
Evaluate the key entitlements for victims as outlined in the Victims’ Code 2015 and discuss how effective are the special measures designed to help vulnerable people as victims? 
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For many years the criminal justice system offered no support for victims however, over the past decades the government and emergency services started to recognize that victims of crime needed to be supported at all stages. The word victims can be described as someone who has been directly affected by a crime whether it's physically or mentally. It certain cases there can be secondary victims such as families in crimes such as murder. The Ministry of Justice (2021) defines the world victim as someone who has suffered hard both mental and physical, financial, or economic hardship which was directly caused by a criminal offence. The main objective of this paper will be to critically analyze and evaluate the key entitlements for victims as outlined in the Victims’ Code 2015 and to gain an understanding of how effective the measures are in supporting cases. The paper will look at real life examples of victims and how the Victims Code helped them throughout their recovery to form arguments to answer the main objective. 

One of the major entitlements for victims under the Victims Code 2015, is to receive support and information from relevant public sector and prosecution organizations not just the police and Crown Prosecution service (Ministry of Justice, 2015) which allows victims to stay updated regarding their cases and provides a sense of security. One of the organizations that support victims of crime is the National Center for Victims of Crime (2021) which aims to help victims rebuild their lives. They can provide victims harmed by crime information, referrals, written materials and advocacy to crime victims, service providers and other professionals. 

Thus, the special measures in place allow other organizations to support victims harmed by crime to ensure that they can safely integrate back into society due to the many effects crime can have on a victim. Many victims may suffer psychological effects such as feeling guilty, anger, depression, or fear (Hussain 2016) and in most severe cases victims can experience trauma and flashbacks of the crime. Feelings of anxiety, shock or fear of further incidents victims can develop a sense of loss in trust in the community or society. 

It can be argued that this special measure in place is effective because it allows victims to receive support from numerous organizations rather than just the police force. Justice Minister Edward Argos stated, “By strengthening the Code, we will give victims a louder voice in the process, ensure that they are better heard through their journey in the criminal justice system, and make sure they can access the support they need.” The statement shows the importance of victims receiving support throughout their journey to recovery, when victims are unable to access support, they lose hope and trust in their community which as mentioned can be too serious psychological and physical effects. 

Domestic abuse cuts across every segment of society and occurs in all ages, victims can experience domestic abuse at any stage of their lives. Around 1.2 million women experience domestic abuse every year, making it the most common form of abuse in the UK (Gay, 2014) which shows the importance of intervention and support for the victims. Domestic violence is still very largely underreported due to the perceptions and stereotypes surrounding victims of domestic abuse as indicated by police reports (Watts, and Zimmerman, 2002). Therefore, it could be argued that the Victims Code 2015 doesn’t provide enough measures in place to protect victims from reporting domestic abuse. Research has shown specific individual risk factors that contribute to the likelihood of women experiencing abuse from extensive interest in understanding what factors are involved with abuse and women. Abrasky et.al., (2011) identified that the main risk factors that contribute to the likelihood of women experiencing abuse included exposure to previous abuse and normalization of crime. 

On the other hand, other factors can contribute to women experiencing domestic abuse such as religion, culture or the environment for example women living in low-socioeconomic households that encourage the perception of the male being the breadwinner are much more likely to be victims of domestic abuse (Heise and Gracia-Moreno, 2002) which comes to show the effects social structure in society can influence the nature of domestic abuse. Research has contributed to the expanding domestic abuse services by making them more expandable to smaller immigrant communities (Sokoloff, 2005) to ensure that those who feel isolated or too frightened to seek help. 

The Home office has issued new guidance for local authorities and organizations relating to the functions of support for domestic abuse victims and their children. The new guidance supports the new duties on local authorities to provide suitable housing accommodation support for domestic abuse victims (Home Office, 2021). However, the new guidelines cannot be considered fully affected as they only apply to England rather than across the entire UK. This leads to many victims of domestic abuse in countries apart from England having no support when it comes to finding appropriate accommodation which takes away from the point that the Victim Support code 2015 enables victims to receive support from appropriate organizations

The key to understanding how the Victims code 2015 can provide the support victims of domestic abuse require is to access personal accounts of victims is a pathway that can provide an understanding of thought process and the beliefs victims attach to the events that affected them (Canter and Youngs, 2009). An example that can be used to explain this theory is to review the personal accounts of Muslim females and the practice of female genital mutilation (FGM) in the UK. 

By looking into the accounts an understanding can be made on the perceptions, beliefs the victims attach to the event and why victims fear reporting cultural traditions. Such practices can have devastating psychological effects on females and can lead to fear of sex and inability to have children. According to the NHS in 2021 there had been 1,530 women and girls who had identified to be victims of FGM which accounted for 2,550 attendances. Thus, if reviews can be made into such accounts the Victims Code 2015 can make appropriate changes to the support it provides for victims of crime.

One of the special measures that the Victims Code 2015 provides is for the victims of crime to provide a victim personal statement (VPS), where they can express their emotions and how the crime affected them in personal lives and if the defendant is found guilty when in court the victim can opt to have their Victim personal statement read out aloud in the courtroom (Ministry of Justice, 2015). The main objective of the VPS is to provide criminal justice agencies with an understanding of the impact on the victim and most importantly tells the offender of the implications of his/her actions caused (Crown Prosecution Service, 2021). All victims under the Victims Code 2015 must be provided with the opportunity to make a Victim Personal Statement alongside the effects making a VPS can have on the individual's case to aid them in deciding regarding a VPS. Authorities must not encourage or discourage victims from making a VPS as the decision must surely be on the victims themselves. 

Research has focused on whether input through a VPS can improve victim satisfaction supported the argument that victim input had a positive relationship with the satisfaction victims felt (Chalmers et al., 2007) whereas some research has suggested that there isn’t any correlation between victim satisfaction when providing a VPS (Campbell, 1990). Thus, the arguments are conflicting, however, it can be argued that victim satisfaction totally depends on the victim and how they perceive being able to express their emotions on public record. For example, victims of domestic abuse may want to express their emotions of how the abuse affects the victim so that their abuser can understand how their action caused damage. On the other hand, victims of rape may want to keep their feelings disclosed and confidential due to the nature of such crime. 

While there are a limited number of victims that utilize the VPS service available it should not be considered as a failure in policy (Roberts, 2009). On the other hand, the Ministry of Justice (2019) in their report on the Victims Code 2015, found that in recent years only 15% of victims were offered the opportunity to provide a Personal Victim Statement even though it was listed as one of the key entitlements for victims. Thus, can serious questions be raised on why the police force fail to offer victims the receive they are entitled to? Robert (2009) as mentioned would suggest that additional research into the perspectives and concerns of victims towards Victim Statements can provide a further understanding of how to better implement the service. 

Therefore, when evaluating the effectiveness of Victim personal statement, it can be argued that potentially it isn't as effective in providing victims of crime with support see (Campbell, 1990) however, victims are more likely to utilize VPS if they perceive a crime a serious such as one involving injury which supports the argument that the VPS is the driving force behind discussions on how crime affects victims (Roberts, 2009). 

Another major point the Victims Support Code 2015 makes is that authorities must acknowledge the fact that victims require and must have access to specialist support. The code outlines how victims can access specialist support for example victims of sexual assault can access Sexual Referral Centers where victims can access medical examinations, emotional support. Within the organization victims can speak to specially trained advisors that can provide access to the support required for victims of sexual assault (NHS, 2021)
For many victims of rape, the Victims Support Code 2015 fails in protecting them from the stigma surrounding rape. The failure of conventional criminal justice system to address the needs of those who have experienced sexual assault is well documented by McGlynn et al., (2016) who suggested that there are several long-standing concerns regarding the response of the Criminal Justice System to rape cases. 

The key element for the failure remains to be secondary victimization experienced by victims which arise because of investigation and prosecution processes. This can add to the trauma of rape (Brown et al., 1993) which can suggest why rape cases are largely unreported and why victims struggle to seek help. Reports on research into sexual offences statistics found that only 15% of individuals that experience sexual violence report it to the police (Office for National Statistics, 2013). Therefore, the effectiveness of the Victims code when it comes to rape victims can be measured as a failure due to the fact the guidelines the code offers fails to tackle the issue of secondary victimization and the stigma involved around rape as suggested by McGlynn (2016). 

In terms of what support was most effective for victims of sexual assault, personal advocacy were the center of importance as their ability to prioritize the victims welfare and be able to coordinate services to meet the needs of the victims was unmatched by what the Criminal Justice System could offer to victims (Robinson and Hudson, 2011) which suggests that private organization are able to provide more extensive support and understand the welfare needs for victims of sexual assault which is something the Criminal Justice System fails to understand with the inclusion on the Victims Code 2015 as in some cases victims found the support offered to be rather intimidating. Particularly Robinson and Hudson argued that personal advocacy agents were able to understand the emotions that relate to rape and the process of reporting such cases. 

In 2018, under The Victims Code of 2015, the government introduced the Victim strategy, which aimed to set out the new government vision of a new justice system that support all victims to speak up with the certainty that they would be understood, supported, and protected from the start to finish (Ministry of Justice, 2019). The report set out new standards for the Victims Code to ensure that victims receive improved support from agencies and authorities. For example, the report set out to hold agencies accountable for compliance with the Victims Code through improved report, monitoring and transparency. Very importantly the strategy set out to increase funding for sexual assault victim services from £31m to £39m in 2020/21 to improve the services that can be offered (Victims Strategy, 2018).

Another key point the Victims code 2015 makes is that victims must receive information on restorative justice and how they can participate. The Crown Prosecution System (2019) defines restorative justice as a process whereby parties with a stake in a specific offence collectively resolve how to deal with the aftermath of the offense and its implication on the future. 

However, there are pragmatic claims that restorative justice does not meet its own claims (Braithwaite, 2002, Van Ness, 1993) because humans carry vengeful motivations under sociological claims in which restorative justice unfairly manipulates victims to forgive offenders or for offenders to confess. For example, in many cases victims cannot forgive their perpetrators and may carry vengeful motivations even after attending restorative justice. A case to suggest this claim can be seen in Gary Plauche, who murdered his son’s rapist live on TV in 1984. The suspect was detained and awaiting trial when Gary shot him in the head killing him instantly. This suggests the argument that humans carry vengeful motivations that tend to be ignored by the restorative justice system which is its major weakness. Although in this case restorative justice wasn’t known to the Criminal Justice System it is evident that in some cases humans have only one goal and that’s to fulfil the term ‘an eye for an eye’. 

Although research in Northern Ireland has proven that restorative Justice works best on youth offenders, the study concentrated on interviewing individuals who participated in the scheme. The study found that many participants had positive views on restorative justice and suggested that victims found closure and were able to move on (Restorative Justice Council, 2015). Thus, this counter argues that restorative justice fails to meet its own claims as suggested by Braithwaite (2015) which is an interesting perspective because it suggests that restorative justice affects individuals of different ages in different ways. 

The study in Northern Ireland found that youth offenders and victims benefited the most from restorative justice which does not take away the effectiveness of the scheme. It is also important to consider that restorative justice is free of cost and allows authorities such as the police force to concentrate their resources on other aspects of supporting victims. Therefore, when looking at restorative justice from this perspective the scheme does indeed provide adequate support for victims of crime as both parties can find closure and let go of fear from being able to understand the offender.

To conclude the findings, the Victims Code 2015 applies measures that can be extremely effective for example organizational support offers victims the ability to receive support outside of the police and the Ministry of Justice which can create a more relaxed environment as the organizations such as personal victim advocates can concentrate solely on the victim and their wellbeing. This contributes to the belief that the Victims Code 2015 has effective special measures in place. However, the negatives cannot be ignored, research into perceptions of rape and the support available to rape victims doesn’t meet the standards as set out by the Victims Code 2015. 

This hinders the credibility of the legislation as it fails to protect victims from the stigma surrounding rape and secondary victimization by societal views. To contribute towards this argument, research shows that only 15% of victims report sexual assault to the police force, resulting in millions around the country to suffer in silence without appropriate support. On the other hand, the support available for victims of domestic abuse as shown throughout the paper suggests the importance of the special measures in place as domestic abuse continues to be the most common form of abuse experienced by individuals in the UK. Therefore, the measures provide a deep level of support for victims as it provides authorities with guidance and in a way shapes a code of practice that authorities who chose to help victims must follow. In cases, the Victims Code 2015, holds authorities accountable for the welfare of the victims and the support they must provide. 
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