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Executive Summary
Criminal justice agencies play a very important role in assisting communities in securing their neighborhoods from crime 
and violence. The basis for how successful these agencies will be in this role depends greatly on the level of trust built up 
between each individual agency and community members, and this trust can only be established by empowering community 
members to become fully engaged partners with the agencies. This partnership relies heavily on the ability of community 
members to validate the actions of the agencies in order to establish that each agency is operating in the best interests of the 
public. This is impossible to do when community members are denied access to the data created by the agencies or are ill 
informed about how the data is collected and what is missing from the data released by the agencies.  

There is a gap between the system’s stakeholders’ (community members, crime victims, policy makers, advocates for victims, 
and academics) understanding of what data is collected in the responding to and processing of felony sex crime allegations, 
and each agency’s data related practices. This gap inhibits the ability of those stakeholders to hold the agencies accountable 
for poor practices related to felony sex crime allegations. In lieu of data access, the stakeholders are dependent on sporadic 
and superficial media coverage and press releases from the agencies. The Chicago Justic Project (CJP) seeks to close that gap 
with this report that specifically examines the data related practices of three agencies in the Chicago/Cook County criminal 
justice system: the Office of Emergency Management and Communications (OEMC), the Chicago Police Department (CPD), 
and the Cook County State’s Attorney’s Office (SAO) in order to verify their data capturing, maintaining, and releasing 
practices related to allegations of felony sex crimes.  

It is of the utmost importance that communities validate these practices because these agencies help frame the public  
discussion regarding the prevalence and seriousness of felony sex crimes in our communities. The numbers captured by the 
agencies become the official record and challenging those figures is nearly impossible because of the restrictions on data.

With the current level of restrictions on data it is impossible to judge the impact the practices of one agency is having on 
other agencies within the local criminal justice system. It is very likely that if, like the advocates assume, the Cook County 
State’s Attorney’s Office is rejecting acquaintance rapes at a high level that the Chicago Police Department would bring less 
of those cases in the future to felony review. To what degree this impact plays in the real world can only be known by  
examining data from all the agencies involved. 
 
We will use this report to document and analyze the following:

• How the OEMC, CPD, and SAO create the data they capture on sexual assault.

• How the internal practices within the CPD conceal information regarding the agency’s case handling 
practices and how this seriously calls into question the integrity of their practices and the legitimacy  
of the numbers they have released over the last decade.

• How the SAO’s current practices of releasing no data at all negatively impacts the ability of stakeholders 
to observe and validate the SAO’s response to sexual assault complaints.

• How the SAO’s failure to live up to the letter and spirit of the Illinois Freedom of Information Act extends 
the secrecy by which the agency operates instead of diminishing it.

• How data capturing and release practices by these agencies fail to inform communities throughout  
Chicago about the prevalence felony sex crimes and the agencies’ responses.
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The data related practices of each of the agencies either prohibit access to data that stakeholders need access to in order to 
be informed partners, or the limited access that is provided frames what the stakeholders can understand about the agency’s 
practices. Our research resulted in the following findings:

• OEMC, in accordance with Illinois law, only maintains data for four years. This practice significantly  
limits the ability of stakeholders to do any long-term analysis using OEMC data.  

• The CPD’s rate for categorizing felony sex crime allegations as unfounded from 2000-2009 was 17%, 
which is three times the national rate reported in the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime 
Reports of 5.66% over the same time period.1

• From 2000-2009, the Chicago Police Department has categorized approximately 50% of their  
investigations into felony sex crime allegations as “suspended.” CJP’s efforts to get the CPD to define 
what this categorization means went unanswered.

• The CPD’s ability to correctly capture the offender/victim relationship in felony sex crimes cases is  
so poor that it has failed an internal integrity check and cannot be used for analysis purposes. The  
relationship status field is very important to capture, especially given the disparities between stranger 
and acquaintance assault rates. Stakeholders need to use this field to validate the practices of the  
agencies.  

• The SAO resisted CJP’s efforts to get data related to the felony review process for felony level sex crime 
cases. This resistance prohibits CJP from access to the lowest level of data related to the SAO practices, 
including demographic data on the individuals involved, and squelches the ability to conduct any  
analysis on SAO practices whatsoever.  

The results of our study reveal significant gaps in the data that is captured and released by the agencies related to their  
response to felony sex crime allegations and the criminal cases that ensue. We have found that the gap between the  
understanding and experiences of the stakeholders versus the data practices of the agencies is large. The agencies need to  
take strong and purposeful steps towards remediating this gap so that all stakeholders can have confidence in the local  
criminal justice system’s response to this type of victimization.  

Based on the findings presented here, CJP has authored a set of recommendations that we believe would greatly increase the 
ability of stakeholders to validate the practice of the agencies.  

1 The FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports do publish a national rate of 5.66%. Over the last couple of decades the number of agencies reporting their crime 
and case reporting data, like the rate at which they categorize felony sex crimes allegations, has declined. The lower reporting rate reduces the validity 
of this rate to represent a national rate. Only improved access to CPD data would allow stakeholders to truly validate the practice of CPD to categorize 
cases as unfounded. 
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C J P ’ S  R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S
General

• All three agencies should agree to participate on a task force with leaders in the violence against women 
community, researchers, and good government organizations and agree to work together to re-evaluate 
and redesign their data capturing and releasing practices related to felony sex crime allegations, with 
the goal of improving their practices on a system wide scale for the benefit of the whole of Chicago. 

OEMC Recommendations

• OEMC should maintain data for at least ten years to allow stakeholders to conduct long-term analysis  
on trends and patterns related to calls for police service and Chicago Police response.

CPD Recommendations

• The CPD should work with advocates to produce criteria, based on the best practices from around the 
country, which officers will use to judge whether a complaint should be categorized as unfounded and/
or suspended.  

• The CPD should mandate that, for all unfounded and suspended cases, detailed demographic informa-
tion regarding all individuals involved is maintained and released yearly with the annual report. This 
should also include detailed information about all officers and units involved in the categorization of the 
complaint as unfounded and suspended. This will empower stakeholders to track any patterns in the 
data over time.  

• The CPD should adopt a similar program to the one currently used by the Philadelphia Police Depart-
ment where each year advocates for victims are invited to review a random sample of unfounded and 
suspended cases to assure that the practices involved in the handling felony sex crime complaints is 
appropriate. This should include advocates from across the city’s various neighborhoods, races, sexual 
identities, etc.

• The CPD must institute a department wide priority to capture relationship data related to all crimes but 
most specifically felony sex crimes.  

SAO Recommendations

• The SAO should mandate that for all felony review cases detailed demographic information regarding  
all individuals involved is maintained and released yearly with the annual report. This should also  
include detailed information about all prosecutors and units involved in the felony review process. This 
will empower stakeholders to track any patterns in the data over time.  

• The SAO should also adopt the aforementioned program based off of the Philadelphia Police Depart-
ment’s model.  In this context, advocates should be allowed to review a random sample of felony review 
cases. This should include advocates from across the city’s various neighborhoods, races, sexual  
identities, etc.

• The SAO should open access to the data related to their handling of felony sex crimes so it can be  
evaluated and improvements can be made.  
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The Chicago Justice Project ardently supports the Illinois Freedom  
of Information Act and frequently uses it. However, many factors have 
diminished the effectiveness of this law in recent years. CJP believes 
future litigation will set new standards for the public availability  
of government records. Legal action may be necessary to include  
additional documentation in the database. Our mission is to keep  
the public domain accessible to the public. 

CJP is funded in part by the Ford Foundation.

The details of the analysis highlighted in this Executive Summary can be found in the results section of our complete report available online at 
www.chicagojustice.org/foi/felony-sex-crime-case-processing-report-analysis-recommendations
 


