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What factors contribute to some victims choosing not to report their crimes? Evaluate the reasons and implications of underreporting in the context of the criminal justice system.


Underreporting of crime is a continuing issue that limits the effectiveness of the criminal justice system and prevents victims from receiving the support they need. Many victims of crime particularly those who experience intimate partner violence, sexual assault, and human trafficking make the decision not to report their experiences (Comino, Mastrobuoni, & Nicolo, 2020). The factors influencing this decision are diverse and complex, involving psychological, social, cultural, and institutional elements. This essay will explore the factors contributing to underreporting, and discusses the implications for victims and the broader criminal justice system.
Some victims believe their actions of reporting crimes might encourage others to report an offence and bring about greater commitment of police patrols and resources to their home area (Bowles, Reyes 2009). Others have a relentless fear of retaliation, this is a significant factor that discourages victims from reporting crimes, especially in cases of intimate partner violence, sexual assault, and gang-related violence. Victims often worry that reporting crimes will provoke further harm from the perpetrator in question, including physical violence or threats to family members. Research that suggests, victims are particularly concerned about potential violence from perpetrators who may seek revenge for their actions being reported (Kelley, Zhang, & O’Neal, 2022). This is particularly common in situations where the victim is dependent on the perpetrator for financial or emotional support. The fear of retaliation is increased when the perpetrator has significant power or control over the victim’s life. Studies have also shown that victims of gang-related crimes are especially vulnerable to this type of threat. In some cases, victims do not believe that law enforcement can adequately protect them from violent retribution, making them more likely to stay silent (Walsh & Stephenson, 2023). 
Having a sense of vulnerability is a major deterrent to the act of reporting, victims tend to prioritize their safety over seeking justice. Distrust in law enforcement is another critical factor influencing the decision not to report a crime. Many victims fear that the police will either dismiss their case or fail to protect them from further harm. This is especially prevalent in marginalized communities, where there may be a history of police brutality or bias (Perez-Vincent et al, 2024). The distrust in law enforcement is widespread especially in many parts of Latin America, corruption and inefficiency are common place in police forces (Perez-Vincent et al., 2024). In these contexts, victims may feel that their complaints will be ignored or mishandled, leading them to avoid reporting. In South Africa, the polices lack of resources and training often results in inadequate handling of sensitive cases, further eroding victims trust in the justice system (Mbewu, Obioha, & Mugari, 2021). The perception that the police are unsympathetic or ineffective is especially strong among vulnerable groups, such as ethnic minorities and LGBTQ+ individuals. Studies have shown that these groups are less likely to report hate crimes or other forms of victimization, fearing that they will be treated with prejudice or that their cases will not be prioritized (Pezzella, Fetzer, & Keller, 2019).
People with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to victimization and are often at a higher risk of experiencing various forms of abuse, including physical, sexual, and emotional abuse. Unfortunately, individuals with disabilities are also more likely to underreport these crimes, due to several interconnected factors, including communication barriers, dependence on caregivers, and a lack of trust in the system. In many cases, individuals with disabilities may rely on others, such as family members or caregivers, for daily support, which can create a significant power imbalance (Thorneycroft and Asquith, 2015). If the perpetrator is someone they depend on for care, such as a family member or caregiver, this can deter the victim from reporting the crime due to fear of losing essential care or support (Perez-Vincent et al., 2024). For example, an individual with a disability may fear that reporting abuse will result in the loss of financial or emotional support, leaving them in an even more vulnerable position.

Religion plays a significant role in shaping individuals’ decisions about whether or not to report a crime. In certain religious communities, reporting crimes, especially domestic violence or sexual assault, may be discouraged due to religious doctrines or cultural norms that emphasize forgiveness and family unity. Religious values can create a significant barrier for victims who fear being judged or ostracized by their religious community. In the context of underreporting sexual violence, victims may be reluctant to report their experiences because of fear that their religious beliefs will not be respected or that they will be blamed for not adhering to religious teachings. In many conservative religious communities, there is a massive stigma attached when discussing issues like sexual assault or domestic violence, especially when these incidents happen within their own family (Cullen, 2023).
Age is another important factor influencing underreporting, child victims and adolescents, may be less likely to report crimes because of fear of authority figures in their lives and a lack of understanding about their rights. In particular they may be influenced by peer pressure or worry about not being taken seriously, especially when including the police. Fear of being stigmatized as a victim, or facing consequences often leads to young people remaining silent about their victimization. In the case of youth-related crimes, such as bullying or peer violence, underreporting is notably high. (Babic, 2022) discusses how children, particularly ones involved in the youth justice system, may underreport due to concerns over getting into trouble themselves or because they feel the incident was not serious enough to warrant intervention. Adolescents may feel embarrassment or worry about getting in trouble when involving police, especially if they come from communities where there is a general distrust of authority.
Social stigma plays a significant role in the decision not to report crimes, particularly in cases involving sexual violence, domestic abuse, and hate crimes. Victims often fear being blamed for the crime or being subjected to public scrutiny. This stigma can be particularly acute in communities with traditional or conservative values, where victims of sexual violence or intimate partner violence may be blamed for the abuse, they have suffered. (Kelley, Zhang, and O’Neal, 2022) argue that cultural norms around gender and sexuality contribute to the underreporting of sexual violence, as victims fear that they will be seen as immoral or weak if they come forward. This fear of social judgment can be a powerful deterrent, especially when victims live in communities where there is a strong emphasis on social conformity (Parti and Robinson, 2021) Additionally, victims from marginalized groups such as racial minorities or LGBTQ+ individuals may face even greater stigma, which prevents them from seeking help. In some cases, victims fear that their experiences will be dismissed by both their communities and the authorities, further isolating them (Parti and Robinson, 2021).
Victims of human trafficking are often financially dependent on their traffickers and may fear deportation, arrest, or criminal prosecution if they report the abuse. These financial concerns can be compounded by the fact that many victims lack the resources or support networks to leave their abusers or seek help. For individuals living in poverty, reporting a crime may seem like a choice between enduring continued victimization or facing economic hardship, which makes the latter seem more bearable (Comino, Mastrobuoni, & Nicolo, 2020). Many victims do not report crimes because they are unaware of their legal rights or the correct procedure for reporting crimes. The lack of knowledge can be particularly difficult in rural or underdeveloped areas, where access to legal resources may be limited (Perez-Vincent et al., 2024).
Psychological factors, including trauma, denial, and shame, also contribute to underreporting, victims of intimate partner violence, sexual violence, and other forms of abuse often experience severe emotional and psychological distress, which can make it difficult for them to report the crime. You could argue that victims may be in denial about how bad their situation is, especially in cases of intimate partner violence, emotional attachment to the abuser can cloud their judgment. Many victims of sexual violence experience feelings of shame, guilt, and self-blame, which make it difficult for them talk about (Walsh & Stephenson, 2023). Trauma can lead to feelings of helplessness; victims feel that nobody will believe them, this hopelessness is compounded by the fear of re-victimization during the reporting process, when victims face insensitive treatment from police or the legal system (Pezzella, Fetzer, & Keller, 2019).
In conclusion, the decision not to report a crime is influenced by a range of psychological, social, cultural, and institutional factors. Fear of retaliation, distrust in the police, social stigma, economic dependence, disabilities, age and a lack of knowledge of legal rights all play a role in the underreporting of crimes. To address this issue, systemic reforms are needed to improve the responsiveness of the police and justice system, provide better specialised support for victims, and reduce the stigma surrounding victimization. Addressing these factors, may be possible to empower victims to come forward and ensure that the criminal justice system can more effectively address crime and help mitigate the underreporting issue itself.
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