What factors contribute to some victims choosing not to report their crimes? Evaluate the reasons and implications of underreporting in the context of the criminal justice system.

Victims choosing not to report crimes is a prolific and series issue for the criminal justice system. The implications of this issue are substantial and significant. Over the course of this essay, the topics of domestic violence, abuse and crimes of a sexual nature will be examined. Additionally, gaps in reporting crimes against children will be considered. Furthermore, crimes in the context of sex work and their relations with the police and reporting will also be discussed as well as the adoption of a hate crime model for crimes against sex workers. Through these lenses this essay will look to compile a detailed account of the reasons why victims do not or feel that they cannot report their crimes and what implications this has on the criminal justice system. 

Regarding domestic violence and abuse (DVA), as with crimes we will discuss throughout this essay, it is a chronically under-reported crime, additionally it is a crime that is under-prosecuted. (Barbin et al, 2025.) Their study aims to describes the demographic characteristics of both victims and suspects over three years of reporting by a single English police force. The researchers finding were in line with evidence from literature that charge rates for DVA are an historic low and that there is a high rate of victim attrition. Important information from this study included the fact that 40-60% of DVA victims sought help after DVA incidents, dropping lower if the victim was expecting a child, they were isolated from support such as friends and family or if they had previously been a victim of DVA. This study highlighted several factors as to why victims did not report the crime they had experienced. This are as follows, fear of repercussions towards their partner, internalized guilt, difficulties in calling out the behaviour as abuse. Additionally, bias, stigmatisation and prior negative experiences with the police significantly impacted the likelihood of reporting DVA. This sentiment is echoed across many studies. Half of survivors in an American study reported to the police found the interaction to be negative, and/or harmful. (Lorenz & Jacobsen, 2021). Fear of harm from the police, power disparities and perceived lack of concern for citizens have also been reported. (Decker et al., 2019). This notion of fear and lack of trust being a significant factor will be discussed in greater detail when this essay moves on to discuss sex work and sex workers as it is a very common issue, which one study has demonstrated a promising method to address. Barbin et al, also noted that when a suspect was female and a younger individual, this acted as a predictor of greater likelihood of victim withdrawal. Attributing this to factors such as the timeline required for a conviction and perceived likelihood of conviction in court. Moreover, involvement of partners and relatives in DVA substantially increased the likelihood of victim withdrawal. McPhee et al. (2021) provide findings from 400 reported incidents of DVA involving intimate partners by two police forces in England from 2014. Of the 400 incidents, 145 were reported as a crime, 123 of which led to an arrest. 48 of those resulted in charges being brought, 60% of charged cases resulted in a conviction (29). Ultimately only 3 of the reported incidents resulted in a custodial sentence for the offender. That is a staggering 0.8% of all reports. In 116 of the 400 cases the police made referrals to victim support, beyond that offered by responding officers and investigating officers.  This study clearly demonstrates that attrition and frustrating with the process of achieving a legal result is a significant and pressing issue for victims and one that significantly impacts their willingness to report the crimes they experience. This has several implications for the criminal justice system. Firstly, it significantly reduces their ability to project victims of DVA. Secondly, it undermines trust and faith in the criminal justice system and its ability to perform its role, if victims feel that they are unable to provide justice, it generates a sense of apathy towards the institution. Finally, it limits the allocation of resources to crimes and victims in need as the nature, and scope of the crimes these victims face is not fully understood by the criminal justice system. To further make this point, Bunting, (2014). Highlight areas of concern when talking about children as victims of crime. They note that children as victims of crime is an area that is often absent, or invisible in annual crime reports. This is because UK crime is not routinely reported by age and there is limited consideration for the changing patterns of crime against children. Additionally, they note that detection rates vary depending on the characteristics of the crime. Many factors are noted as to why children do not, or are unwilling to report their experiences of crime, this includes a lack of understanding or access to support in the community. The perpetrators being close friends or family members. With this lack of information regarding the reasons why cases remain undetected, the criminal justice system is impacted negatively because any strategies to increase intervention or reduce attrition are effectively uninformed or at the very least, underinformed. Bunting proposes the development of crime categories that take account of the key reasons for non-detection, allowing for the available data to become much more impactful and useful in monitoring attrition rates, and the identification of areas for further development. The implications of victims not reporting crimes of DVA are clear, offenders go unpunished, meaning that justice cannot be done as the cycles of harm are allowed to continue.  Breaking these cycles requires systemic reform of how the police and investigators record the data to better inform future interventions. Additionally, greater care in the treatment of victims and explanations of the legal processes involved would improve victims' experiences and improve factors linked to attrition. 

Taylor & Gassner (2010) assert that sexual assault is recognised as among the most challenging problems for justice systems. And importantly, Sexual offences are vastly under-reported to the police. They claim that the act of reporting is a process filled with challenges and barriers. Victims reported a lack of confidence in the police and the judicial system that is generated, for many victims, at the point of initial contact with the police which frequently inhibits them from making a report. Adding to the frustration felt by victims, their study asserts that sexual offences have the lowest conviction rate compared with other crimes with a small minority of those being reported resulting in either a charge or a case proceeding to court. Widanaralalage et al. (2024) provide context from a UK sexual assault referral centre (SARC). Concurring with Taylor & Gassner they cite that sexual assault is underreported, necessitating the existence of statutory and voluntary organisations to support victims. 5 consistent themes were identified when exploring the experiences of SARC staff. Communication breakdowns with external services, delivering support in an underfunded system, tailoring support to survivors needs, the criminal justice system fails victims of sexual assault and dealing with burnout and trauma. Legal and investigative processes were continuously cited as being retraumatizing.  The recommendations for tackling these were as follows, enhanced training, trauma-informed practices and coordination across organisations and the police to better serve the victims of sexual assault. These improvements would tackle the frustration felt by victims as well as the re-traumatisation they might experience which prevents individuals from reporting to the police. Brunton-smith et al., (2022) compared the data of estimates on the prevalence of sexual violence from UK national surveys. Asserting a consistently echoed point that police recorded crime figures are known to underestimate the true extent of sexual violence. Leading to researchers relying on studies to make their estimates instead. Case in point, the estimates from the UK National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles presented figures twice as large as those from major crime surveys. They harmonized data from the Crime Survey for England and Wales and the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey as well as the UK component of the EU Violence Against Women Survey. Finding that lower estimates were provided from the crime surveys. They assert that respondents to the crime surveys may be limiting their assessment to the most serious forms of sexual violence as they are most clearly identifiable as criminal. Through highlighting the differences, the ability to enable a more comprehensive understanding of the nature and scope of sexual violence can be achieved, which can more greatly inform the criminal justice system in their interventions and better serve victims. By achieving this, trust in the police and the criminal justice system can be built and the aversion to reporting such crimes by victims can be addressed.  Taylor & Gassner, (2010) go one step further in their recommendations, saying that both police and prosecutors should be cultural leaders in challenging myths and stereotypes harmful to the victims of sexual offences, championing the change as they argue that improved police responses to victims will increase their confidence in the police which could lead to more reports and more prosecutions, snowballing positive change.  Sex work and its workers have a complicated relationship in the UK with the police and the criminal justice system. The biggest reason for this is the ambiguous legal framework for sex work in the UK. Campell et al., (2019) contribute a deeper understanding as to why indoor sex workers (SW) rarely report crimes to the police. 23% of respondents (114 out of 496) who had experienced a crime stated they reported it to the police. The reasons highlighted were numerous. A prevalent fear was that they or their place of work would become known to the police, that police would work against them or their clients, a criminal investigation may jeopardize their anonymity and because of previous unfavourable or unsatisfactory responses from the police. The ambiguous legal framework and uncertain police response functionally undermine SWs legal consciousness and entitlement to protection and justice. The implications for the criminal justice system here is that there is an entire sector of workers in the UK that are denied justice and disenfranchised by the legal framework to pursue police intervention.  One way in which the criminal justice system can improve the ways in which it protects SWs is learning from Sanders, et al. (2022). They discuss the results of Merseyside police force in England who adopted a hate crime approach when policing crimes against SWs. The approach gained significant coverage internationally due to its increase in reporting from sex workers and higher levels of guilty convictions for rape and serious sexual offences. Increased engagement from SWs with the police was an extremely positive observation of their research. Within in the discussed context of underreporting for both sexual crimes and crimes experienced by SWs, this is an extremely positive development. It is worth considering that the researchers urge for further research into a hate crime model from the current SW community to provide further understanding of attitudes of sex workers.

In conclusion, this essay has focused on DVA and Sexual crimes to highlight key issues faced by victims when it comes to reporting crimes to the police. Negative experiences with the police, frustration with the legal processes involved and fear for their own safety, be that from the perpetrators or from the police all have significant impacts on the reporting of crimes. As for the implications on the criminal justice system, we have highlighted several key consequences. Firstly, that underreporting skews the available data which means that interventions formed on said data is at as a significant disadvantage in terms of effectiveness. Secondly, and feeding on from the first point, the inability to address the needs of the victims perpetuates the frustrations felt by victims with the police and criminal justice system, in turn creating a negative feedback loop where victims feel apathetic or helpless and unwilling to report. Throughout this essay, a common recommendation was reform of the systems dealing with victims of sexual crimes to focus on trauma focused interventions, increased training for officers and investigators to handle victims with care and respect and greater funding for support both legally and from third party organisations.  
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