The aim of this essay is to critically evaluate the development and implementation of victims' rights in the criminal justice system, assessing their effectiveness in addressing the needs and concerns of victims. It will focus on how effectively the victims' code of practice has been implemented, the victim scheme, and related policy. 
Victimology is the study of victimization, its causes, effects, and how the justice system supports victims. The term emerged in the mid-20th century. Before and during the Middle Ages, justice was informal, with victims responsible for seeking retribution, often following the "eye for an eye" principle. Over time, particularly after the industrial revolution, crime became seen as an offense against the state rather than the individual, reducing the victim’s role in legal proceedings. By the 1940s, focus was placed on the victim, though initially focusing on their role in their own victimization rather than their needs. In the 1960s, rising crime rates led to renewed attention on victims, particularly in the U.S., where government initiatives studied victimization more closely. Social movements, especially the women’s movement, played a key role in advocating for victim rights, leading to the creation of domestic violence shelters and rape crisis centres (Sage, 2020). 
In the UK, victim support began gaining momentum in the 1970s. The first Victim Support scheme was established in Bristol in 1974 by a group of volunteers, and by 1979, the National Association of Victims Support Schemes was established, which led to every country in England and Wales having at least one scheme by 1986 (Victim Support, 2024). In 1984, two important reports, A Deal for Victims and Compensation and Support for Victims of Crime, were published. These reports led to the beginning of various government initiatives designed to inform, support, and assist victims of crime in the UK. However, these efforts mainly focused on individuals required to attend court. Further research by victim support groups identified specific needs of victims and witnesses in court. As a result, the Crown Court Witness Service was established with funding from the Home Office. By the 1990s, the government introduced the first Victims’ Charter (Corteen, 2016). This was later revised in 1996 and eventually replaced by different versions of the Victims’ Code of Practice, commonly known as the Victims’ Code.

The Victims’ Code plays an important role in promoting fairness within the criminal justice system. It was officially introduced through the Domestic Violence, Crime and Victims Act 2004 and came into effect in April 2006. The Victims’ Code outlines the rights of victims and the responsibilities of criminal justice agencies. It also sets clear guidelines on when and how these agencies should provide support and services to victims throughout the legal process (Corteen, 2016; UK Government, no date).
According to the Victims' Code, all victims of crime have the right to receive information about restorative justice (Ministry of Justice, 2007). Restorative justice is a process where those involved in a specific crime work together to find a way to address the harm caused by the offence and its effects on the future (Marshall, 1999). The University of Sheffield was commissioned by the government to assess three restorative justice programs between 2001 and 2008. The results showed that restorative justice led to a 14% reduction in reoffending rates. Additionally, 85% of victims were satisfied with the process of meeting their offender face-to-face, and 78% would recommend it to others in similar situations (Restorative Justice Council, 2016). 
However, the Crime Survey for England and Wales found that only 5.5% of victims were offered an opportunity to participate in 2019/2020, down from 8.7% in 2012/2013 (Office for National Statistics, 2021). This is despite also finding that in 2017/2018 – 24.7% of victims receiving this offer agreed to participate and, in 2019/2020, 26.1% of those who did not receive this offer reported that they would have accessed the service had it been offered (Marder et al., 2023). Having said that, the Restorative Justice Council (no date) points out that the Crime Survey for England and Wales is based on asking people about their past experiences and as such, while respondents are likely to recall being victims of crime, it is possible that they will have forgotten an offer of restorative justice if they did not accept it. On the other hand, evidence suggests that in some cases, a lack of funding, limited understanding of restorative justice, and offender-focused staff feeling uncomfortable engaging with victims, have resulted in restorative justice not being offered when it should be. Additionally, when it is offered, the process can sometimes be unclear, leaving victims uncertain about what is being proposed (Restorative Justice Council, no date).

According to victim code 6, victims have the right ‘to be provided with information about the investigation and prosecution’ (UK Government, 2025, para. 6). This means that individuals have the right to receive updates on their case and to be informed when important decisions are made. These updates should be provided within five working days or, in some cases, within one working day depending on the victim’s priority status. If there are no new developments, the police should agree in advance with the victim on how frequently they will provide case update (Victim Support, 2017)  However, growing evidence suggests that victims are not consistently kept informed about the progress of their cases. For instance, the 2015 HMIC Police Effectiveness Report found that the quality of victim care, particularly in keeping victims informed in accordance with the victim code, was not as effective as it should be. The report also highlighted that many victims were not receiving regular updates, a crucial aspect of the victims’ code aimed at ensuring their safety and well-being, including that of their children. Additionally, research conducted by Victim Support (2017) found that inadequate communication regarding case progress led to significant dissatisfaction among victims. More than half (52.7%) of those surveyed were unhappy with how the police kept them updated, while over a third (36.1%) reported being extremely dissatisfied. 
Victims also have the right, at certain stages of the justice process, to request a review of decisions by the relevant service provider (UK Government, 2025). A recent survey of crime victims conducted by the Victims’ Commissioner (2021a) revealed that only a quarter of respondents felt they were regularly updated or received all necessary details about the police investigation. One responder expressed: 
	The poor communication from the initial reporting to the final sentencing was unacceptable and so easy to fix. I felt unsupported, isolated and as though I was fighting a battle with the very people who were supposed to be fighting for me (Victims Commissioner, 2021a, para. 11). 
Under the Victims and Prisoners Act 2024, the Victims' Commissioner has been granted statutory powers to oversee compliance with the victims' code and hold criminal justice agencies accountable. This reinforcement ensures that victims' rights are protected and that agencies fulfill their obligations as outlined in the victims' code (Victims Commissioner, 2024). Additionally, the act requires local policing bodies, local authorities, and Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) to work together to enhance victim services. This collaborative duty aims to create a more unified and supportive framework, effectively addressing victims' needs (UK Government, 2024).
The Witness Charter outlines the key standards of service and special measures that individuals can expect from the criminal justice system in England and Wales (Victim Support, no date). These measures are implemented when a witness experiences fear or stress during an investigation or while giving evidence in court, as such distress can impact the quality of communication in legal proceedings. Special measures aim to reduce anxiety for vulnerable or intimidated witnesses (Crown Prosecution Service, 2024). Within the Victim Code of Practice, a judge or magistrate decides whether special measures should be granted based on a request from the prosecutor. If approved, the decision is passed on to the Witness Care Unit for implementation (Crown Prosecution Service, 2024). However, an inspection by HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) revealed that, since 2015, a significant number of cases lacked proper documentation on whether witnesses had specific needs requiring support. Many of these cases required special measures, yet they were either not implemented or inadequately provided. The inspection also found that victims with mental health conditions were the most commonly overlooked when assessing the need for special measures. This may have been due to victims being reluctant to disclose their needs or a general lack of awareness about the available support. Despite these challenges, special measures have been widely recognised as beneficial for vulnerable and intimidated witnesses, and their implementation has improved over the years. The most commonly used measures include courtroom screens to shield witnesses from the defendant and the option to give pre-recorded evidence (Victims Commissioner, 2021b).
The Victim Contact Scheme (VCS) is a program in England and Wales created to keep victims of serious sexual or violent offences informed about significant developments during the offender's sentence. Through this scheme, specially trained Victim Liaison Officers maintain contact with victims, providing updates on the offender's progress, such as parole hearings or release dates. This continuous communication aims to protect and reassure victims, ensuring they are aware of any changes that might affect their safety or well-being. Additionally, victims enrolled in the VCS have the opportunity to submit a Victim Personal Statement to the Parole Board, allowing them to express how the crime has impacted their lives and to influence any conditions placed upon the offender's release (Ministry of Justice, 2022; HM Prison and Probation Service, 2022).
However, there have been concerns regarding its implementation. Evidence shows that many victims do not receive timely information about offenders' release or parole proceedings. In some cases, victims have learned about an offender's release too late, leading to feelings of devastation and further trauma (His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services, 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk192759087]In conclusion, the development and implementation of victims' rights within the criminal justice system has made significant progress, shifting from a time when victims had to seek justice on their own to the establishment of support frameworks such as the Victims' Code and the Victim Contact Scheme. The introduction of these support schemes has ensured that victims receive key information, assistance, and opportunities to engage in the justice process. Policies such as the Victims and Prisoners Act 2024, have further strengthened accountability and oversight, though their effectiveness depends on proper implementation. Despite these advancements, evidence shows that victims still experience gaps in the information provided, particularly regarding offenders’ parole and release. While restorative justice and special measures have been successful in many cases, the failure to effectively implement measures shows the need for further development.  Therefore, while victims' rights have evolved considerably, there remains a need for further work to ensure these rights are fully implemented in a way that fairly considers the needs and well-being of the victims.







Reference List

Corteen, K. (ed.) (2016) A companion to crime, harm and victimisation. Bristol: Policy Press. 
Crown Prosecution Servies (2023) Witness protection and anonymity. Available at: https://www.cps.gov.uk/legal-guidance/witness-protection-and-anonymity (Accessed: 7  March 2025). 
His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services (2022). An evaluation of victim's needs in the criminal justice system. Available at: An Evaluation of Victims’ Needs in the Criminal Justice System  (Accessed: 7 March 2025). 
HM Prison and Probation Service (2022) Information about the Victim Contact Scheme. Available at: Information about the Victim Contact Scheme - GOV.UK  (Accessed: 13 March 2025). 
Marder, I. D., Banwell-Moore, R., Hobson, J. and Payne, B. (2023). ‘New ideas, enduring cultural barriers? An analysis of recommendations from the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Restorative Justice in England and Wales’, Criminology & Criminal Justice, 0(0). DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/17488958231198787
Marshall, T. (1999) Restorative justice: an overview. London: Home Office.
Ministry of Justice (2022) Information about the victim contact scheme. Available at: Information about the Victim Contact Scheme - GOV.UK (Accessed: 12 March 2025). 
Ministry of Justice (2007). Restorative justice: the views of  victims and the offender: Available at: https://restorativejustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/files/Ministry%20of%20Justice%20evaluation%20-%20Restorative%20justice%20the%20views%20of%20victims%20and%20offenders.pdf   (Accessed: 27 February 2025).
Restorative Justice Council (2016) Evaluation of restorative justice. Available at: https://restorativejustice.org.uk/resources/moj-evaluation-restorative-justice (Accessed: 28 February 2025). 
Restorative Justice Council (no date) How can more victims access restorative justice? Available at: https://restorativejustice.org.uk/blog/how-can-more-victims-access-restorative-justice (Accessed: 5 March 2025)
Sage (2020). Introduction to victimology. Available at: https://us.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-binaries/98849_Chapter_1_Introduction_to_Victimology_from_Daigle_Victimology_2e.pdf (Accessed: 29 February 2025).
UK Government (2024) Victims and Prisoners Act 2024: Implementation of the duty to collaborate. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/victims-and-prisoners-act-2024-implementation-of-the-duty-to-collaborate#:~:text=The%20duty%20to%20collaborate%20under,sexual%20abuse%2C%20and%20serious%20violence. (Accessed: 4 March 2025).
UK Government (2025) Statutory guidance: Code of Practice for Victims of Crime in England and Wales (Victims' Code). Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-code-of-practice-for-victims-of-crime/code-of-practice-for-victims-of-crime-in-england-and-wales-victims-code#:~:text=You%20have%20the%20Right%20to%20be%20provided%20with%20updates%20on,by%20the%20relevant%20service%20provider. (Accessed: 6 March 2025). 
UK Government (no date). The victims code. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/642ab8fbddf8ad0013ac0c35/fact-sheet-victims-code.pdf (Accessed: 4 March 2025).
Victim Commissioner (2021b).  Next steps for special measures: Available at: https://cloud-platform-e218f50a4812967ba1215eaecede923f.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/sites/6/2021/12/2021-05-18_Special-measures_FINAL.pdf   (Accessed: 12 March 2025).
Victim Support (2017). Victim of the system. Available at: Victim of the system (Accessed: 12 March 2025). 
Victim Support (2024). The princess royal visits country's first victims' charity to celebrate 50th anniversary. Available at: https://www.victimsupport.org.uk/the-princess-royal-visits-countrys-first-victims-charity-to-celebrate-50th-anniversary/#:~:text=Founded%20in%20Bristol%20in%201974,charity%20for%20victims%20of%20crime. (Accessed: 3 March 2025). 
Victim Support (no date) Your rights as a witness. Available at: https://www.victimsupport.org.uk/going-court/your-rights-as-a-witness/ (Accessed: 12 March 2025)
Victims Commissioner (2021a). New survey reveals low victim confidence, as Victims’ Commissioner warns victims remain an “afterthought”. Available at: https://victimscommissioner.org.uk/news/2021-victim-survey/ (Accessed: 6 March 2025). 
Victims Commissioner (2024). New Victims Bill measures a ‘solid step forward’, but further progress needed — Victims’ Commissioner. Available at: https://victimscommissioner.org.uk/news/new-victims-bill-measures-a-solid-step-forward-but-further-progress-needed-victims-commissioner/  (Accessed: 12 March 2025). 








