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The Crown Prosecution Service (2017) states that a victim is an individual who has suffered harm. The harm that was caused to the individual could be physical, mental, emotional, or economic. There is a theory that is outlined by Nils Christie called the ‘ideal victim’ this is a stereotype that is designed to highlight the ways in which offenders and victims are discussed (Jagervi, 2014).

There are six attributes that lead Christie to believe that someone should be classified as an ideal victim, this being that the victim is weak, female, sick, old or a combination of all of these. The victim is going about day-to-day business, this makes them blameless for what is happening to them as they are not committing a crime themselves. The offender also is unknown to the victim and is a stranger this also implies the offender is an individual person, the offender needs to be seen as big and bad. The big part is that the victim needs to have the right combination of power, influence, or sympathy to garner the victim status, but this needs to be done without the victim seeming like they have a vested interest (Newburn, 2017, p.366-367).  The role that the victim must play within the criminal justice system has dramatically changed and both the rights and the support that a victim is entitled to has made it more inclusive for all types of victims.  The criminal justice system has become more victim focused with more support being offered to victims, under things like the Victims code 2015 and the Domestic Violence, Crime and Victims act 2004 (Manikis, 2011). This questions if there is such role for Christie’s idea of the Ideal victim or if this is outdated and if there is enough support for victims when they become a victim within the criminal justice system. 

Christie’s idea of the ideal victim creates a hierarchy of victimisation within the criminal justice system, this means that some victims are able to experience a higher victim status than other meaning that their experience as a victim will be taken more seriously. The low status groups who are often seen as non-ideal victims are often troublesome groups, such as homelessness people, prostitutes, and refugees these do not fit the ideal victim so often find it hard to gain a victim status within the criminal justice system (Reiner, Bowling and Sheptycki, 2019, p.134-136). As a result, these groups are often segregated by the police and when these groups do report a crime to the police, they are not taken seriously showing that the idea of the ideal victim within the criminal justice system is harmful to the groups who need more support within society and are often the victims who need more support.  Not all that suffer from crimes are seen as victims let alone the ideal victim as many are not found worthy of the support or sympathy, such as asylum seekers and refugees (Jankowitz, 2018). They have become the main focus for racial hate crime and attack at the hands of far-right groups but because they are not seen as citizens of the country, this stereotype is actively hurting victims of crime and the criminal justice system.  It makes people feel like the criminal justice system is not made for them and that if they do become victims of crime, then there is no point in reporting it as nothing will be done about it as they do not fit into the ideal victim box (Goodey, 2000). 

The media also play into the notion of the ideal victim as the crimes that garner the most amount of media attention is that of violent sexual crimes where the victim is female and is seen as stereotypically the ideal.  How the media portrays victims plays into these stereotypes which is damaging to victims when they don’t fit this ideal, as many may then see the news and see themselves as not being a victim (Hale et al, 2013).  Valier (2004) outlines that the ideal victim status or the power of the image may not be a bad thing, as this power could force change. The media attention that is seen from cases that have the ideal victim is big enough sometimes to cause controversy within the criminal justice system, as a result this could benefit the victims who are not seen as the ideal victims. As policy changes and more legislation could be changed to include them and as a result be more inclusive for all victims (Valier and Lippens, 2004). 

The media plays a key part in portraying what society views as an ideal victim, in recent years there has been a new idea within criminology called missing white woman syndrome. This is where there is disproportionate media coverage given to young, white, middle class, women, or girls when they go missing instead of those who are male or of a minority race (Mallicoat and Ireland, 2014, p.350). The most famous missing persons cases are that of Madeline McCann, Elizabeth Smarts and most recently Sarah Everad. All these cases are well known in society and by the criminal justice system. It is rare to see a missing black woman or man on the news as they do not fit the ideal victim or the status of newsworthy meaning they often go missing and go by unnoticed by the criminal justice system and society (Colin and Davie, 2015).  Going based off the ideal victim and assuming that most missing persons are in fact female is damaging to the actual statistics of crime, when in fact the majority of missing persons are in fact male at 56.5% and females only making up 43.4%.  This shows that the idea of the ideal victim does not fit in all cases and that men can also be victims of crime and often are more likely to be victims than women (National Crime Agency, 2021). 

The idea of missing white women syndrome and the ideal victim is not to dismiss the injustices done to the most well-known victims, such as Madeline McCann. The goal is rather to bring attention to victims of the same crime it garners attention to that area of crime such as missing children. The main idea is rather to expand the boundaries of social empathy and social settings to include the many victims, who are not seen by the media and by the criminal justice system in hopes to gain a more inclusive system where all can be included (Stillman, 2007).  The rise of social media has allowed people who do not fit into the ideal or the deserving victim category to be noticed by society and by the criminal justice system. This as a result allows all victims to have a voice as citizen journalism now plays a large part within our society, as well as how individuals view the criminal justice system (Dunsby and Howes, 2019).  It has made all victims of crime the ideal victim as marginalised groups are now the focus points of many online movements like Black Lives Matter, this as a result brings attention to where the criminal justice system is letting down the most vulnerable victims within our society (Gray and Benning, 2019). 

Looking at Christie’s work on the ideal victim it talks a lot about victims of what he calls family violence, which is now known as domestic violence. It outlines that raped wives, beaten wives and maltreated children do not make for ideal victims. This is often because the home is a castle where the wife has entered a contractual relationship with the husband one of providing mutual services (Fatton, 1986, p.18-21). The work then goes on to victim blame children, for acting provocatively and that the man must have good reason for his violent behaviour towards the wife and child when they are within the home. As it is the victim’s fault for acting in that way and provoking a response. Christie does however talk about the fact that at the time he thought that wives were going to become seen as ideal victims and that they would eventually approach that status, this is due to the fact that they were gaining the power to divorce and leave their husbands (Duggan, 2018, p.3-5). 

Therefore, Christie’s idea of the idea victim comes across as warped today, as many are able to see domestic violence as being able to happen to anyone regardless of gender or the nature of relationship. The idea of domestic violence directly challenges the idea of the ideal victim as Christie only talks about men being offenders and women as victims of domestic abuse, showing this theory may be outdated (Walby and Towers, 2017).  This theory also flails to include same sex couples and the fact that people can fall victims to domestic violence within these relationships. Many people argue that we are however all the same and that we experience the same social problems therefore we should be treated the same when and if we victim to domestic violence (Walby, Towers and Francis, 2014). All domestic abuse is violent and harmful, and the idea of an ideal victim causes harm and fear that many may not be taken seriously or believed as it is not a man hitting a woman in that power dominance. This means that it may be hard for victims to receive the correct and appropriate response from the criminal justice system as they are not seen as a victim or taken seriously (Donovan and Hester, 2014, p.70-72).

 Donovan and Hester (2010) also talk about how everyone can be a victim of domestic violence men, women, same sex relationships. It is however due to the physical nature of domestic violence that a man is seen to have power over the woman that it is seen only to between a man and a woman, this makes it hard to see anyone else as a victim. Not all who experience domestic abuse within a same sex relationship see themselves as a victim at the time, meaning that they may not identify with being a victim.  The physical side of domestic abuse is what is seen by Christie to be the power, however he fails to identify the fact that many victims of domestic abuse are victims of emotional abuse especially in cases of same sex relationships and that where men are the victims and women hold that power (McCarry, Hester and Donovan, 2008).

 Domestic violence is stigmatized within society and within the criminal justice system, especially for those who do not fit the heterosexual norm of a man and a woman. This means that people can feel left out by the criminal justice system and not feel like victims at all as they are not seen or heard as victims, meaning the idea of the ideal victim is completely lost when individuals don’t feel like victims in the first place (Kolbe and Buttner, 2020). Anyone can be a victim, anyone can be an ideal victim of domestic violence when they become a victim that is what needs to be done and seen. It needs to be accepted that anyone can be a victim of a crime it doesn’t matter about sexuality, race, gender, or the physical power anyone can be a victim (Barnes, 2010).  

When talking about the ideal victim Christie talks about children acting provocatively and that the man must have had good reason for the behaviour if he acted in what could be seen in a criminal manner (Duggan, 2018, p.3-5). This links into victim blaming which is where an individual finds cases within the victim’s behaviour to then hold the victim partly or fully accountable for the incident in some way, it places blame on the victim for the offenders’ actions (Schwartz and Leggett, 1999).  Victim blaming is less likely to happen when an individual is able to identify with the victim such as when a woman is a victim of rape, however when it comes to cases of victim blaming the highest amount of victim blaming is often seen within rape cases. This is because of myths associated with rape that then make it harmful for the victim to feel like a victim and rather be blamed for their actions. Rape myths include the victims clothing precipitated the rape, women lie about rape, it is the rape victims’ fault if the individual is intoxicated (Hayes, Larenz and Bell, 2013). 

These can all cause a victim to then later be revictimized within the criminal justice system by police, doctors, and lawyers. It also links back into Christie’s idea of the ideal victim as men are seen as powerful in that ideal, in cases of sex men are historically seen to be sexually aggressive and women as sexually passive this also plays into the fact that women are not allowed to say no to sex at all (Masser, Lee and McKimmie, 2010). This is why the woman is often blamed in rape cases and how the man is often patted on the back and rewarded for what they have done, this can be damaging to the victim as they are not seen to be a victim and blamed for their actions when it was out of their control (Abrams et al, 2003). 

Rape myths blame the victim and also justify sexual violence against women, this has consequences for the victim within the criminal justice system. This stereotype and these myths are carried over into court rooms, jury verdicts, public policy and can then hold weight on the decision that is made on of the offender has committed a crime or if that individual is guilty or not which can be damaging to the victim and cause them to feel revictimized (Dawtry, Cazzolino and Callan, 2019). These pre-existing beliefs can play a role in jury verdicts as those who endorse these rape myths assign greater responsibility for the assault to the accuser. This is why in America there may be a need for both the defence and prosecution to assess the jury for these beliefs prior to the trial starting and as a result making it a fair trial so that the victim does not feel like they are then being revictimized. Taking these myths and debunking them at the time of the trial could lead to debunking them and lessening them throughout the criminal justice system and as a result leading to more acceptance for victims (Hammond, Berry and Rodriguez, 2011). 

Victims themselves have also been found to use these stereotypes and myths when talking about their own cases, showing that this harmful narrative of blaming the victim for their actions can be damaging to how the victim feels about their own status as a victim.  Rape is a crime that makes victims feel humiliated and shameful and due to the nature of the crime they often find it hard to report it to the police (Anderson, 2007). These myths make it harder for victims to report rapes to the police as they feel like they will not be believed this is especially true in male rape cases, there is a fear that if the case goes to court then the rapist will be able to normalise their actions by use of these myths. There is no typical rape victim, a victim of rape can be a man, woman, he, she, or they and no one victim is going to meet the same standard as the next (George and Martinez, 2002). Every victim is an individual and every victim experience being a victim in a different way, therefore Christie’s idea of the ideal victim is redundant as every victim is an individual and should be treated as an individual. All victims should be treated with the same compassion and care regardless of the crime that they are a victim of gender, sexuality, race or criminal background and victim blaming within the criminal justice system can stigmatize and play a huge role in how the victim moves through the criminal justice system (Randall, 2010). 

Rape victims are often seen to be let down by the criminal justice system and are often not made to feel like victims at all, this can be seen when the victims reach court as they can be made to feel more like criminals themselves as they face revictimization. This can happen in the UK as under the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 it allows an individual’s sexual history to be used in court which one could argue does not provide victims with a fair trial (Young, 2001). This can make victims question if they want to face secondary revictimization when they go into the court room as they are already a victim within the criminal justice system, they dont want to also be a victim of the criminal justice system. This shows that within the criminal justice system you can be seen as an ideal victim but also face prejudice and discrimination by the criminal justice system who see that individual as a victim, making them feel more shame and guilt for what happened to them (Maler, 2008). 

Some victims however feel the need to distance themselves from being considered a victim at all and completely would as a result also distance themselves from the ideal victim standard that Christie presents. Victims are now presenting themselves as survivors, the feel that this better represents the resilience and recovery and their coping with the experience (Papendick and Bohner, 2017).  They believe that the term victim carries a negative connotation one of weakness and to of vulnerability when they do not see themselves as that, this shows that the idea of the ideal victim and a victim at all is questioned by some as they feel more like survivors than victims as they have pulled through, so they do not identify with that image (Newsom and Myers- Bowman, 2017).

Christie’s idea of the ideal victim can still be seen within stereotypes and this is always something that will be hard to move away from, such as seeing women as more victimised than men and that white women are more likely to be seen on the media if they go missing. All of these are examples of where the ideal victim still exists, even though the idea is outdated it still can be seen within today’s society (Burcar and Akerstorm, 2009). The main thing is that anyone can be a victim and needs to be able to see themselves as a victim to identify when a crime has been committed and when they have been victimized, the idea of the ideal victim fails to include the minorities who may be the most victimised within society and those who may be most vulnerable (Smolej, 2010). 
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