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Introduction

The criminal justice system of the United Kingdom seeks to protect the rights of victims and suspects with equal fairness. Victims require acknowledgement, sympathy, and justice, whereas suspects have rights, including innocence and access to a fair trial. Balancing such demands requires equilibrium between laws, protocols, and human costs. This paper describes the UK criminal justice system, including alternatives to arrest, detention, charging, and court proceedings, and analyses its effectiveness (Wood et al., 2024, pp. 393-395).




Victim's Journey Through the Criminal Justice System
Victims of crime have legal rights under the UK Code of Practice for Victims of Crime, for instance, notification of their case and referral to suitable services, including counselling and advocacy. Further, victims of rape and serious sexual offenses frequently experience challenges within the criminal justice system. HMICFRS (2019) concluded that such cases tend to remain outstanding for four years before reaching court, detrimentally affecting the state of mind of the victim and their willingness to prosecute. The lengthy wait for justice frequently induces victims to drop their support for the prosecution, thus negatively affecting the chances of conviction and further entrenching the experienced trauma (Wood et al., 2021, pp. 61- 71). The delays make victims not only feel frustrated but also alienated from the criminal justice system, when they may begin questioning the criminal justice system's capacity for protecting and serving them.
Moreover, victims will feel ignored and forgotten through the investigation and court proceedings, with the focus of the system on getting the procedures right over their emotional and psychological needs. For many, the criminal justice system must seem detached and mechanistic, with victims becoming passive witnesses on their journey toward justice rather than active participants (Sturge, 2023). The victim's function becomes that of simple evidence-gathering, with their emotional responses not always accounted for in the treatment of the case. This absence of tailored attention and care can contribute further towards making a victim feel disassociated, compounding the trauma that they may already be suffering. Such a focus on procedure over the emotional needs of the victim further shows the critical necessity for the criminal justice system to have a more victim-centred method (McAvinchey, 2020). That method would instil in the victim a pervasive, empathetic regard and acknowledgement throughout the court process, recognising their experiences and the consideration and respect they deserve.​

Suspect's Journey Through the Criminal Justice System
UK suspects are entitled to various legal protections that aim to treat them fairly and justly within the criminal justice system. Suspects have the right under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) to be informed of the reasons for their arrest and access to legal representation (UK GOV, 2023). Furthermore, they have a right to be treated humanely in custody and have their fundamental rights preserved through the investigation stage (Liberty, 2024). One of the primary fundamentals of guiding the treatment of suspects includes the presumption of innocence, guaranteeing that people are not punished and stigmatised before they are found guilty in a court of law. This is essential for protecting the fundamental rights of suspects from wrongful detention or penalisation (Stainton et al., 2025). However, with these legal protections, the experience of navigating the criminal justice system includes its challenges. Suspects will likely be put through intrusive and often prolonged investigations, leaving them in limbo as they wait for their cases to be solved (Liberty, 2024). The presumption of innocence is essential but challenging to uphold when suspects undergo intense scrutiny and extended detentions with uncertain consequences.
Also, suspects may face substantial psychological and social repercussions throughout the criminal justice process, especially during prolonged pre-charge bail or release under investigation. During these periods of uncertainty, in which suspects have limited access to their case information, their mental health and overall well-being may be adversely affected by these experiences (College of Policing, 2022). The uncertainty of when they will hear about their legal situation and the associated waiting and worry of not knowing what will happen can be overwhelming, and the uncertainty of an indefinite outcome may disrupt their personal and work life. 
Additionally, the media and public opinions tend to spread social stigma that will inevitably damage a suspect's reputation, where the outcome of the case will have no bearing on such stigma. Even when the suspect is acquitted or found not guilty, their personal life and reputation will already be irreparably damaged (College of Policing, 2022). Balancing protecting the public and providing the victims with their rights with the suspect's legal rights must be attended to with the utmost care for procedural fairness, transparent communication, and exercise of precautions that will preserve the dignity and rights of the suspect during the investigative period.



Alternatives to Arrest
British police officers are urged to explore alternatives to arrest when possible. Voluntary interviews, community resolutions, and issuing warnings or cautions are among these alternatives (College of Policing, 2022). They are meant to prevent unnecessary criminalisation and concentrate on more serious offences. For instance, a voluntary interview could be more proportionate than an arrest in minor offences or when the suspect does not pose an immediate threat.
However, such a choice must be balanced with the necessity of the victim's defence and public trust in the criminal justice system. For example, in cases of domestic abuse, arrest will be necessary to protect the victim from further injury and for safety reasons (College of Policing, 2022). Therefore, although alternatives to arrest will help suspects by not exposing them to the ill effects of custody, they should be exercised with circumspection so that they serve the interests of justice and public security.​

Detaining and Charging Procedures
Once arrested, they will be held for questioning and investigation. PACE outlines the time limits for detention and the necessity for periodic reviews of justification for continued custody (Liberty, 2024). If there is enough evidence, the suspect will be charged and either be kept in custody or released on bail with conditions. The conditions of bail aim to avoid risks, for example, contact with victims or obstruction of witnesses (Crown Prosecution Service, 2023).
The decision on whether to charge usually rests with the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), which considers whether there is a reasonable likelihood of conviction based on the available evidence and whether prosecution is in the public interest (CPS, 2023). The rationale is that only suitable cases are taken before the court, avoiding unnecessary trials for suspects and preserving judicial time (Cooper and Norton, 2017). Allowing delays in charging decisions keeps victims and suspects uncertain for extended periods, which calls for efficient and timely procedures.​

Court Process and Types of Courts
The UK court system uses a hierarchical framework where Magistrates' Courts deal with lesser offences and Crown Courts with more serious crimes. The court procedure and legal jargon may be overwhelming for victims and suspects (Rossetti et al., 2017). Attempts have been made to make courts accessible, for example, by introducing special measures for vulnerable witnesses and legal representation for defendants (Ministry of Justice, 2024).
Then again, court delays and pendency persist. For instance, there were nearly 68,000 pending Crown Court cases by the end of 2023, and trials had to be booked as long ago as two or three years before they took place (Sturge, 2023). Delays like these threaten the efficacy of the criminal justice system, inflicting anguish on victims seeking closure and unnecessary uncertainty on suspects. All of these are challenges that demand investment in judiciary infrastructure and court reform to rationalise court procedures.​

Evaluating the Balance Between Victim and Suspect Journeys
Finding a reasonable balance between the victim's and the suspect's experience ranks among the most challenging aspects of the UK criminal justice system. On one hand, the system is mandated to protect, respect, and provide a voice for the victims. On the other hand, the same must also protect suspects from unfair treatment and prosecution before they are found guilty (HM Government, 2018). The balance usually depends on the case's nature and the institution's success. For example, women who have experienced domestic violence will often feel that the system is not always acting fast enough to protect them. Women's Aid states that victims of abuse still experience disbelief and delay when they report (Angharad, 2023). Meanwhile, suspects report that they are held in custody and interviewed based on little evidence, which will have a lasting effect on their reputation and health (Cooper and Norton, 2017). The above instances show why there should be proper procedures and proper policing.
Officers must make difficult decisions, arrest an individual, or employ another measure. They have an impact on both. If complainants feel they are not being treated seriously, they will lose confidence in the system. If suspects think they have not been treated fairly, their rights are compromised. Balance will only be created by proper training, sound policies, and ongoing examination of consequences (College of Policing, 2022).


Conclusion

The criminal justice system in the UK attempts to balance the rights and needs of suspects and victims. It gives them legal protection and procedures, but gaps remain that must be filled. Its victims frequently feel ignored or neglected, particularly in complicated cases such as sexual violence and domestic violence. It's suspects experience damaging personal and social repercussions before a case reaches court. More investment in services, improved communication, and faster legal resolution are necessary for improved balance. An equal system should shield the vulnerable while maintaining fairness for everyone.
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