Evaluating the balance of both the victim and suspects journey through the criminal justice process
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This essay will evaluate how the criminal justice system facilitates the experiences of both victims and suspects throughout their journey, exploring whether justice is always delivered evenly or if significant imbalances exist. The criminal justice process is the way the police, courts, and other parts of the legal system deal with alleged crimes (Wood et al, 2024, p.393). The Criminal Justice System (CJS) plays a vital role in maintaining public trust and confidence and ensuring fairness within society. However, the experiences of those involved in the system can vary greatly depending on their position. With the aim to hold the guilty accountable and prevent reoffending, the Criminal Justice System also has a duty to protect the innocent (The National Archives, 2010). In recent years, there has been increasing debate about whether the system fairly balances the rights and needs of both groups. Victims have often been described as unsupported, instilling a sense of despair (Victims Commissioner, 2021), while suspects benefit from deep rooted legal protection. This evaluation begins by exploring the suspect’s path through the system, from arrest to trial, and the protections offered along the way.
A suspect's journey through the Criminal Justice Process is structured around legal regulations designed to ensure a fair trial and to protect individual rights. The journey often begins when someone is suspected of committing a crime. According to Home Office (2023), police officers have the legal ability to stop, search, and arrest an individual if they have reasonable grounds, under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984. Once arrested, the suspect is taken to a police station for an interview and questioning. Once at this stage, the suspect now has legal rights. These include the right to legal representation and the right to remain silent (Johnston et al 2020, pp.5,6). Safeguards like such exist to prevent unlawful detention and ensure fairness when going through the system. 
Following arrest and questioning, the suspect may be released, bailed, or formally charged, depending on the evidence presented. If charged, the suspect will appear in court as a defendant and is entitled to a fair trial (Human Rights Act 1998). During this stage, they are presumed innocent until proven guilty and have the right to challenge evidence and be represented by a lawyer.
 Although regulations such as representation are put in place to prevent miscarriages of justice during the process, issues such as biases in the system and limited access to legal aid can still occur. An example of this would be Operation Cotton Trial in 2014. This incident was a high-profile fraud case in England where multiple defendants faced serious charges (Olliers Solicitors, 2014). However, due to significant cuts in legal aid fees, many long-serving barristers refused to take on such a complex case as the legal aid payments offered to them were far too low. As a result, the defendants were unable to receive appropriate legal representation (Olliers Solicitors, 2014). The trial judge then stated that there could not be a fair trial under Article 6 of the Human Rights Act 1998, leading to feelings of injustice. Cases like such show the importance of legal aid in ensuring fair treatment, and how legal aid reductions can have a negative impact on a suspects criminal justice process.
While the suspect's experience highlights the challenges faced in securing fair treatment, it is equally important to consider the journey of the victim within the criminal justice process, which presents its own unique difficulties and imbalances. As reported by Victims Commissioner (2022), Victims play a crucial role in the criminal justice system, helping to prosecute offenders and combat crime. Although their involvement is necessary, their journey can often be mentally and emotionally demanding. 
When processing through the early stages of the criminal justice system such as reporting a crime, the victim may experience feelings of fear, anxiety, and despair. As many victims often feel abandoned by the police service and the criminal justice system (Holmberg et al, 2020), they dislike reporting incidents as from their perspective, all they see is poor communication, delays, and negative outcomes. To support this idea, the End Violence Against Women campaign conducted a survey involving 500 victims. This survey revealed that just 10% trusted the criminal justice systems effectiveness, and only 8% felt assured that reporting a crime would deliver justice (End Violence Against Women, 2023). This data shows the inefficiency of the criminal justice system, and the struggles faced by victims when engaging with justice processes. 
[bookmark: _Int_k4PfknTG]After a crime is reported, victims go through the process of their case being investigated and then attend court hearings. Similarly to suspects, victims can also face unequal access to legal aid at this stage. An example of a time a victim has experienced a lack of legal aid would be the case of “Susie” in 2023. This particular case involved a single mother who had been a survivor of domestic abuse. During this incident, “Susie” attempted to qualify for legal aid, in hopes to enforce a child custody agreement against her abusive ex-partner (Legal Action Group, 2023). With the partner taking custody of the child against her will, the woman faced financial hardship and sought for help. Sadly, her application for legal aid was refused, leaving her no option but to challenge the decision in High Court. As stated by Brown and Oyenekan (2023), the High Court then ruled the decision as unlawful and stated that the Legal Aid Agency overlooked the reasons for the child not being in the mother's care. Issues like such are still faced frequently and without a change in the system, victims will continue to experience feelings of hopelessness. 
However, in response to these ongoing challenges, recent reforms and improvements have been introduced within the criminal justice system, aiming to increase support to victims and address institutional weaknesses. A recent improvement that has been put in place is the Victims bill. Otherwise known as the Victims and Prisoners Act 2024, its aim is to establish protections and services for victims of crime and those impacted by it (UK Parliament, 2024). By providing a safe space for victims to keep up to date on their case, for example, allowing them to have information on release dates (UK Parliament, 2024), helps improve their safety and overall well-being.
[bookmark: _Int_8F3hSwFk]Moving forward, another improvement that is linked to the Victims bill is the victims contact scheme. This specific improvement involves Victim Liaison Officers, who will support, guide, and inform victims throughout the scheme. Documented by South Wales Police (2025), the Liaison Officer is able to provide information regarding custodial sentences, release status, and release conditions. By implementing this scheme, victims can gain a voice and encourage victim strength (Lincolnshire Police & Crime Commissioner, 2022). 
While these types of schemes have many advantages, there is always room for improvement within the Criminal Justice System. With gaps remaining in the system and caseloads rising by 3.1% in the past year (Crown Prosecution Service, 2025), the Criminal Justice System must still make sure that equality and fairness is top priority within all cases.
[bookmark: _Int_EefS7uPb][bookmark: _Int_miDuAmZR]Reflecting back on the journeys of both suspects and victims, it becomes clear that fairness and equality must remain at the heart of the criminal justice system (Fairness Foundation, 2025). The challenges faced by both groups throughout their experience shows the need for constant development. By evaluating both sides of the system, it is clear that both journeys are equally as important in maintaining the integrity of the system. With victims seeking justice, and suspects qualifying for legal protection, both parties play vital roles within the process, ensuring that reasonable outcomes are made. With Article 6 of the Human Rights Act 1998 stating that all individuals are entitled to have their case heard fairly and transparently (Archer et al, 2023, p.120), proves how crucial it is to handle all journeys with diligence. Even with the victims and suspects processes varying from one another, they should both be dealt with the upmost importance. Other legislative frameworks such as the Victims and Prisoners Act 2024 also demonstrate the ongoing effort to improve trust between victims and the criminal justice system, ensuring they are supported and respected. Overall, the balance of both journeys depends on the system's ability to recognise the rights, needs, and experiences of those individuals throughout each stage of the criminal justice process. 
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