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1. [bookmark: _Toc218713253]Introduction 
The Ministry of Justice (2025) identifies the protection and inclusion of vulnerable victims as a central strategic priority within the criminal justice system (CJS) of England and Wales. Vulnerability within the CJS is not fixed or homogenous but shaped by intersecting factors including age, disability, mental health needs, trauma histories, socio-economic disadvantage and perceived risk of intimidation or reprisals (Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service, 2024). Empirical research demonstrates that such factors can significantly impair victims’ capacity to engage with criminal justice processes, from initial reporting through to trial participation and post-case recovery (Wieberneit et al, 2024). As a result, vulnerability is now formally recognised within policing, prosecution and court frameworks as requiring enhanced safeguards and differentiated responses (College of Policing, 2021).
This report focuses on three victim groups widely recognised as facing persistent and structural barriers to justice: victims of rape and serious sexual offences, children and young people and victims with mental health vulnerabilities. These groups experience disproportionate levels of secondary victimisation, procedural attrition and systemic exclusion, contributing to low reporting confidence, case withdrawal and reduced access to meaningful justice outcomes (HMICFRS, HMCPSI and HMIP, 2023). For sexual violence survivors, adversarial evidential practices, high thresholds of proof and prolonged delays continue to undermine confidence in the system, while children and mentally vulnerable victims are frequently required to navigate environments ill-suited to their developmental or psychological needs (End Violence Against Women Coalition, 2023).
In response to longstanding critiques, reforms such as the revised Victims’ Code (Ministry of Justice, 2020) and the Victims and Prisoners Bill seek to strengthen statutory rights, improve accountability and enhance access to support services across criminal justice agencies (Nickolls et al, 2023). While these reforms signal a shift towards victim-centred justice, significant concerns persist regarding implementation, awareness and enforceability. Evidence indicates wide regional variation in compliance and continuing resource constraints, limiting the practical impact of formal entitlements (Moroz and Dinisman, 2024). Consequently, outcomes for vulnerable victims remain uneven and in some areas, have deteriorated, most notably in cases of rape and serious sexual offences where prosecution and conviction rates continue to decline (Rape Crisis England and Wales, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc218713254]This report aims to critically evaluate how effectively the criminal justice system (CJS) of England and Wales supports vulnerable victims. It evaluates this across three key stages: early police engagement, court processes and post-trial or community-based support. The analysis draws on victimological and socio-legal theory, including Christie’s (1986) concept of the “ideal victim”, procedural justice theory (Tyler, 2006a) and trauma-informed justice frameworks, to explore the gap between policy aspiration and lived experience. It argues that despite expanded formal recognition, the CJS continues to prioritise evidential efficiency and institutional risk management over victim wellbeing. The report identifies reforms necessary to ensure justice is not only legally effective but also accessible, fair and psychologically safe for vulnerable victims.
2. Policy Rights and Legal Framework for vulnerable victims 
Over the past decade, the UK criminal justice system (CJS) has introduced a series of legislative and policy reforms aimed at strengthening the recognition, protection and support of vulnerable victims (Victims and Prisoners Act 2024). These developments have been driven by sustained evidence from inspections, advocacy organisations and academic research demonstrating that traditional criminal justice processes often fail to meet the needs of victims who experience heightened vulnerability. This is reinforced by the Domestic Abuse Commissioner for England and Wales (2025), who identifies systemic delays, inconsistent support and procedural practices that undermine victim safety, confidence and engagement. In response, policymakers have increasingly acknowledged that a uniform approach to victim engagement is insufficient, emphasising differentiated, needs-based responses, as reflected in the Crown Prosecution Service Violence Against Women and Girls Strategy, which promotes trauma-informed and victim-centred practice tailored to individual needs (Crown Prosecution Service, 2025).
These reforms reflect growing recognition that vulnerability significantly shapes how individuals experience criminal justice processes, influencing their willingness and ability to report offences, engage with investigations and participate effectively in court proceedings. Research demonstrates that adversarial practices can intensify trauma, impair communication and undermine meaningful participation where emotional and psychological safety is not prioritised (Ellison, 2017). Evidence from survivors of domestic abuse and sexual violence further indicates that court processes and professional responses can be retraumatising, generating fear, confusion and distress that discourage continued engagement (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2021). National survey data also suggest that low confidence in criminal justice outcomes contributes to victim disengagement and attrition, increasing the risk of secondary victimisation and withdrawal from the justice process (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025).
Vulnerability may arise from personal characteristics including age, disability, learning difficulties or mental health conditions, which can affect communication, comprehension and resilience under stress (Amborski et al, 2021; Aihio, 2016). It may also stem from the nature and context of the offence. Crimes such as sexual violence, domestic abuse and exploitation frequently involve power imbalances, coercion and ongoing risk, creating complex barriers to disclosure and participation (McPhee et al, 2021). In many cases, vulnerability is cumulative, shaped by intersecting factors such as trauma history, social isolation and dependence on the perpetrator, further compounding barriers to engagement (End Violence Against Women Coalition, 2020).
Recognising these dynamics, recent reforms have sought to embed vulnerability awareness across the criminal justice process, emphasising early identification, tailored procedural adjustments and access to specialist support (Ministry of Justice, 2020; College of Policing, 2021). Measures such as enhanced rights under the Victims’ Code, trauma-informed guidance for frontline professionals and expanded access to special measures signal a shift towards more inclusive justice. However, inspection evidence consistently highlights inconsistent identification of vulnerability, uneven application of safeguards and variable access to specialist services, indicating that policy commitments have not been implemented uniformly in practice (HMICFRS, 2021; HMCPSI, 2022). As a result, significant questions remain regarding the extent to which these reforms have produced sustained and meaningful improvements in outcomes for vulnerable victims.
[bookmark: _Toc218713255]2.1- Key Policy and Legislative Frameworks 
A central component of the current framework is the Victims’ Code (2020), which sets out minimum standards of service that victims should receive from criminal justice agencies (Ministry of Justice, 2020). The Code establishes enhanced rights for victims assessed as vulnerable or intimidated, including priority access to special measures, improved communication, protection from unnecessary contact with the accused and referral to specialist support services. While the Code represents an important step in formalising victim entitlements across policing, prosecution and the courts, its provisions remain largely procedural and are not legally enforceable (Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales, 2023).
The Victims and Prisoners Bill (2023–24) seeks to address long-standing concerns regarding weak compliance with the Victims’ Code by placing it on a statutory footing and strengthening monitoring and accountability mechanisms, including oversight by Police and Crime Commissioners and improved data collection across criminal justice agencies (House of Commons Library, 2023). However, critics argue that the Bill does not introduce direct legal remedies when rights are breached, limiting its capacity to drive consistent and systemic change (Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales, 2023).
Court-based protections for vulnerable victims are primarily underpinned by the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act (YJCEA) 1999, which provides the statutory basis for special measures such as live video links, screens, intermediaries and pre-recorded evidence. These measures are intended to reduce distress and retraumatisation during trial proceedings, particularly for children, victims of sexual offences and individuals with communication or mental health difficulties (Ministry of Justice, 2020). Despite their availability in law, inspection evidence continues to highlight inconsistent identification of vulnerability and uneven access to special measures in practice (HMICFRS, 2021).
Additional legislation addresses vulnerability in the context of specific offence types. The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 introduced a statutory definition of domestic abuse, strengthened the role of Independent Domestic Violence Advocates (IDVAs) and prohibited perpetrators from directly cross-examining victims in court, aiming to reduce intimidation and further harm within adversarial proceedings (Domestic Abuse Commissioner for England and Wales, 2025). Similarly, the Modern Slavery Act 2015 establishes a framework for identifying and supporting victims of trafficking and exploitation, although concerns persist regarding delays and inconsistencies in victim identification and access to support (Home Office, 2023).
Wider equality and human rights frameworks also impose obligations on criminal justice agencies to accommodate vulnerability. The Equality Act 2010 requires public bodies to make reasonable adjustments for individuals with disabilities, including mental health conditions, while the European Convention on Human Rights places positive duties on the state to protect individuals from inhuman or degrading treatment (Article 3) and to respect private and family life, including psychological integrity (Article 8). Failures to adequately support vulnerable victims may therefore engage both equality and human rights considerations (European Court of Human Rights, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc218713256]2.2 - Implementation and Accountability Challenges 
While the United Kingdom legal framework demonstrates a clear commitment to recognising and addressing vulnerability significant challenges remain in relation to implementation and enforcement (HMICFRS, 2021). The Victims’ Code outlines approximately 30 rights, however victims currently have no direct legal mechanism to enforce these rights when breaches occur relying instead on complaints procedures within criminal justice agencies which have been criticised for their lack of transparency and effectiveness (Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales, 2023). The Victims and Prisoners Bill seeks to strengthen accountability yet critics argue that reliance on existing oversight structures may be insufficient to ensure consistent improvement across policing the Crown Prosecution Service and court services (House of Commons Library, 2024).
Overall although the policy and legal framework for vulnerable victims has expanded considerably evidence suggests that practical delivery remains uneven across the criminal justice system (HMCPSI, 2022). The absence of enforceable remedies combined with variability in resources training and organisational culture continues to limit the extent to which legislative intent translates into meaningful improvements in victim experience (HMICFRS, 2021; Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales, 2023). As such the gap between formal rights and lived reality remains a defining challenge within the current criminal justice response to vulnerable victims.
[bookmark: _Toc218713257]2.3 - Vulnerability, Victimology and the Implementation Gap 
Despite the expansion of legislative protections and policy commitments outlined in Section 2, contemporary research continues to demonstrate a significant gap between formal rights and the lived experiences of vulnerable victims within the criminal justice system (McGlynn, Westmarland and Godden, 2021a; Walklate, Fitz-Gibbon and McCulloch, 2022). Victimological and procedural justice perspectives help to explain why these gaps persist and how institutional practices continue to disadvantage particular groups of victims.
Christie’s (1986) concept of the “ideal victim” remains a useful framework for understanding how credibility, innocence and vulnerability are socially constructed within criminal justice processes. Victims who align with normative expectations are more readily afforded legitimacy, while survivors of sexual violence, individuals with mental health difficulties and those whose behaviour or circumstances deviate from these expectations are more likely to encounter scepticism and implicit victim-blaming. Empirical analysis of police and prosecutorial decision-making confirms that these dynamics remain embedded within criminal justice practice and continue to shape case progression and outcomes in rape and serious sexual offence cases (Ellison, Munro and Hohl, 2023).
Procedural justice research further demonstrates that victims’ willingness to engage with the criminal justice system is strongly influenced by perceptions of fairness, voice and respect (Tyler, 2006a). When victims experience poor communication, limited explanation of decisions or dismissive responses during early stages, confidence and engagement decline, increasing the risk of withdrawal and attrition (McGlynn, Westmarland and Godden, 2021b). For vulnerable victims, adversarial practices, delays and insufficient emotional support can exacerbate trauma and undermine trust in criminal justice authorities (Walklate et al, 2022).
Inspection and policy evaluations reinforce the scale of this implementation gap. Despite extensive reform, criminal justice processes continue to prioritise evidential efficiency over victim participation and psychological safety, resulting in inconsistent application of safeguards and uneven support for vulnerable victims (HMCPSI, 2022; Ministry of Justice, 2024). Legislative reform alone has therefore proved insufficient without sustained changes in organisational culture, training and frontline practice.
Key challenges contributing to this gap include:	
• Inconsistent identification of vulnerability at early stages;
• Limited specialist training on trauma-informed practice;
• Fragmented provision of specialist advocacy services;
• Prolonged investigative and court delays; and
• Uneven implementation of victim-centred approaches across agencies (McGlynn et al, 2021a; HMCPSI, 2022).
Overall, while the current policy and legal framework provides a strong foundation for supporting vulnerable victims, its effectiveness in practice remains constrained by institutional and resource limitations. These constraints help to explain why formal recognition of vulnerability has not prevented widespread case attrition across the criminal justice system, a pattern examined in the following section through analysis of systemic attrition and the policy–practice gap.
2.4 - Systemic Attrition and the Policy–Practice Gap 
Despite extensive legislative reform and expanded victim rights, outcomes for vulnerable victims remain poor across key offence types, particularly rape and serious sexual offences. One of the clearest indicators of this implementation gap is the high level of attrition observed at each stage of the criminal justice process.

[bookmark: _Toc215238097][bookmark: _Toc218713258]3. First Contact with the Criminal Justice System: Police Engagement 
Victims’ first interaction with policing is crucial in shaping trust and long-term cooperation, as procedural justice theory highlights the central role of fair treatment, respectful engagement and perceived legitimacy in legal decision-making (Tyler, 2006b).
[bookmark: _Toc215238098][bookmark: _Toc218713259]3.1 Reporting Rates and Barriers 
Most victims of serious crimes, particularly those with vulnerabilities, do not disclose the offence to authorities (Rights of Women, 2022). Vulnerable victims face a range of barriers that impede reporting to the police and engagement with criminal justice processes. A key obstacle is a lack of trust and confidence that reporting will lead to justice, with survey evidence indicating that a substantial proportion of victims would not report a crime again based on previous experiences, and many fear that police responses will be ineffective or dismissive (College of Policing, 2024; Victims’ Commissioner, 2025). Systematic reviews of under-reporting also identify internal psychological barriers such as shame, fear of not being believed, self-blame, and concern about negative societal reactions, all of which disproportionately affect survivors of sexual violence and other trauma-related crimes (Wieberneit, 2024). Additional structural barriers include the perceived normalisation of abuse, uncertainty about what constitutes a reportable offence, fear of repercussions from perpetrators and sociocultural norms that discourage disclosure, particularly in cases involving intimate partners or known offenders (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2025; Fohring, 2024). Together, these intersecting barriers contribute to persistently low reporting rates among vulnerable victims, undermining access to justice and reinforcing systemic patterns of under-reporting and attrition within the criminal justice system.

Rape and Sexual Assault: 
· Less than 20% of rape victims report the police, with one research finding that only 1.6% of reported rapes resulted in a charge (Ministry of Justice, 2020).

· Around 14.7% of victims of rape or assault by penetration since the age of 16 have reported the occurrence to authorities. This figure is comparable for women, with approximately one in every six reporting (Ministry of Justice, 2020)

Domestic violence: 
· March 2023, only 18.9% of women who had experienced partner abuse in the last 12 months reported the abuse to the police (Office for National Statistics, 2024a)..


Child abuse: 
· Estimated 29.0% of people aged 18 and over (13.6 million people) reported experiencing some form of abuse or neglect before the age of 18 in the year ending March 2024 (Office for National Statistics, 2024b).

Mental illness:
· CSEW data indicate that adults reporting poor mental health are less likely to report offences to the police compared with those reporting good health, suggesting that mental health impacts reporting behaviour (Office for National Statistics, 2024c).

Taken together, the barriers outlined above help to explain the persistent gap between the prevalence of victimisation and the comparatively low levels of reporting observed across official data (Office for National Statistics, 2025; Victims’ Commissioner, 2025). Fear of disbelief, anticipated stigma, and limited confidence in police responses operate to suppress disclosure, particularly among vulnerable victims whose experiences or identities fall outside dominant expectations of credibility. As a result, recorded crime figures capture only a fraction of victimisation, masking the true scale of harm and reinforcing structural inequalities in access to justice (Ministry of Justice, 2020). These patterns of under-reporting contribute directly to systemic attrition, as cases are lost before they enter the criminal justice process, while those that do progress are shaped by early disengagement and reduced evidential opportunities. Consequently, barriers at the point of reporting function not merely as individual obstacles, but as structural mechanisms through which vulnerability is reproduced within the criminal justice system (HMICFRS, 2021).
These dynamics underline that reporting decisions are shaped not only by individual circumstances, but by victims’ expectations of how they will be treated by criminal justice professionals. Given the central role of policing at the point of first disclosure, attention must therefore turn to the influence of police culture, training, and frontline practice on victim experiences. The following section examines the extent to which trauma-informed approaches are embedded within policing and how organisational norms and responses can either mitigate or exacerbate barriers faced by vulnerable victims.
[bookmark: _Toc215238099][bookmark: _Toc218713260]3.2 Police Culture and Trauma-Informed Responses 
Despite improvements in policy and training, inspection evidence continues to highlight shortcomings in police responses to vulnerable victims, particularly at first contact. Trauma-informed principles emphasising rapport-building, open-ended questioning and victim control are embedded within national investigative interviewing guidance (see Figure 1, Appendix A); however, HMICFRS (2021) reports that these principles are not applied consistently in practice. Trauma-related responses such as fragmented memory, emotional numbing or delayed disclosure continue to be misinterpreted as indicators of unreliability, undermining confidence and increasing the risk of withdrawal. While police forces increasingly provide information on support pathways at the point of reporting (see Figure 2, Appendix A), the quality of initial engagement remains critical, as early credibility assessments shape investigative direction and case progression. Operation Soteria represents a significant reform aimed at shifting rape investigations away from victim-focused scrutiny towards suspect-centred analysis, with early evaluations indicating improved victim engagement and evidence-led decision-making in pilot forces; however, uneven national implementation limits its wider impact (Home Office, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc218713261]3.3 Young Victims and Specialist Practice 
Children and young people are formally recognised as inherently vulnerable within criminal justice processes, with enhanced protections intended to minimise distress and maximise evidential quality. Achieving Best Evidence (ABE) guidance provides the primary framework for interviewing child victims and witnesses, emphasising early interviews, limited repetition and the use of intermediaries where communication needs are identified. Despite this, inspection evidence continues to identify significant implementation shortcomings.
HMICFRS (2022) reports delays in scheduling ABE interviews, inconsistent access to registered intermediaries and limited availability of child-appropriate environments. In practice, some children are still required to recount traumatic experiences multiple times across policing and court stages, increasing distress and the risk of retraumatisation. Psychological research further indicates that repeated interviewing and prolonged investigative timelines can undermine wellbeing and affect memory recall, highlighting a persistent gap between formal protections and the delivery of child-centred justice (Eastwood and Snook, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc218713262]3.4 Mental Health Vulnerabilities: Criminalisation Risks 
Victims with mental health vulnerabilities face distinct risks during police engagement, particularly where trauma-related behaviours are misinterpreted as indicators of unreliability or culpability. Responses such as dissociation, agitation, emotional withdrawal, or inconsistent recall may be viewed through a behavioural rather than trauma-informed lens, increasing the likelihood of inappropriate criminalisation.
Evidence suggests that victims with mental health conditions are sometimes wrongly assessed as perpetrators or managed through enforcement-led responses rather than safeguarding pathways (Mind, 2021). Crisis intervention and co-responder models remain inconsistently implemented across police forces, contributing to uneven outcomes. These practices risk compounding harm and reinforcing disengagement among victims whose needs are least well accommodated by adversarial and compliance-focused systems.
[bookmark: _Toc218713263]3.5 Attrition and Procedural Outcomes 
Victim disengagement during police investigation remains the most significant driver of attrition in rape and serious sexual offence cases. Crown Prosecution Service data indicate that over 60 per cent of cases are closed without charge due to victim withdrawal at the investigative stage, reflecting not only individual decision-making but structural pressures within early criminal justice processes that erode victim confidence (CPS, 2023).
Extended procedural timelines further compound this attrition. Median timeframes for sexual offence cases to reach an outcome frequently exceed one year, particularly where cases progress beyond initial investigation (see Figure 3, Appendix B). For vulnerable victims, prolonged delays intensify emotional strain and uncertainty, increasing the likelihood of disengagement before charge or trial. These patterns suggest that attrition is often structurally produced, rather than solely the result of individual victim choice.
[bookmark: _Toc218713264]4. Court Processes: Special Measures and the Pursuit of Justice 
For victims who progress beyond the investigative stage, court processes introduce further trauma and systemic barriers. The adversarial structure of the criminal courts prioritises evidential scrutiny and defence rights, often marginalising victim wellbeing. For vulnerable victims, this can result in re-traumatisation, loss of agency and withdrawal from proceedings.

[bookmark: _Toc218713265]4.1 Special Measures under the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999  
Special measures under the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act (YJCEA) 1999 are intended to enable vulnerable and intimidated victims to give their best evidence while minimising distress and re-traumatisation. These include screens, live video links, registered intermediaries, pre-recorded evidence-in-chief and pre-recorded cross-examination under Section 28. Children and victims of sexual offences are automatically eligible for consideration, while other vulnerable victims may qualify following assessment.
Despite this statutory framework, access to special measures remains inconsistent in practice. Inspection evidence indicates that vulnerability is not always identified at an early stage, resulting in delayed or absent applications for measures that could mitigate harm (HMCPSI, 2022). Judicial discretion and limited court capacity further contribute to uneven provision, particularly in relation to intermediaries and Section 28 facilities. Evidence of uneven Section 28 use across offence types highlights a persistent gap between eligibility and access (see Figure 4, Appendix C), disproportionately affecting victims with communication needs or mental health vulnerabilities.
[bookmark: _Toc218713266]4.2 Delays and Secondary Trauma 
Delays within the criminal courts represent one of the most significant systemic barriers faced by vulnerable victims. As of 2024, the Crown Court backlog exceeded 65,000 cases, with sexual offence trials among those experiencing the longest waiting times (Ministry of Justice, 2024). For many victims, particularly survivors of sexual violence, children, and individuals with mental health vulnerabilities, delays of two to three years between reporting and trial are not uncommon.
Prolonged delays have profound psychological consequences. Extended periods of uncertainty exacerbate anxiety, disrupt recovery, and can undermine memory recall, particularly where victims are required to repeatedly re-engage with traumatic events. From a trauma-informed perspective, such delays compromise core principles of safety, agency and trust, increasing the likelihood of victim withdrawal prior to trial. Evidence from Public Accounts committee (2025), suggests that delay-related disengagement is a key contributor to attrition, reinforcing the argument that withdrawal is often structurally produced rather than an expression of victim choice (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc218713267]4.3 Cross-Examination, Credibility and Rape Myths 
Despite legislative safeguards, adversarial cross-examination in sexual offence cases continues to rely on rape myths and credibility challenges. Survivors may be questioned on resistance, intoxication and delayed reporting, while mental health diagnoses are frequently used to undermine credibility, despite section 41 restrictions. This reflects Christie’s (1986) “non-ideal victim” framework, whereby trauma responses that deviate from normative expectations are penalised rather than accommodated.
Children are particularly vulnerable to questioning that exceeds developmental capacity, especially in child sexual abuse cases. Although intermediaries and Section 28 pre-recorded cross-examination are intended to reduce harm, access remains inconsistent and under-resourced, limiting their protective impact (Plotnikoff and Woolfson, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc218713268]4.4 Open Justice and Victim Safety 
While open justice remains a core legal principle, media reporting of sexual offence trials can still enable community identification, even where anonymity is preserved. This creates fear of stigma and reputational harm, particularly for children and victims with mental health vulnerabilities and may discourage reporting and continued participation in proceedings (Judiciary of England and Wales, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc218713269]5. Post-Trial and Long-Term Support 
Post-trial support is often the point at which vulnerable victims feel most “dropped” by the system, despite ongoing risk and psychological impact. Evidence from victim-survivor research indicates that court processes and outcomes can be re-traumatising, with distress persisting after proceedings end and support frequently fragmented (Victim Support, 2024). Within the prison/probation interface, the Victim Contact Scheme and related victim notification processes are intended to provide information and a route to input on release conditions, but process evaluation findings highlight variability in delivery and the importance of consistent communication and case ownership for victim confidence (Tapley, 2025).
Compensation can also operate as a barrier rather than a remedy, with parliamentary scrutiny highlighting concerns about timeliness, eligibility thresholds and accessibility for complex trauma and exploitation survivors (UK Parliament, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc218713270][bookmark: _Toc215238112]5.2 Specialist Advocacy and Community Services 
	Support Type
	Benefit
	Limitation

	ISVA/IDVA
	Holistic guidance and emotional support
	Patchy provision; long waiting lists

	NHS Mental Health Service
	Psychological recovery support
	Not trauma-specialised, severe delays

	Child advocacy services
	Reduce institutional harm
	Lack of nationwide funding consistency


(Victim Support, 2024)
*ISVA/IDVA - Independent Sexual Violence Advisor/ Independent Domestic Violence Advisor
[bookmark: _Toc218713271]6. Comparative Experiences of Vulnerable Victim Groups 
Sexual violence survivors experience the most severe systemic disadvantage, with high attrition, low conviction rates and invasive credibility testing. Children benefit from stronger formal protections, yet inconsistent implementation and delays frequently undermine welfare priorities (Bond and Davis, 2025). Victims with mental health vulnerabilities remain the most marginalised group, facing stigma, misinterpretation of trauma responses and heightened risks of disengagement (Pacheco, 2025)
Upadrasta (2025) argues that, Intersectionality compounds these barriers, with individuals belonging to multiple vulnerable groups experiencing layered disadvantage that current systems are poorly equipped to address.

[bookmark: _Toc218713272]7. Future Measures and Systemic Reform 
Reform priorities should focus on enforceability, capability, and continuity: (1) enforceable victim rights and remedies; (2) system-wide trauma-informed capability and supervision; (3) scaled access to specialist advocacy and therapeutic support; and (4) transparent performance data on special measures, delays and victim experience. Evidence synthesis on domestic/sexual violence service evaluation supports the case for better-resourced specialist provision and consistent outcome monitoring rather than short-term commissioning cycles (Carlisle, 2024). In parallel, probation-linked victim notification processes require standardisation and clearer expectations on communications and responsiveness (Tapley, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc218713273][bookmark: _Toc215238128]7.1 Critical Summary of Proposed Reforms- 
	Problem 
	Reform Solution 
	Expected Benefit 

	Rights breaches with no remedy
	Enforceable victims’ rights
	Accountability

	Secondary trauma in courts
	Trauma-informed training
	Improved cooperation & wellbeing

	Long delays
	Universal Section 28
	Faster, safer evidence

	Invasive credibility testing
	Digital privacy protections
	Fairer trials

	Inconsistent support
	Sustainable specialist funding
	Equal access

	Perceived injustice
	Procedural justice practices
	Legitimacy & trust

	Poor oversight
	Better data sharing
	Performance improvement



[bookmark: _Toc218713274]8. Conclusion 
Overall, the CJS has expanded formal recognition of vulnerability, but support remains inconsistent across policing, courts and post-trial/prison-linked processes. The evidence indicates a persistent gap between rights and delivery, with compounded disadvantage for sexual violence survivors, children, and victims with mental health vulnerabilities. Bridging this gap requires enforceable entitlements, trauma-informed practice at scale, reliable specialist provision and transparent accountability that follows victims beyond verdict into the post-trial phase.
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[bookmark: _Toc218713278]Appendix A – Police Engagement and Victim Communication
[bookmark: _Toc218713279]Figure 1: Trauma-Informed Investigative Interviewing Principles
Extract from national investigative interviewing guidance illustrating core trauma-informed principles, including rapport-building, open-ended questioning, and victim control during police interviews.
Source: College of Policing (2025) Investigative Interviewing Guidance. Available at: https://www.college.police.uk/app/investigation/investigative-interviewing/investigative-interviewing (Accessed: 7 January 2026).
[image: Investigative interviewing | College of Policing]
[bookmark: _Toc218713280]Figure 2: Victim Information and Support Pathways at First Police Contact
Extract from Cumbria Constabulary victim information materials demonstrating how reporting processes, support services, and referral pathways are communicated to victims at the point of first contact.
Source: Cumbria Constabulary (2025) Victim Information. Available at: https://www.cumbria.police.uk/police-forces/cumbria-constabulary/areas/campaigns/campaigns/victim-information/ (Accessed: 7 January 2026).
[image: Victim information | Cumbria Police]
[bookmark: _Toc218713281]Appendix B – Procedural Delays and Case Outcomes
[bookmark: _Toc218713282]Figure 3: Time Taken (Median Days) for Sexual Offences to Receive an Outcome, by Outcome Type, Years Ending March 2023 and 2024, England and Wales- This figure illustrates median timeframes for sexual offence cases to reach an outcome across different stages of the criminal justice process, highlighting prolonged delays for cases proceeding beyond investigation.
Source: Office for National Statistics (2024) Sexual offences in England and Wales: overview. Available at:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/sexualoffencesinenglandandwalesoverview/yearendingmarch2025
(Accessed: 7 January 2026).
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[bookmark: _Toc218713283]Appendix C – Use of Special Measures (Section 28)
[bookmark: _Toc218713284]Figure 4: Use of Section 28 Pre-Recorded Cross-Examination by Offence Type, January 2019–August 2023
This figure illustrates variation in the use of Section 28 pre-recorded cross-examination across offence types, demonstrating uneven uptake despite statutory eligibility.
Source: Reproduced from Closing the Justice Gap for Adult and Child Sexual Offences (2020), drawing on Ministry of Justice, Crown Prosecution Service and HMCTS data.
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