidence in the legal system are each heavily 
influenced by gender, racial, and socioeconomic biases (National Institute of Justice, 2013). The 
percentage of women who “say they can trust the police to do what is right for them and their 
community almost all or most of the time” (64%) differs significantly from that of men (71%) (Gon-
zalez-Barrera et al., 2024). 

There is also notable variance across racial groups, with lower levels of trust reported among 
BIPOC women compared to white women. While 71% of white women state that they trust the 
police, only 59% of Hispanic and Asian women and only 44% of Black women share that same 
level of trust (Gonzalez-Barrera et al., 2024). Research consistently demonstrates that minority 
populations tend to hold more negative perceptions of law enforcement than their white counter-
parts (National Institute of Justice, 2013). These perceptions are predominantly shaped by previous 
personal and community interactions with law enforcement (Wu et al., 2022). Survivors of sexual 
violence often express deep apprehension about reporting due to a pervasive lack of trust in the 
legal system, fueled by concerns about police disbelief. Survivors don’t trust that their narratives 
will be taken seriously or believe that they may be judged for disclosing their experiences to autho-
rities (Lorenz et al., 2019). Many survivors are aware of ingrained rape myths, instances of police 
violence, and the absence of empathy and trauma-informed responses within the system (Lorenz et 
al., 2019). This awareness further erodes their trust in the legal system’s capacity to support them. 
As a result, survivors lack confidence in the legal system’s ability to believe and assist them, often 
fearing being re-victimized and traumatized by the legal process (The Office of Community Orien-
ted Policing Services (COPS Office) of the U.S. Department of Justice, 2023).

 Participants’ trust in the legal system stems from doubts about the system’s ability to support 
them during each stage of the legal proceedings. This includes ideas about the reliability of the 
legal system, including whether it follows their own expectations of what the law says and what the 
defendant should receive as punishment. Overall, trust in the system was shown to be deeply ingra-
ined and simultaneously easily shifted based on interactions with system actors. The experiences of 
the participants during their interactions with system actors determined their future trust, showcasing 
the cyclical nature of this theme. 

Trust varied among participants based on their identities and whether and how they initially 
interacted with the legal system. Dana, a Native American woman who chose not to report her 
sexual assault, recounted to us: 

“I didn’t report what happened to me. I don’t know. I just also wasn’t com-
fortable like speaking with law enforcement...just experiences I had in the 
past....and just feeling like, you know, I didn’t, I wouldn’t have that support 
like from law enforcement.” 

Dana shared how her past experiences prevented her from reporting to police officers. Dana 
discussed later in her interview the generational trauma that Native Americans have endured at the 
hands of the United States government and the legal system. She explained how shameful it can 
feel for a Native American to ask for help from the legal system. 

“You know what we experienced as a culture and as a people, it’s really like 
a shame for us to just go and like talk to the law enforcement, you know, it’s 
just all of the things we dealt with.” 

Dana’s past experiences and her identity as a Native American influenced her lack of trust 
and decision not to report. Her experience demonstrates an example of systemic issues, such as the 
United States government’s cruel treatment of American Indians over generations, that can influen-
ce an individual’s trust in the current legal system. Dana’s story shows just a few of the many barriers 
that many BIPOC women must overcome to even report crimes in the first place. 
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Another factor that influenced whether participants trusted the legal system was how system 
actors engaged with participants’ private data. Several participants shared with us that the misha-
ndling of their private data, in their eyes, decreased their trust in the system. For example, Felicia, 
a young African woman whose defendant ultimately was found not guilty, recounts an experience 
she had during the evidence collection of the pretrial phase. Felicia’s prosecutor asked for her 
therapy records, even from when she was young, to build a case that she experienced  PTSD as a 
result of the assault. Once she submitted her therapy records, the prosecutor showed her that all of 
her records had been placed in a folder, which struck Felicia as not secure. Her distrust in the system 
stemmed from this encounter, as she doubted her privacy would be protected and feared her infor-
mation might be disclosed to the defendant’s legal team after it became part of her case’s record.

“...but, I asked her, is this okay to do? Cause you’re showing [these docu-
ments] to me and this is technically, against the rules…So that really bothers 
me just that that’s not a hundred percent rule that you cannot show your client 
this [sensitive] information. Imagine doing that to somebody and being given 
access to 6 years’ worth of their therapy records where they deal with the 
aftermath of [the assault]. That still really, really bothers me.”

Felicia believed the legal system would have stricter privacy standards. However, her original 
expectations about how the trial phase would proceed were not met in this interaction with her 
prosecutor.

Dana entered the legal system with a deeply ingrained lack of trust that was difficult to change. 
Felicia, on the other hand, lost what trust she had due to unexpected interactions with the prosecu-
tors, which showed the fragility of that trust. However, for both Dana and Felicia, their interactions 
influenced their trust moving forward, highlighting the cyclical and downward-spiraling nature of 
trust in the legal system. 

The interconnectedness of identity, fear, and trust within the legal system is evident, particularly 
among BIPOC women whose unique identities shape their perceptions and experiences. Cultural 
and racial identities can instigate fears of deportation, cultural stigma, and incarceration, influen-
cing their trust in the legal system and its actors. 

Building on the discussion of identity, fear, and trust of the legal system for BIPOC women, 
BIPOC women survivors feel the burden of “winning their case.” Societal and systemic blame 
presents additional obstacles in seeking justice. In our legal system, the burden of proof lies with 
the state (the prosecution) by design.5  However, participants voiced that they often felt that as the 
victim of the crime, the burden of proof was heavier than they expected. Additionally, they often 
felt blamed during the investigation and court proceedings for the crime that happened to them. 

The term “secondary victimization” refers to the attitudes, behavior, and practices of system 
actors that blame, shame, and retraumatize victims of sexual assault (Hunter, 2019). “Secondary 
victimization” by legal system actors can be attributed to their belief in rape myths, such as the be-
lief that drinking alcohol or wearing revealing clothing is “asking for it” (U.S. Department of Justice, 
2022). It can also be attributed to the belief that false reports happen more often than they do, 
when in reality, only between two percent and eight percent of sexual assault reports are ultimately 
found to be false (Dewald & Lorenz, 2021). Studies have found that it is common for sexual assault 

5. Our legal system exists such that the burden of proof lies with the prosecution to honor and protect a critical tenent of our justice 
system: all are innocent until proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. This means that all court proceedings for BIPOC women 
survivors must heavily rely on the testimony of BIPOC women survivors in order to find a guilty verdict against the defendant. 

                   Burden/Blame: “they want you to do their job for them”
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victims to feel “blamed, depressed, anxious, and reluctant to pursue further action” as a result of 
their interactions with the legal system (Campbell, 2012). Our findings are aligned with the findings 
of these earlier studies. 

Natalia, a young Black participant, expressed significant hesitation about choosing to report 
the assault to the police. During her interview, she expressed concerns about being hurt by the 
defendant’s family (i.e., fear of ramifications) and didn’t know if she could mentally withstand what 
she expected to be a lengthy court process. When she decided to move forward with the report, 
Natalia shared that she continued to feel frightened and fearful about the unknowns around the 
legal system and her interactions with cold-hearted police officers. Most consistently, she felt as if 
everyone was blaming her for the crime. While she was still debating whether to move forward 
with her case, Natalia shared: “The prosecutors are asking me to testify; I was scared. They said if 
you don’t testify, I could arrest you for falsifying a report.” Natalia’s interaction with the prosecutor 
deepened her feelings of blame. This was felt by BIPOC women survivors as the need not just to 
prove their case but to participate despite their feelings of uncertainty. This burden exacerbates the 
PTSD that participants are already feeling as they decide whether to pursue justice for their assault 
or to protect their own mental health. 

In other cases, participants were shocked at how many times they had to relive the assault, a 
burden that resulted in deep feelings of blame. Imani, a multiracial participant who suffered severe 
PTSD after her assault, recounted her harrowing experience with police officers. She tells that she 
didn’t understand why the police officers kept asking her to come up with evidence when she felt 
that it was their job to collect it. Again, she did not expect to be so burdened with the process. 
Imani said: “Why did you ask me [for more evidence] if you had enough to pursue the case [in the 
first place]?”

Similarly, Felicia, a young Black participant, couldn’t comprehend why the defendant in her 
case had different (and seemingly more) rights than she did and why she was required to repea-
tedly recount the assault while the defendant was permitted to remain silent. She too felt burdened 
by the process and described: 

“Whereas for him he can fully be guilty have completely, damning evidence 
against him and choose not to testify because he doesn’t want to and there’s 
no accountability. I’m forced to sit here and explain the worst thing that’s ever 
happened to me and he gets to sit there in silence.”

Both Imani and Felicia did not regret moving forward with their cases, but both struggled with 
having to relive their sexual assaults in different settings throughout the entire process. Toward the 
end of each of their interviews, they both recognized that they learned over the course of their 
experience that, legally, the prosecution had to prove the case of sexual assault against the de-
fendant. However, both shared they would have struggled less during this stage if they had known 
from the outset how many times they would have to recount their assault and if they’d had more 
support while doing so.

Participants also felt the burdens of both proving their cases and advocating for themselves. 
Ava, a Black woman who had a very negative experience with police officers, noted that she pro-
vided more than 33 pieces of evidence to the police only to have them be ignored. Imani explai-
ned that she began investigating the defendant for the police and giving them evidence when she 
realized there was a public records database she could utilize. She explained, 

“They want you to do their job for them, so I started doing more investigative 
work. I started looking things up, I didn’t know that there were records, public 
records.”
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Participants often felt 
that, although the victim 
of the crime, they alone 
carried the burden of 

proof and that the burden 
was heavier than they 

expected.

Felicia shared that the responsibility of record and docu-
ment collection was surprising to her. As shared above, she 
had to search for her childhood therapy records and provide 
them to the prosecutor so that her case would be stronger. Fe-
licia said: “And also that the burden is placed on you to have 
to find the records and have to submit them to the prosecutor 
and all that stuff.” Both Felicia and Ava shared that they, like 
the system actors, wanted to “win the case” but didn’t know 
at what cost they were willing to win. 

Participants felt blamed if they didn’t move forward with 
their case and get justice for themselves, even when they may 
have rather avoided the burden. Additionally, the structure of 
the legal system and the jobs of the investigator, prosecutor, and other system actors required them 
to relive the sexual assault and continuously relive the trauma. Many participants struggled to keep 
moving forward and felt blamed for their trauma. Finally, participants naturally wanted to win and 
get justice for themselves, but the sheer burden of winning and obtaining justice was intimidating. 
The amount of work that they had to do to see that result was both disheartening and surprising to 
them. 

BIPOC women’s sense of identity, intertwined with fear and trust, influences their perceptions 
and interactions with the legal system. Despite the historical distrust that BIPOC women have in 
system actors, many participants chose to engage in the legal system, only to be burdened by the 
weight of proof and societal blame. The structure of the legal system and the expectations placed 
upon them, specifically during the investigation and prosecution stages, served as a constant re-
minder of the trauma they have endured and will continue to endure.

 As we delve deeper into understanding dynamics, it is increasingly clear that the power dyna-
mics inherent within the legal system (where system actors hold power and BIPOC women survivors 
do not) further aggravate the challenges faced by BIPOC women when seeking justice. BIPOC 
women survivors of sexual assault felt that the whole process, internal actors, and the perpetrators 
of the sexual assault were all working against them in a system that was stacked against them. Parti-
cipants noticed distinct power imbalances in the interactions the defendants had with system actors 
and the legal system when compared to their own experiences. They also felt that racial disparities, 
socioeconomic status, and the privileged status of defendants all influenced the outcomes of their 
cases. Finally, many of the participants were frustrated by what they perceived as the defendant’s 
ability to manipulate the legal system’s timeline and proceedings, often to the detriment of their 
case or mental health. An overwhelming 8 out of 10 sexual assaults are perpetrated by individuals 
known to the victim (RAINN, 2020). This creates a dynamic that empowers the defendant, often 
leaving victims fearful of escalated abuse or retaliation (RAINN, 2020). Nationwide, many victims 
of crime, including sexual violence, lack rights equal to the constitutional rights of those accused 
or convicted of crimes. This imbalance can be seen in our data. Marsy’s Law aims to address this 
disparity by enshrining victims’ rights in the states’ constitutions (Marsy’s Law for All, 2024). Howe-
ver, Minnesota lacks a victim’s rights provision in its constitution, leaving a gap in the protection of 
victims’ rights as compared to the defendants’. To be sure, under current Minnesota law, sexual as-
sault victims are afforded certain rights, including the right to: “make a confidential request for HIV 
testing of a convicted offender,” to“not have to pay the cost of a sexual assault examination,” and 
not to “be required to undergo a polygraph examination in order for an investigation or prosecu-
tion to proceed.” (Minnesota Department of Corrections, 2022). These rights are limited, however, 

        Power Dynamics: “You guys shouldn’t be able to do that when 
you’re dealing with people’s, like, actual lives.”
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leaving loopholes in protection and potentially enabling defendants to exploit the system, such as 
by requesting numerous and unlimited continuances,6 which participants noted throughout their 
conversations with us. 

Ava, the Black woman mentioned above, perceived distinct power imbalances in her inte-
ractions with the defendant in her case, particularly concerning race, socioeconomic status, and 
community influence. She believed that, due to her race and the privileged status of her defendant, 
“a white man of high social standing,” the police would not diligently pursue the case. In expressing 
her frustration, she highlighted the racial disparity by suggesting that if the roles were reversed and 
she was a white woman accusing a Black man, the response would be swift and harsh: 

“Now, if we were white and we ran in there and it was, oh, my God, this 
Black man raped me, he would have been locked up and thrown away with 
the keys. And that’s what I told them and a lot of the law officers. And, you 
know, people from there agreed with the same thing. Like, ‘you’re absolutely 
right.’”

She also expressed feelings of being gaslit when the police officers did not listen to her story 
or believe her. Ava shared: “They [police] didn’t want to solve this crime for me…they defined rape 
for me.” Through these two interactions, we can see how Ava perceived the racial and power dy-
namics that were at play at the police station.  

Imani, the multiracial woman who shared her story above, noted the power imbalance that 
arises when defendants can leverage their connections within the system. She recounted an instan-
ce during the prosecution phase when she was confiding in her SOS advocate. She was informed 
that her defendant had boasted to the police, “I worked for Reverend Al Sharpton; I will get off from 
this. No further question.” In fact, the defendant was eventually found not guilty. 

The prevalence of power dynamics was particularly evident in the frustration expressed by 
many participants over their defendants’ influence over the timeline and progress of the court sys-
tem. Multiple participants highlighted how their defendants were able to repeatedly delay the trial 
with the approval of the court system. For instance, Imani recounted, 

“Basically, I was told in the year 2022, I was told we were going to court or 
to trial [and] to get ready in January [2023]. We didn’t go to court this April 
[of 2023]. So, for a whole year, it was trial management. He was pushing 
and pushing and pushing it up. And the judge was letting him.”

Felicia’s hearing was rescheduled more than four times because of what she perceived as the 
defendant “working the system.” Felicia described the allowances granted by the court system as 
“...that’s ridiculous. I’m not able to do that at my job. You guys shouldn’t be able to do that when 
you’re dealing with people’s actual lives.” Many participants echoed Felicia’s frustration over the 
extensive and supported leeway defendants have in postponing court proceedings. They felt that 
they were on their defendants’ timeline rather than their own. This dynamic exacerbated the alre-
ady burdensome nature of the situation and left many BIPOC women survivors feeling disempowe-
red and overlooked. 

Participants not only highlighted the influence defendants had over the timeline of the legal 
proceedings but also the discrepancies in how they participated in the process itself. Although 
some defendants could choose not to attend court, could refuse to testify, or could join hearings 
remotely, these options were not made available to BIPOC women survivors. The women felt that 
if they were to make similar choices as the defendant, they would face repercussions and not be 
believed by the courts and jury. Imani recounted an instance in which the defendant was allowed 

6. A continuance is what a court may grant to delay proceedings until a later date. 
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to participate in a court session via Zoom while she was required to attend in person. Imani had 
to rearrange her work schedule and take time off from work to attend the court sessions in person. 
Imani felt defeated by this experience, stating, “I just felt defeated.” Many participants felt they had 
to disrupt their lives, whether by taking time off from work or arranging for childcare, to ensure they 
were heard and believed by the courts and system actors.

Overall, the majority of BIPOC women survivors felt the court was more accommodating of the 
defendant than of them. Imani shared that, 

“They started the opening arguments without me. They ended the closing 
arguments without me. Like, [the prosecutor] spoke on my side, so when I got 
into the courtroom. They waited for him, like, for the, like, for certain moments. 
They waited for him when he wasn’t there, but when it was time for me to be 
there when I could be there, there was a time for, like, closing arguments. I 
didn’t hear how [the prosecutor] closed for me, but I heard how [defense 
counsel] closed for him.”

Many participants echoed this sentiment and felt that the criminal legal system is structured to 
grant more rights to defendants than to survivors. Felicia stated: 

“And the fact that I just kinda, to the point I was making earlier, the amount 
of rights that the victim and other witnesses do not…I can’t not testify. I sure, 
I could refuse to, but it would severely hurt my case and probably make the 
jury think that I’m lying.”

Additionally, another aspect in which power dynamics became apparent to BIPOC women 
survivors was in seeking accountability from the system itself. Ava advocated to hold the system ac-
countable following experiences of racial discrimination and incomplete and inaccurate reporting 
practices by the police. She reported her experience with the legal system to the police depart-
ment’s Office of Internal Affairs. Ava highlighted the underlying dynamic, stating, “They [internal 
affairs and police] probably barbecue together for all we know .... We can’t trust internal affairs 
because they are all on the same floor.” Ava felt there were limited options available to hold the 
system accountable. She felt defeated in navigating a system seemingly designed to protect its 
own interests rather than to ensure justice and accountability in her case. Since then, Ava has faced 
police retaliation, prompting her to leave Minnesota due to safety concerns. Despite the repeated 
defeats, Ava continues to advocate for justice and accountability.

Participants face systemic challenges in which they perceive the legal system, system actors, 
and defendants as all working against them. This perception is fueled by the power dynamics at 
play, including power imbalances, racial disparities, defendants’ manipulation of legal procee-
dings, and the system’s lack of accountability, which collectively resulted in the participants feeling 
disempowered.

While the participants were navigating these power dynamics, many of them felt that they 
were not being heard or valued by the system. Participants often felt that, despite their intentions 
and actions while engaging in the system, they were not being heard or valued by the system. This 
caused them to question their own engagement in the legal system. Participants felt they were either 
important or unimportant to system actors based on their interactions. 

            Belief and Experience in Being Heard and Valued: 
“I want to be heard”
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“I just felt 
defeated.” 

Women survivors of sexual violence often encounter a credibi-
lity deficit when seeking recourse within the legal system. This cre-
dibility deficit is further compounded by the intersectionality of their 
various identities, including race, class, migration status, disability, 
and sexuality (Reeves et al., 2023). These intersecting identities pla-
ce certain groups, such as women of color, immigrants, individuals 
with disabilities, and LGBTQ+ individuals, at a heightened risk of not 
being believed when disclosing their experiences of sexual violen-
ce. Survivors, regardless of identity, frequently face victim-blaming attitudes from law enforcement, 
with their experiences often downplayed or dismissed (Murphy-Oikonen et al., 2020). This vic-
tim-blaming dynamic, coupled with a lack of action by (and disbelief of) police authorities, creates 
significant barriers for survivors who report their experiences, knowing they may encounter such 
responses (Gezinski, 2020).

Several participants felt that the evidence they provided was not taken seriously by police 
investigators and was sometimes even discarded during the legal process. Interactions with the po-
lice specifically were often described as procedural, lacking empathy, and dismissive, as officers 
questioned the validity of survivors’ experiences. However, the feeling that the participants were 
not being valued existed at every stage of the process. For example, Felicia, discussed above, sha-
res her experience with the entire system. 

“Everybody in the legal system, from the advocates to the police, the prose-
cutors, the lawyers, they’re all very cold and calculated, and I get it because 
you have to be when you’re in this line of work, but it was very jarring for 
me.”

In this quote, Felicia recounts her interactions with system actors and how their cold and cal-
culated nature was unexpected to her. She even credits the line of work system actors are in and 
how boundary setting must be necessary, but she still struggled to feel safe enough to discuss her 
assault with them. 

When participants interacted with a system actor who was kind to them, their evaluation of 
the legal system was more positive overall. Andrea recounts the initial stages of reporting and the 
difference one police officer made in her larger experience. 

“I was, like, I need to report this. And then I randomly just saw a cop parking 
over there. So I went to talk to him. He was very nice. He gave me the num-
ber for the St. Paul investigator. So he told me that I should get an order for 
protection. And he helped me with that. And I sent everything to him, like the 
evidence. And then, I guess then after that, he made a report, and then, like, 
another investigator contacted me and talked to me. But they are all were 
very nice.”

In this quote, Andrea mentions multiple times how nice the police officer was and credits much 
of the success and progression of her case to this one police officer. The ability of this system actor 
to hear Andrea’s story at a critical time, as she was about to file a report, allowed her to believe 
that the police officer both valued her and heard her story. 

The experiences shared by BIPOC women reveal how important interpersonal interactions are 
in shaping their perception of the legal system. Although feelings of being undervalued or unheard 
persist, examples of genuine empathy from system actors allowed BIPOC women to place more 
trust in the system. However, if feelings of being unheard or undervalued continue and there is no 
forward movement in their cases, BIPOC women are discouraged and left defeated in their pursuit 
of justice. 
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	 Throughout the themes, participants articulated different facets of discouragement and de-
feat in their pursuit of justice. This overarching theme of discouragement emerged as participants 
expressed a lack of motivation to continue engaging with a system that failed to meet their expecta-
tions through their interactions with system actors, delays due to COVID-19, and the compounding 
burden they felt throughout the entire process. As BIPOC women navigate the obstacles of the 
legal justice system, they also grapple with the emotional toll of encountering barriers and setbacks 
along their path to justice. 

Literature on “sexual assault case attrition,” which is the term used for the withdrawal of a 
case from the criminal justice system, shows that “stress with the process, psychological distress 
from the reporting process and the assault, hospitalization for unrelated ailments, incarceration of 
the suspect for another crime, desire for police to only warn the suspect, and fear and self-blame” 
are some of the reasons behind it (Murphy-Oikonen et al., 2022). Studies have also determined 
that positive initial interactions with the legal system increase the victims’ levels of engagement and 
disclosure, reducing case attrition (Murphy-Oikonen et al., 2022).

	 Certain interactions with system actors led to feelings of defeat. Chantelle described how 
interactions with system actors were discouraging, and she found that leaving her case alone was 
easier than pursuing it because the cold and distant attitudes of the system actors made her feel 
like there was no real hope in moving forward. During her interview, she shared: “They want you 
to investigate …. I’m afraid. It is discouraging. It’s easier to leave it alone.” Tiffany shared that her 
case was “irrelevant for them,” and Ava shared that “they didn’t want to solve this crime for me.”

	 Another source of discouragement for victims was the timing of the process and how dela-
yed everything was due to COVID-19. Many participants expressed collective frustration with the 
delay in receiving lab results from the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension (BCA) due to 
the backlog of cases. These feelings were further exacerbated by the lack of communication about 
this delay from system actors. In one example, Imani described how she felt that the system actors 
were discouraging them from actually pursuing the case rather than motivating victims to interact 
with the system or reassuring them about the system’s ability to support them. She stated: 

“I was told it [BCA labs] was backed up because of COVID. One thing that 
I feel that Ramsey County drops the ball on when women do report is the 
fact that they tell people, ‘Oh, we still have cases from 2017 and 2016, and, 
oh, we’re getting to you.’ And that gives women no hope at all, like, none. I 
felt very much like they were trying to, like, fear tactic me like out of doing it 
because it was an inconvenience for them.” 

Communication around the process timeline should be sensitively undertaken so that partici-
pants can understand what to expect from the legal system and feel motivated to pursue their cases. 

	 Finally, the last source of discouragement was feeling overwhelmed and burdened by the 
legal system as a whole. The sensitive nature of sexual violence crimes means that the decision to 
report or actively engage in the legal process can take a large toll on the participants’ mental heal-
th. When this high emotional cost is met with disappointing results or practices, the participants be-
gin to wonder if it is worth continuing or even starting the process. As Tariah recounts, “So mentally, 
I don’t know if I was prepared to go through the whole questioning with the police and everything 
that comes along with getting the police involved.” 

Whether the participants felt discouraged by their interactions with system actors, delays due 
to COVID-19, or the bureaucratic nature of the legal process, all of these events eventually led to 
them feeling defeated in their pursuit of justice. When participants felt defeated, they lost trust in the 
legal system and further distanced themselves from engaging with it. 

           Discouragement/Defeat: “It’s easier to leave it alone” 
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BIPOC women survivors who connected with SOS and other community-based organizations 
that support survivors emphasized the effectiveness of their advocates. Many suggested making 
SOS (and other community organizations) the first point of contact in the legal process for survi-
vors. Ava, who we met above, explained: “[SOS] was there during the hurt and also there during 
the empowerment.” Community advocates, unlike victim witness advocates7 provided by the coun-
ty, can keep what participants share confidential and are with them throughout the entire process, 
making them an invaluable resource. 

These community-based organizations go well beyond offering direct support to BIPOC wo-
men survivors. They are also deeply involved in preventing gender-based and sexual violence 
altogether. They serve as the cornerstone of both prevention of and response to sexual violence in 
Ramsey County. A prevalent sentiment among participants was the urgency to prevent sexual vio-
lence from occurring in the first place and to protect “the next little girl.” BIPOC women survivors’ 
desire to stay involved with community-based organizations and the legal system is rooted in their 
desire to see their communities free from sexual violence. The work of these organizations not only 
improves the legal response to sexual violence but also plays a critical role in actively preventing 
violence, especially among communities that are disproportionately affected by violence.

Community-based organizations directly address several of the barriers and challenges par-
ticipants described in their experience with the legal system, in particular, the burden participants 
carried, the fear they felt, and the importance of their identities. Participants described how commu-
nity organizations relieved the burden that they felt by being someone they could call for updates 
on their cases. Participants also shared that community organizations helped relieve their fear of 
going through the legal system. One Hmong participant expressed that she was very fearful of 
reporting to the police, but because of her SOS advocate, she was able to feel less stressed and 
knew she always had a point of contact. Those who worked with advocates felt more empowered 
and better equipped during the legal process. For example, one Latina participant shared that be-
cause of her experience at SOS, she felt less scared talking to the police. Additionally, most of the 
community advocates shared identities with the BIPOC women survivors they supported, allowing 
participants to feel both seen and understood. 

Community-based organizations and SOS advocates should be more accessible. Participants 
stressed the importance of this relationship and making their existence more widely known. For 
example, Andrea’s point of contact during the entire legal system process was an advocate from 
SOS. She shared that, without her SOS advocate, she would have harmed herself after the assault 
and described her SOS advocate as an “angel sent from above.” Her SOS advocate helped her 
navigate the fear of going through the legal system, especially during the sentencing phase. An-
drea’s advocate and family were there when she delivered her victim impact statement. Advocates 
were able to reduce her anxiety around this particular stage of the legal proceedings. Moreover, 
participants explained that their relationships with their community advocates were unique and 
lasting, unlike their relationship with system actors. 

However, there was a split among our participants: some deeply benefitted from community 
support, and others did not know that community organizations and SOS even existed. As Nicole 
shared, “Women aren’t going to research for organizations ‘cause they’re scared, and there is a 
language barrier. Resources should be readily available for women so that they are not having to 
seek it out.”

7.  (Ramsey County Attorney’s Office, 2015)

       The Power of Community Advocates: “[SOS] were there 
during the hurt and also there during the empowerment.” 
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Making information about community and SOS advocates more widely available would allow 
BIPOC women survivors to connect with them at the outset. Participants shared that advocates are 
best poised to help BIPOC women survivors navigate the legal system and that the availability of 
more advocates is critical to improving the experience of BIPOC women survivors.

Considering the complex experiences and in-depth feed-
back from participants, we turn to recommendations to impro-
ve the experiences of BIPOC women. Overall, 81% of parti-
cipants want to stay involved in improving the experience of 
BIPOC women survivors in the future, a number that surprised 
our team, given the deep challenges of engaging with the sys-
tem. As a result, we present our recommendations as simply a 
starting point for the work ahead, guided by what the partici-
pants shared with us. We believe these five recommendations 
will recognize participant identities, reduce their fear, and 
improve their trust in the legal system. The recommendations 
are further rooted in reducing the burden for BIPOC women 
survivors and addressing the discouragement that many feel. 

Overall, the participants in our study called for: 

1.	 More investment in SOS and other community-based organizations so these organiza-
tions are readily accessible and available to all BIPOC women survivors. 

2.	 Embedding culturally responsive and trauma-informed training into practice for all law 
enforcement agencies. 

3.	 Improved communication, especially during the prosecution and sentencing stages of 
legal proceedings.

4.	 Establishing a continuum of care for BIPOC women survivors that spans the entire legal 
system. 

5.	 Creating more opportunities and spaces for BIPOC women to share their stories. 

We next suggest how Ramsey County and other partners might improve the legal process for 
BIPOC women survivors from the start. The participants in this study emphasized the power and 
importance of community-based support for victim survivors. SOS and community-based organi-
zations came in at every stage of the process, but most often, they connected with the participants 
while they weighed their options to report their assault, a critical point for the participants. 

When considering how to invest in community support, we recommend that Ramsey County 
increase financial support, access, and awareness. One specific way to do this would be to increa-
se financial support for SOS to enable it to operate 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Several 
participants described how different their experience would have been had SOS been available 
to them 24/7. SOS empowered many of the participants, which eliminated the participant’s fear of 
ramifications. Increased availability of SOS would also alleviate some of the burden survivors bear 
if survivors could call someone at any hour of the day or night. Increasing the capacity of SOS to 
be with participants at each stage of the legal process is critical to give participants a familiar face: 
one with whom they have a rapport and to whom they can entrust their story. 

Recommendations                                                    

                                                Invest in Community-Based Organizations
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We therefore recommend that Ramsey County both strengthen its existing partnerships with 
community organizations and foster new partnerships with a diverse range of community advoca-
tes who can provide support specifically to BIPOC women survivors. Recently, SOS and Ramsey 
County law enforcement updated their release of information process to allow SOS advocates to 
step in earlier and more often (See Appendix E). Building on this update, we recommend scaling 
this new process so that it includes community organizations outside of SOS (i.e., Phulumani and 
Ain Dah Yung Center) to better support BIPOC women survivors at the onset of the legal process. 
Community organizations are able to be completely focused on providing culturally relevant su-
pport for BIPOC women survivors (e.g., Phulumani works with African women, and the Ain Dah 
Yung Center works with American Indian or Native women). 

If these stronger partnerships exist from the outset, then law enforcement can focus on investi-
gating the crime through a trauma-informed and culturally competent lens. A partnership between 
advocates and law enforcement could provide a seamless experience that also offers a culturally 
responsive and trauma-informed investigation while advocates provide more individualized su-
pport to each BIPOC woman survivor. This flexibility to be an identity-focused organization reinfor-
ces trust. Participants will feel that they are being heard and believed, especially when community 
advocates speak their language and look like them. 

In strengthening partnerships, we also recommend that Ramsey County invest in increasing 
awareness of existing community supports. Currently, the resources page for the Family Sexual 
Violence Unit does not link to any community organizations. The Colorado Department of Public 
Safety provides an example of a more collaborative website. Similar to an updated ROI process, 
we recommend especially that police stations, first responders, and sexual assault nurse examiners 
(SANE) who first encounter BIPOC women survivors all distribute brochures about different organi-
zations and that this information is readily available throughout the legal proceedings. 

More than 90% of the participants in this study expressed the desire for more communal spa-
ces for storytelling, viewing it as part of the responsibility of the legal system to establish and help 
facilitate such spaces. With additional investments in community-based organizations, these or-
ganizations could create and facilitate spaces in which survivors can process their ongoing grief 
after their engagement with the legal system has ended. Additionally, with investment from RCAO, 
BIPOC women survivors could be trained as peer specialists in facilitating spaces for other BI-
POC women survivors to share their stories. These peer specialists could also walk alongside them 
throughout the entire legal system as either a staff member of SOS and/or RCAO.  Post-recourse 
healing also sounded like an opportunity to assist other BIPOC women survivors in navigating the 
legal process, whether through direct advocacy or collaboration with community organizations 
addressing sexual violence. Given the trust that community-based organizations have built with 
BIPOC women survivors, they are best positioned to host these spaces.

The experiences shared by the participants in this study underscore the pivotal role of SOS 
and other community-based organizations. Increased accessibility and awareness of these resour-
ces would give BIPOC women survivors the support they so badly need at the very outset of their 
engagement with the legal system. Investing in additional funding and resources for these crucial 
organizations and fostering collaborative relationships between them and the legal system can 
lead to a more equitable environment for BIPOC women survivors seeking justice. 

We next consider how Ramsey County agencies might improve the legal process for BIPOC 
women survivors when and after they report to law enforcement. These recommendations stem 
from findings related to participant experiences when reporting to law enforcement, experiencing 
the ensuing investigation, and the arrest and criminal charging of the defendant. Taken together 

                                Embedding Training into Law Enforcement Practice
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at these stages of the process, BIPOC women need to be met with culturally responsive care, trau-
ma-informed practices, and increased communication. As one participant said, “There should be 
ongoing culturally specific, trauma-informed training for law enforcement. They need to learn more 
about the women in communities and the unique intersecting traumas and identities they hold.”   
The 2019 Implementation Plan for Systems Change established a strong training curriculum for law 
enforcement; we recommend building on this framework by embedding this training into practice. 

Considering what this might specifically mean for law enforcement, we recognize the work sin-
ce the Implementation Plan for Systems Change and the cultivation of a victim-centered culture. We 
recommend continuing to invest and expand specifically trained units in law enforcement. This mi-
ght mean continued investment in the Sexual Violence Unit within the Saint Paul Police Department 
and expansion to other police departments. Specifically, these units should hire law enforcement 
investigators who are diverse across gender, race, and socioeconomic background, prioritizing 
investigators who are also survivors of sexual assault with lived experiences similar to those of the 
participants. It could also mean implementing a BIPOC academy for law enforcement recruits, such 
as the first Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) police academy at Lincoln Universi-
ty. Additionally, partnering with specific degree programs focusing on culturally responsive peda-
gogy, like the Culturally Responsive Professional Peace Officer degree and certificate program at 
Inver Hills Community College, could broaden the law enforcement workforce. 

The RCAO’s investment in trauma-informed and culturally responsive training is a strong step in 
the right direction. To build on this momentum, we encourage a stronger integration of the training 
into current practices. A few examples of implementing the training include utilizing impact measu-
rement tools such as the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) and piloting Intergroup Dialogue 
models within law enforcement. 

The IDI is a “theory-based, developmental psychometric instrument grounded in a comprehen-
sive, cross-culturally validated theory of intercultural competence”. It serves as one example of an 
assessment tool that could measure an individual’s or group’s progression along a developmental 
path of understanding and responding to cultural differences. It can measure both mindset and 
skill set to understand the success and challenges that one individual might have with intercultural 
interactions and provide practice-based recommendations for building capacity for holding com-
plexity around difference and increasing intercultural competence. Another recommendation for 
law enforcement agencies to hear the BIPOC women survivors is to engage in a group-based fra-
mework for communicating across differences through Intergroup Dialogue (IGD). IGD is a facilita-
ted group process wherein participants learn and use dialogic skills to explore their own identities 
and socialization practices, as well as examine differences and commonalities. IGD has been used 
across settings to build interpersonal bridges and explore issues related to race and power. These 
dialogues would allow the BIPOC women survivors to be in the same space as law enforcement 
and have a structured dialogue that allows both the BIPOC women survivors to feel heard and 
valued. As we shared above, participants often felt that law enforcement officers did not hear or 
value them while they were reporting the assault. Additionally, participants were hesitant to provide 
details of their assaults because of the power dynamics that they observed. An instrument such as 
the IDI would allow officers to apply their trauma-informed and culturally responsive training so 
they could support BIPOC women survivors feeling heard while reporting their assaults. 

We also recommend that law enforcement agencies improve their communication of expec-
tations about the legal system. Currently, the Saint Paul Police Department website explains how 
reporting a crime could affect one’s immigration status (see Appendix D). This disclaimer is a great 
first step toward educating immigrants in Ramsey County; however, it should be made more ac-
cessible by utilizing language that is easier to understand and does more than simply parrot the 
statute. Law enforcement departments across Ramsey County need to clearly communicate poli-
cies around immigration so that participants’ fear of ramifications might be reduced. Similarly, the 
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Ramsey County Attorney’s Office website provides an explanation and sample timeline for court 
proceedings that is clear to an English speaker. However, it is difficult for a Spanish speaker to get 
the same information: the current website redirects the reader to a series of different pages. Through 
extensive Google searching, we were able to find comparable Spanish resources. However, the 
information provided by the Ramsey County Attorney’s Office should be as intuitive and accessible 
as the resources in English. 

In sum, to better serve BIPOC women survivors, law enforcement departments should focus 
on providing ongoing culturally specific, trauma-informed training for law enforcement and on hi-
ring diverse investigators who can better relate to and understand BIPOC women survivors. At the 
same time, departments should foster realistic expectations about the legal system through better 
communication. These recommendations aim to create a law enforcement department that is more 
empathetic toward and supportive of BIPOC women survivors of sexual assault. 

Improve Communication during the Prosecution/Sentencing Stage 
We recommend that prosecutors’ offices communicate clearly how the legal system process 

will unfold and what the legal system permits in terms of contact with survivors of sexual assault.8 
Specifically, we recommend increased communication channels between the prosecution team 
(where legally possible) and victim survivors or the use of creative alternatives and, in either ins-
tance, clarity on what communication is permitted. During the prosecution and sentencing stage, 
participants felt the burden of having to support the prosecutor “to win their case” but without being 
able to communicate directly with the prosecutor. As shared by Imani, “For you not to give your 
phone number or email to contact you shows how much you care. Like, to this day, I don’t know 
how to contact [my prosecutor] unless I call down to the place, and I got to talk to two or three 
people to get [her].” 

Through our conversations with Ramsey County officials, we know that the participants should 
not have the direct telephone number of the assistant county attorney prosecuting the alleged per-
petrator of the assault because any communication between the prosecutor and the victim survivor 
could be used against the survivor in the case or cause the prosecutor to become a witness. Howe-
ver, this was seemingly not communicated to any of the participants in our study, which left study 
participants frustrated. We recommend conveying the communication protocol from the beginning 
and, importantly, explaining why the protocol exists to support participants in feeling heard and 
valued despite the lack of direct communication with the prosecuting team. 

As shared above, participants shared their anxiety around the impact statement. We recom-
mend that prosecutors work closely with advocates to support BIPOC women survivors by exp-
laining what the impact statement is and how to best prepare for it. This is an opportunity to tap 
into community organizations, friends, and family to help alleviate the fear and uncertainty of the 
impact statement. These extra support systems could educate a participant about what the impact 
statement is and even role-play delivering it in court so that participants feel ready when it is time 
for them to make the statement. 

Additionally, we recommend improved educational resources about the legal system. In gene-
ral, we heard how inaccessible many of the existing resources were and how difficult they were to 
understand. Streamlining the resources that are available and making them much more friendly to 
the target population (i.e., reading level, visual appeal, placement of resources) would be helpful in 
allowing the resources to accomplish what they are intended to do. For example, the restitution bro-
chure that is provided to all BIPOC women survivors once they complete a report is visually una-

8. Our legal system exists such that the burden of proof lies with the prosecution to honor and protect a critical tenent of our justice 
system: all are innocent until proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. This means that all court proceedings for BIPOC women 
survivors must heavily rely on the testimony of BIPOC women survivors in order to find a guilty verdict against the defendant. 
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ppealing, difficult to read, and not helpful in providing the information that BIPOC women survivors 
need. We recommend updating this brochure so that it is simple, engaging, and easy to read. 

To summarize, the prosecution and sentencing stages of the legal system present challenges 
for BIPOC women survivors regarding communication with prosecutors, completing the impact 
statement, and accessing information about the legal system. Our recommendations include impro-
ving communication about protocols and expectations, providing education and support through 
community advocates, and enhancing educational resources to be more accessible. These recom-
mendations aim to empower BIPOC women survivors and alleviate the burden they may feel du-
ring the prosecution and sentencing stage. 

                     Increase Communication, Consistency, and Compassion
The miscommunication, misunderstanding, and communication between stages of the investi-

gation and court proceedings were things that participants continually emphasized. Participants’ 
concerns about communication centered around two main needs: consistency and compassion. 
We heard that participants felt supported during the beginning stages of the investigation with 
constant support from system actors, but once the defendant was charged, all communication sim-
ply and inexplicably stopped. Many participants reported receiving minimal to no explanation 
of the legal process or its timeline, delays in case updates, and confusion about the best points of 
contact. Therefore, we recommend that Ramsey County establish a communication approach that 
includes consistent touchpoints with participants at all stages of the legal proceedings.

Additionally, we recommend that Ramsey County increase the compassion of its communica-
tions to improve the experience of BIPOC women survivors. As shared above, participants did not 
feel valued, and this often reflected how system actors were speaking to them: as robots, clients, 
or burdens rather than as traumatized people in need of compassion and care. Communication 
mattered deeply to participants because they felt it reflected their value and self-worth. Commu-
nication was also closely tied to their belief in being heard or valued. Moreover, the power of 
community advocates was closely linked to the level of their skills in communicating with study par-
ticipants. Community advocates were responsive, timely, and compassionate in their interactions 
with the participants, greatly improving their overall experience. 

Therefore, an overarching recommendation is to establish a continuum of care for all BIPOC 
women survivors. Between the various stages of the legal process, there must be stronger commu-
nication so that survivors’ evidence, stories, and relationships do not fall through the cracks. For 
example, once investigators have passed over the case to the prosecutors, the prosecutor needs to 
close the communication loop and share that they will be the participant’s primary contact moving 
forward. If not, a participant might continue to go back to the investigator she worked with, even 
after he “closed” out her case. We strongly recommend communicating how the system works and 
when and how the participant will hear from the justice system at each stage of the legal proce-
edings. This was revealed to be a strong way to relieve fear and anxiety about the unknown. As 
Imani shares,

 “To get more updates, like, I shouldn’t have to be the one to call you to get 
any information. They should have been calling me on a weekly basis. Are 
you okay? You’re working for me. I’m not working for you.”

In conclusion, consistent, responsive, and compassionate communication emerged as a cen-
tral theme for the participants. Participants stressed the need for this level of communication across 
the legal system. To address this, we recommend Ramsey County establish a continuum of care that 
ensures transparent and empathetic communication with survivors from reporting through senten-
cing. 
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                             Create Space for BIPOC Women to Tell Their Stories 
	 Finally, the BIPOC women survivors who participated in our study described the importance 

of both feeling advocated for and advocating on behalf of others who have a shared experience. 
As we explored our final research question, participants were eager to continue to engage with 
system improvement despite discouragement, defeat, and lack of trust. As we noted above, 81% of 
participants shared that they want to stay involved in improving the experience of BIPOC women 
survivors in the future.

When we explored what this might look like, participants shared many ideas about how they 
individually might like to stay involved. Taken together, we heard most often that all participants 
wanted the opportunity to speak up about their experiences, about their challenges, about their 
survival, to help other women. In particular, many described the hope that no one else would 
ever go through what they went through. This willingness to prioritize turning trauma and pain into 
support for others was widespread and inspiring. There was a deep sense of the importance of a 
collective and the creation of space for others to listen, hear, be educated, and be equipped with 
tools. The community in this context was other women, at times close friends and family members, 
who have survived (or might later survive) sexual assault. In some instances, our participants ex-
panded this community to more traditional advocates, including those at SOS or other communi-
ty-serving organizations (e.g., Phulumani, Esperanza United, etc). 

Therefore, we recommend the creation of that space for sharing. Ramsey County should begin 
to offer opportunities for BIPOC women both to share their stories and to gather as a collective and 
share in community for continued brainstorming about how to improve the system. This recommen-
dation is a seed. We hope this is the first of many efforts to create space for stories. We include at 
the end of the report “an empirical poem.” This is a poem compiled and structured by our research 
team, but all the language — the words, the voices — come directly from our participants. This is 
a unique way to combine qualitative social science analysis with art to share and process similar 
data from many different participants powerfully. The poem is called “Telling Their Stories.”

	 This research project sought to understand the experiences of BIPOC women survivors of 
sexual assault to improve the legal system in Ramsey County in Minnesota, a county in which 42% 
of community members are BIPOC individuals (United States Census Bureau, 2023b). 

Through our conversations with 26 BIPOC women survivors who identified across racial 
groups, as mothers, as daughters, and as survivors, we learned that their experiences could not be 
separated from their identities. Their identity often dictated whether they trusted the system enough 
to report their assault or if they were so fearful of the system that they chose not to report. Additiona-
lly, we learned of the numerous obstacles and burdens they navigated as they felt the weight of the 
state’s burden of proof and felt discouraged by interactions with system actors along the way. We 
also learned about powerfully positive interactions with certain system actors, most notably SOS, 
and community organization advocates.

Our recommendations support a continuum of care in which every stage of the process pairs 
BIPOC women survivors with culturally responsive, trauma-informed system actors who hear and 
believe them. This continuum of care would be supported by organizations such as SOS and other 
community-based organizations that specialize in supporting BIPOC women survivors through as-
sault and trauma. We hope that through these recommendations, the legal system will be better 
poised to support BIPOC women survivors in their pursuit of justice. 

Conclusion                                                                
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Telling their stories
(an empirical poem)

I don’t want anyone else to go through what I went through

I can share my story

Yeah, I will 

I will lecture them 

I will let them know what I went through

You don’t supposed to go through this

You have to just keep talking to people

The role you can play is talking about your story 

Got the family 

and involved

Living and talking to friends

Telling their stories and spreading the word 

Telling their stories, speaking up

Create awareness 

Should at least give us a choice to 

Should be praised more for telling our story 

And we should be praised more for actually speaking up about it

But I knew I had people 

To support me

So I feel like talking about it

It’s going to help other women 

To understand what’s happening and 

I guess not to make them feel alone 
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But you’re never alone

At least she can sleep at night knowing 

That he’s not out there 

My friends sat in there

Longer than she did

Any way that I can change the law for the next little girl 

I will tell 

To talk her through it 

And get her prepared

Girls are 

Girls are gonna call each other

Telling their stories

You need to have someone always speak for you

I don’t want to see anyone else shut down

What do I say

My reputation, my values, my morals

Their respect

How do I start
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Appendix A: List of Organizations  
Community-Based Organizations

Minnesota Coalition Against Sexual Assault (MNCASA)

SoS Sexual Violence Services

Transforming Generations

Breaking Free

Violence Free Minnesota (VFMN)

St. Paul & Ramsey County Domestic Abuse Intervention Project

Domestic Abuse Project (DAP)

Ramsey County Sexual Assault Protocol Team (RC-SAPT) 

Family Home Visiting | Ramsey County

Partnership with Native Americans (PWNA) | ICWA

Comunidades Latinas Unidas en Servicio (CLUES)

Tubman

Asian Women United of Minnesota (AWUM)

Penumbra Theatre

Minnesota Prison Doula Project

Sex Workers Outreach Project (SWOP) 

The Arc Minnesota

Decriminalizing Communities Coalition (DCC) 

Mending the Sacred Hoop

Canopy Roots

We Resolve

Seeds Worth Sowing 

Street Works Outreach Collaborative 

Kissy Stay Put Services

Revolutionary Emergency Partners (REP)
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Esperanza United

Minneosta Indian Women’s Sexual Assault Coalition (MIWSAC)

Women of Nations

Ain Dah Yung Center (ADY Center)

Minnesota Indian Women’s Resource Center (MIWRC)

Brian Coyle Center

Phumulani

Jeremiah Program
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Appendix B: Data Collection Protocol
SSVEP Focus Group Norm Setting Protocol

The purpose of this working protocol is to establish a respectful, safe, supportive focus 
group environment.

1.	 Respecting Each Other’s Stories: Anonymity is a cornerstone of our focus group. All 
information shared during our time together will be treated with the highest level of 
respect and privacy. Let’s create a safe space where everyone feels comfortable 
sharing without fear of their words being disclosed outside of our session. We will 
discuss how your perspectives will be incorporated in our research in the next sec-
tion.

2.	 Together We Know A Lot: We recognize that each of you brings lived experiences 
that are uniquely yours alongside embodied expertise to the conversation. We fir-
mly believe that everyone in this room has invaluable insights to contribute. By ac-
knowledging that together we possess a wealth of knowledge and understanding, 
we foster a collaborative environment that encourages mutual learning and shaping 
the conversation collectively. It is important to acknowledge that we may likely have 
different perspectives on how to solve issues that impact women, particularly our 
Black, Brown and Indigenous Communities. We invite you to : a) simply receive and 
believe one another and our experiences, b) let go of the urge to persuade one 
another, we can get this work done, and c) let us, the MNJRC team hold the space, 
we got you.

3.	 One Mic & Shared Space: To ensure clear and focused communication, we kindly 
request that only one person speaks at a time. This approach allows for everyone’s 
voice to be heard and valued. We invite those who typically speak less to consider 
speaking up more, if that’s available to you, and those who tend to speak more to 
embrace active listening. We also invite and encourage nonverbal participation. 
We understand that not everyone may feel comfortable expressing their thoughts 
or ideas through spoken words, and value the diverse and natural ways in which 
individuals can contribute to the conversation (gestures, body language,etc). 

4.	 No Pressure: We value participation in all its forms and respect individual bounda-
ries and preferences. You are encouraged to share your thoughts and experiences 
at a pace and comfort level that feels right for you. There is no pressure to disclo-
se more than you are comfortable with. We also welcome opportunities to enga-
ge outside of this space and opportunities to engage here more privately (utilizing 
post-it notes, engaging in one-on-one conversations with our team, etc). Please feel 
free to take advantage of these options to engage and contribute in ways that align 
with your personal comfort and preferences.

5.	 Be Gentle With Yourself: We recognize that the topics we will be discussing may be 
difficult and potentially triggering. Your emotional well-being is important to us and 
we want to encourage you to prioritize self-care throughout the session. If you find 
yourself needing a moment to step outside, take a deep breath, or gather yourself, 
please feel free to do so. We support and welcome breaks as needed. If anyone 
needs support during or after the session, please connect with Sharin and/or SOS 
advocate.

Are there any other norms you want to propose? 
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Appendix C: Example Website Language
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Appendix D: Release of Information 

(ROI Process)
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