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[bookmark: _Toc227675219]Introduction 
The notion of vulnerability has gained more importance in modern criminal justice policy and practice in England and Wales, as there is an increasing awareness of the fact that victims are not a homogeneous group and that particular people experience more obstacles to accessing justice than do others. Vulnerable victims are generally thought of as those whose personal attributes, societal situations, or situational contexts predispose them to harm or diminish their potential to interact efficiently with the criminal justice system (CJS). This covers mentally ill people, learners with disabilities, those who have experienced domestic abuse, substance misuse problems or people living in poverty and social exclusion. 
Although the legal frameworks and the policy measures, including the Victims Code and the protection responsibilities that are assumed by the authorities in the country, are designed to guarantee fair treatment and support, many questions are raised about whether these measures are being applied in practice. The growing sophistication of crime, coupled with broader social issues and the long-term effects of austerity, has put a heavy burden on the CJS. Police departments are being asked to address non-criminal matters like mental health crises, courts are overwhelmed by large backlogs and delays, and prisons and probation services are in demand with finite resources. The specificity of these pressures is added to vulnerable victims who frequently need extra assistance, open communication, and prompt resolution of cases to be able to deliver meaningful justice. 

[bookmark: _Toc227675220]Critical Discussion
The vulnerability concept in the criminal justice system (CJS) is a controversial and complicated concept, and it is not only since the traditional view of victims as a homogenous group is no longer valid, but it is also since there are differentiated needs and experiences. Vulnerability in policy and legal contexts in England and Wales is frequently discussed in terms of a diminished capacity of an individual to withstand, or to recuperate the effects of a crime, or to participate successfully in criminal justice procedures. This can be due to not only age but also disability, mental illness or even trauma (Oram et al., 2022). But these definitions, though helpful in terms of practice guidance, run the risk of simplifying the nature of vulnerability to the extent that it is a fixed or inherent attribute, as opposed to a dynamic and context-dependent state.
Critically, vulnerability is more of a social construction and situation. Persons are not always vulnerable under any conditions; vulnerability occurs because of the interaction between individual features and structural circumstances. An illustration is that a mentally unstable victim might feel more vulnerable to go through complex legal processes, especially where the support systems are weak or in equally effective. In the same way, those who are in poverty can be more susceptible to some types of victimisations, and they may also have obstacles to crime reporting or access to services (Brown and Gordon, 2022). This underscores the need to look at the overall social inequalities to analyse the vulnerability in the CJS. 
Intersectionality is a useful concept to explain the possibility of various types of disadvantage overlapping and reinforcing each other. Gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status, and disability are not independent factors but overlap in a manner that influences the experiences that individuals face with victimisation and justice. As an example, minority ethnic women with a history of domestic abuse might face multiplied obstacles, such as cultural stigma, language obstacles, and mistrust of authorities. Such overlapping vulnerabilities may play a significant role in the reporting of crimes, the treatment of victims by the criminal justice agencies, and their overall experiences with the system (Godsoe, 2021). Although vulnerability in policy frameworks has gained more recognition, it still does not bridge the gap between theory and practice. 
Although such initiatives as the Victims’ Code underline the value of individual support, communication, and fairness, there is some evidence to indicate that such principles are not always reflected in real practice. In most instances, vulnerabilities are not realised early, or proper accommodation is not made, and the victims end up feeling marginalised or neglected. In addition, the vulnerability classification may at times be so strict that there are cases where one may be locked out of the assistance even when they are in great need (Dehghani, 2021).   
Another complexity is the indistinct edges between the victims and offenders. In other instances, persons who get into contact with the CJS might have the two positions at the same time, like in the case of persons concerned with substance misuse or exploitation. This breaks the age-old boundaries and poses great questions concerning the way vulnerability is identified and dealt with throughout the system. Finally, the conceptualisation of vulnerability must be very delicate, but critical, so that it recognises the needs of individuals and the structural elements that inform the same. The absence of such an approach has a risk of the CJS persisting in inadequately responding to the challenges of vulnerability, thus restricting access to justice by the most vulnerable individuals in need of protection (Ewin, 2021). 
Policing is the first point of contact between vulnerable victims and the criminal justice system (CJS), and it is therefore a critical aspect in determining the initial experiences of justice, support and protection. The police in England and Wales have the responsibility of not only preventing and investigating crime but also protecting individuals who are at risk of harm. The increased complexity of social issues, however, with the long-term limitations on resources, has greatly changed the character of policing. This has caused police officers to become increasingly involved in responding to incidents that go way beyond the normal crime control into mental health crises, welfare issues, and social vulnerability (Sutton et al., 2021). The change has significant implications for the vulnerable victims, since it will increase the pressure on an already stretched service, and it raises the question of whether policing can respond to the various and multifaceted needs in an efficient manner.
The role of the police as de facto first responders in non-criminal incidents, especially those involving mental health, is one of the most important challenges. It has been shown that the police departments devote significant resources to addressing people in crisis, which is usually the result of health and social care-service gaps (Curry and Bell, 2024). This, in a practical sense, implies that the officers can often find themselves having to deal with occasions where they might lack training or experience in dealing with them, like when dealing with individuals who are in acute psychological distress. Although, indeed, laws like section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983 give the police the authority to detain people on their behalf under the pretext of their own safety, it has been heavily criticised that the use of policing in this regard is a misuse of criminal justice resources. In terms of vulnerable victims, it may cause inconsistency of responses, delay in receiving suitable treatment, and, in other instances, it may criminalise behaviour based on health needs but not criminal intent (Commissioner, 2025). 
Recent policy changes, including the implementation of the Right Care Right Person (RCRP) approach, aim to mitigate this problem by shifting the responsibility of non-criminal cases to the relevant agencies, especially health and social care. Although this initiative has been contextualised as a way of ensuring that people are receiving the support of the most appropriate service, it also poses serious concerns. Practically, the exit of the police intervention in some kinds of incidents might leave vulnerable people without support, especially in those cases when other services are not sufficiently staffed or absent. This imposes a possible disjunction in provision whereby those who would have been assisted in some way or other by the police are now finding it difficult to get assistance at all (Jacobs, 2024).  
These structural challenges are also coupled with the problem of trust and legitimacy that complicate the relationship between vulnerable victims and the police even more. Over the last few years, there has been a loss of trust in the policing system due to the high-profile cases of misconduct, the perceived inability to respond appropriately to serious crimes and the issue of fairness and accountability. Such a drop in trust is especially sharp among some of the groups, such as women, ethnic minorities, and urban inhabitants. Trust by the vulnerable victims is a key factor in determining whether they will feel capable of reporting, cooperating with investigations, and participating in the justice process on a larger scale (Dehghani, Fairclough and Mergaerts, 2023).   
Prisons have traditionally been viewed through the perspective of punishment, deterrence, and incapacitation as the main functions of the criminal justice system. Nevertheless, their role is not only confined to dealing with offenders, but there are also major indirect effects on the victims, especially regarding vulnerable groups. Although the victims might not interact with prisons directly as they do with police or courts, the success of the prison system in correcting offenders and lowering reoffending is important in determining long-term outcomes for victims. The ongoing problems in the prison system in England and Wales, such as overcrowding, under-resourcing, and a lack of capacity to rehabilitate, raise serious questions about its ability to avert future harm (McNaull et al., 2022). These weaknesses lead to reoffending cycles, thus making chances of becoming a victim again more likely and diminishing public trust in the criminal justice system.
The growth of the prison population over a long period of time has become one of the most pressing problems of prisons, as it has put a strong burden on already tension-filled infrastructure. Crowding is a chronic issue, and there are numerous facilities running at increased capacity. This directly affects the living standards, availability of services and the general stability of the prison environment. Under these circumstances, it becomes more challenging to deliver effective rehabilitation programmes (Joyce and Laverick, 2022). Services such as educational opportunities, mental health support and substance misuse services are usually either scarce or unpredictable and thus do not ensure that the offenders will deal with the root cause of their offending behaviour. To the victims, this is a serious failure because, without meaningful rehabilitation, chances are high that the offenders will reoffend when released, which may result in a new victim or re-victimisation of the old one.
This is complicated by the fact that mental health problems are common among the prison population. It is estimated that a large percentage of prisoners in England and Wales are mentally ill, have learning disabilities, or neurodivergent characteristics which might not have been identified or addressed before they went to prison (Powell et al., 2025). In most situations, these vulnerabilities are compounded instead of being dealt with in prison. Poor access to proper healthcare, along with the pressures of imprisonment, has the potential to negatively affect mental health, self-harm, and violence. This brings up key issues about the ability of the system to deal with risk in a victim-centred way. Without treatment of underlying issues, the chances of repetition of offending behaviour are high and thus cycles of harm are perpetuated.
Besides these structural issues, the prison itself has been highly criticised as creating an environment that can support criminal behaviour (Gaubatz, 2025). The concept of prisons as a school of crime has been driven by fears that people might acquire new criminal networks or acquire more entrenched criminal patterns in the course of their time in jail. This becomes especially problematic in overcrowded and under-monitored facilities, in which staff shortages curtail capabilities to uphold order and deliver meaningful engagement. In the case of vulnerable victims, the consequences are great since the inability to interrupt the pathways of offending compromises the protective role of the criminal justice system. Moreover, other problems like violence, drug abuse and instability in prisons lead to an unfavourable environment that is not conducive to rehabilitation (Wells, 2024). Assaults of staff and inmates, as well as growing levels of drug misuse, have been reported to indicate the levels of disorder in some institutions.  
Probation services hold a very crucial role in the English and Welsh criminal justice system as they serve as the main tool that subjects the offenders to supervision, rehabilitation and integration into the community. Although probation is not a direct interaction with the victims as the police or the courts, its performance has great consequences for the safety of the victims, especially in avoiding recidivism and risk management. In the case of vulnerable victims, where the exposure to harm may already be increased by social or personal factors, the lack of effective supervision and support by probation services may lead to further or recurring victimisation. In this regard, the issues of probation are not only operational but also focal to the bigger issue of whether the criminal justice system could provide significant protection (Davies et al., 2025). 
The influence of structural reform and organisational instability has been amongst the most long-lasting problems of probation services over the last few years. The subsequent renationalisation of probation after a partial privatisation in 2014 has left a disruptive impact on service delivery, which has enduring effects on service delivery. At this period, there was disintegration between the public and the private providers, resulting in inconsistencies in supervision, communication gaps and loss of experienced staff. Though the service was to be reunited to solve these problems, the transition has proved to be rather expensive and has not completely solved the underlying issues. The quality of supervision remains to be impacted by the high staff turnover and lack of experienced practitioners, which brings doubts regarding the skills of probation officers to evaluate and manage risk effectively (Harris, 2022).  
Another issue is high caseloads, which restrict the ability of probation officers to offer any meaningful and individualised support to the supervised. Practically, it frequently leads to a more responsive and administrative stance, based on compliance and risk management, but not rehabilitation. In complex offenders (mental health problems, substance abuse, and unstable housing, etc.), this approach is unlikely to deal with the underlying causes of offending behaviour. This has a direct impact on vulnerable victims since poor intervention leads to higher chances of recidivism. In cases where probation cannot detect potential escalating risks or effectively intervene, those who might already be vulnerable to suffering continue to face the chances of further victimisation (Collins, 2025). 

Systemic Problems in the Criminal Justice System
The plight of vulnerable victims can only be clearly comprehended when they are placed in the wider context of systemic dilemmas in the criminal justice system (CJS) in England and Wales. Although each separate institution, e.g., the police, courts, prisons, and probation services, has its own set of deficits, the problems are closely interrelated and are grounded in structural pressures that have grown in the last ten years. One of the greatest of these pressures is the long-term effect of austerity, which has caused underinvestment to be sustained over the years in the public services (Fitzpatrick et al., 2023). Funding cuts have resulted in staffing shortages, workload, and poor infrastructure, which restrict the ability of criminal justice agencies to efficiently meet the complex and expanding demands. These limitations have the effect of inconsistent service delivery and poor access to justice in the case of vulnerable victims, who tend to need more time, support, and individual interventions. 
Besides resource shortages, crime itself has changed, putting additional pressure on the system. Complex offences, including cybercrime, organised exploitation, and serious violence, demand greater specialisation, require longer to investigate, and more inter-agency efforts (Sikra, Renaud and Thomas, 2023). Simultaneously, more general social problems, such as poverty, inequality, and mental health crises, have predisposed more people to the CJS, both as victims and perpetrators. This increasing demand has not been met with subsequent increases in capacity, leading to backlogs, delays and a reactive but not proactive approach to justice. These developments are particularly vulnerable to the vulnerable victims because delays may extend the trauma, decrease the chances of successful prosecutions, and raise the chances of no longer being part of the process.
Another systemic problem is the lack of coordination of services and the difficulties of multi-agency work (Ryan, 2025).  A combination of police, health services, social care, housing providers and voluntary organisations can provide efficient assistance to vulnerable victims. Nonetheless, the variations in priorities of organisations, funding models and the practice of sharing information may pose challenges to collaboration. This can lead to lapses in the support of victims, duplication of processes or lack of consistency in communication, which builds mistrust in the system. This is especially a weak area when it comes to complex needs, and a holistic and coordinated response is necessary. Critical concerns of the system are also trust and legitimacy. A drop in public trust in the CJS has been experienced in recent years due to high-profile failures, perceived injustice, and lack of transparency (Townend and Welsh, 2023). 
The debate on whether more funding will address the challenges affecting the vulnerable victims is controversial and significant. On the one hand, the idea that financial investment is a precondition to meaningful reform is a strong one. Other sources would be able to hire and train personnel in policing, courts, prisons, and probation, which would help to alleviate workloads and enhance service delivery. Greater investment may also be used to build specialised services to vulnerable victims, such as mental health support, advocacy programmes and better access to legal aid (Jorge, 2021). Infrastructure and human investments in the context of the large backlogs in the courts may be beneficial in terms of minimising delays so that the cases will be more efficiently handled, and victims will get the results promptly.
But as much as the argument of more funding is convincing, it alone cannot overcome the more structural problems of the CJS. Increasing the number of resources invested in the current systems might not result in a significant change if the organisational and cultural issues are not addressed. As an example, problems like lack of inter-agency communication, lack of consistent vulnerability identification, and bureaucratic inefficiencies are not only caused by financial limitations but are also system design problems. Until there is a reform of the functioning and interaction of institutions, further funding can be lost in processes that are already non-functional (Maggetti, 2024).  
In addition, there is the risk that a limited focus on funding can result in the absence of emphasis on prevention and early intervention. The investment is usually skewed towards reactive features of the system, like policing and imprisonment, as opposed to services that help to address the causes of vulnerability, such as social care, housing, and education. In this sense, there is a need to adopt a more holistic view, the view that sees the interrelatedness of social problems and aims to alleviate demand on the CJS and not merely increase capacity (Cummins, 2025).  
To deal with the challenges confronting vulnerable victims in the criminal justice system, a multi-layered strategy beyond incremental reform is needed. Adopting trauma-informed practices at every level of the CJS is among the top priorities. This entails the identification of the effects of trauma on behaviour and participation of individuals, and the process is adjusted to reduce re-traumatisation. This may in practice involve better training of police officers, legal practitioners and probation staff and the greater application of special measures in court to benefit vulnerable witnesses. Such practices would be advantageous to this system since they would ensure that the victims are treated with care and respect, thus making their experience with the system better (Kirkwood, 2022). 
The second main suggestion is to reinforce the mechanisms of early identification and intervention. Vulnerability does not always manifest itself at the first point of contact, and this results in the lack of support opportunities. It may be possible to develop more powerful screening tools and make sure that frontline staff are prepared to recognise and act on vulnerability, which would considerably enhance the results. This must be coupled with better referral channels to relevant services such as mental health, housing and victim advocacy agencies.
The multi-faceted needs of vulnerable victims cannot be fulfilled by one institution, and interagency coordination is essential (Trickett and Bryan, 2025). This not only needs better information-sharing systems but also a cultural change to collaborative working. It may be possible to eliminate fragmentation by establishing integrated service models, with various agencies working in a more coordinated and cohesive way to ensure that victims are provided with the same and comprehensive support.
In addition, there is a need to rebalance the focus of the criminal justice system towards prevention (Pakes, 2024). Community-based services, including youth support programmes, mental health provision and substance misuse treatment, can be of great importance in reducing offending and victimisation. Such measures can reduce the strain on the CJS by considering the roots of crime and vulnerability, which will lead to more sustainable outcomes.

[bookmark: _Toc227675221]Conclusion
This essay has critically assessed the challenges which vulnerable victims face in the criminal justice system in England and Wales, which I have shown to be not only widespread but also structural in nature. Although the existence of policy schemes like the Victims’ Code can be interpreted as an indication that the government is determined to enhance the experiences of the victims, the actual practice usually does not correspond to the intentions. In every area of policing, courts, prisons and probation services, vulnerable victims are confronted with obstacles that inhibit their access to justice, such as a lack of support, delays and a lack of consistent attention to their needs.
One of the points put forward in this discussion is that these challenges cannot be perceived as institutional failures, but rather they should be seen in the context of broader systemic forces. The sustained underinvestment, escalating demand, and division of services have led to a more strained and reactive criminal justice system. In vulnerable victims who need individual and immediate assistance, the conditions may lead to disengagement, re-traumatisation, and decreased trust in the system.
Although a larger budget can help ease some of these strains, it will not be enough on its own to solve the problems. Reform should be more holistic, considering both the organisation and culture of the CJS and its connection with the broader social services. The need to change the system as opposed to providing piecemeal solutions is seen in recommendations like the implementation of trauma-informed practices, enhancing multi-agency cooperation, and focusing more on the prevention aspect.
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