




This essay critically investigates the challenges encountered by vulnerable victims within the United Kingdom’s criminal justice system, examining how vulnerability not only heightens the risk of victimisation but also shapes trajectories into criminal behaviour. Rather than being an inherent characteristic, vulnerability is a socially and institutionally produced condition that amplifies exposure to harm while simultaneously constraining access to justice. It is influenced by intersecting factors such as gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status, disability, age, migration status, and sexual orientation. Drawing on contemporary research, government statistics, legislative frameworks, and international comparisons, this essay employs a critical criminological perspective to show how structural and institutional practices actively reproduce inequality and to advocate for comprehensive, intersectionally informed reforms aimed at addressing systemic disadvantage, breaking cycles of victimisation and offending, and strengthening public confidence in the justice system (Fitz-Gibbon & Walklate, 2019; Young, 2020).Vulnerability is best understood as a relational and structural phenomenon, arising from the interplay between individuals and social institutions that distribute power, resources, and risk unevenly across society. Structural inequalities including poverty, discrimination, marginalisation, and social exclusion intensify vulnerability and shape both the likelihood of victimisation and the capacity to access justice (Bennett & Riley, 2025). Walklate and Fitz Gibbon (2023) argue that vulnerability is not an individual attribute but a product of social processes and institutional practices that differentially assign legitimacy and risk. Critical victimology emphasises that justice systems can inadvertently perpetuate harm by failing to recognise structural disadvantage, privileging procedural formalities over victim centred engagement (Hillyard et al., 2021). This perspective moves beyond individualistic explanations of vulnerability to highlight the role of societal structures and systemic inequities, demonstrating that vulnerability is both socially produced and maintained through institutional practices. By applying labelling theory, it becomes evident that individuals already marked as vulnerable are more likely to be criminalised, highlighting the cyclical interaction between victimisation and offending (Becker, 1963; Braithwaite, 1989; Bottoms et al., 2023).
Recent UK crime statistics reveal stark patterns of disproportionate victimisation. According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2025), one in four women aged 16 to 59 experienced domestic abuse in the past year, compared with one in 11 men. Sexual offences, stalking, and harassment similarly exhibit gendered patterns, reflecting entrenched social and cultural inequalities. Fileborn and Loney Howes (2023) note that policies narrowly focused on women risk overlooking male, transgender, and nonbinary victims, whose experiences often do not fit neatly within traditional policy frameworks. Expanding this, ONS data on hate crimes indicate that ethnic minority groups are twice as likely to experience racially motivated incidents, while individuals with disabilities are three times more likely to encounter violence or harassment than nondisabled peers (ONS, 2025). These figures underscore that vulnerability is compounded by intersecting social identities, making an intersectional lens essential for understanding risk and access to justice. This demonstrates that the criminal justice system cannot treat victimisation as homogenous; policy and practice must account for multiple, overlapping vulnerabilities (Crenshaw, 1989; Gill & Harrison, 2024).
Intersectionality, as applied in contemporary UK research, demonstrates that individuals experiencing multiple forms of marginalisation face compounded barriers. Gill and Harrison (2024) found that ethnic minority victims are less likely to report crimes and more likely to withdraw from criminal proceedings due to concerns about discrimination and lack of confidence in institutional responsiveness. Disabled individuals are both more likely to be victimised and less likely to receive adequate support, with limited reasonable adjustments for reporting, investigation, and courtroom participation (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025). Migrants and asylum seekers face additional barriers, including language difficulties, cultural misunderstandings, and fears of immigration enforcement, which further reduce engagement with law enforcement and access to support services. Research also highlights that older victims often experience neglect and abuse that is less likely to be reported due to social isolation, reliance on caregivers, or fear of institutional scrutiny (Age UK, 2024). LGBTQ+ individuals face high rates of hate crimes, sexual abuse, and domestic violence, and frequently encounter discriminatory attitudes within policing and the courts, further compounding vulnerability (Stonewall, 2024). These findings illustrate that structural and institutional factors interact to produce vulnerability and compound inequities, making some populations more susceptible to harm while simultaneously restricting their access to justice. This highlights the urgent need for systemic, intersectionally informed reforms that address not only individual support, but structural inequities embedded in law enforcement and policy frameworks (Walby, Towers & Francis, 2016; Gill & Harrison, 2024).
Vulnerability can also shape pathways into criminal behaviour. Empirical studies indicate that individuals who have experienced trauma, abuse, neglect, or social exclusion are significantly more likely to engage in offending behaviour (Bottoms et al., 2023). Strain theory explains this relationship by suggesting that structural disadvantages generate pressures that individuals may respond to through criminal acts (Hay & Meldrum, 2023). Data from the Home Office (2024) show that previously victimised individuals are overrepresented in prison populations, highlighting the cyclical relationship between harm and criminalisation. Substance misuse often exacerbates these dynamics, with individuals experiencing addiction at increased risk of both victimisation and offending. Public Health England (2023) reports that nearly half of all individuals in treatment for substance misuse experienced violent victimisation in the previous year. Mental health challenges, housing instability, and unemployment frequently co-occur with substance misuse, demonstrating the complex interplay of social, health, and structural factors in vulnerability. Furthermore, young people exposed to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are particularly likely to become involved in criminal activity, underscoring the need for early intervention and support mechanisms that address underlying social determinants (Bellis et al., 2023). Child victims of exploitation, including sexual abuse and human trafficking, are particularly at risk of subsequent criminalisation due to survival behaviours and systemic failures to recognise victim status (HM Government, 2024). This evidence emphasises that preventative social interventions addressing trauma, education, and economic support are essential to disrupt cycles of harm before they manifest in offending.
Recent research has further highlighted how systemic bias within policing, prosecution, and judicial processes continues to exacerbate the vulnerabilities of marginalised victims. Patel and Thompson (2024) demonstrate that victims from lower socioeconomic backgrounds or ethnic minority communities are less likely to have their cases prioritised by law enforcement, with delays in investigation and lower resource allocation contributing to higher attrition rates. Similarly, cases involving complex trauma, coercive control, or psychological abuse are often deprioritised in favour of offences with “clearcut” evidence (Hester et al., 2025). This reinforces existing structural inequalities, highlighting the necessity of embedding bias awareness and equality-focused reforms across all stages of the criminal justice process.
Emerging forms of victimisation in the digital sphere further compound vulnerability. Cyberstalking, online harassment, and digital exploitation often affect younger people, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ+ individuals, who are disproportionately targeted due to social network dynamics and visibility online (Livingstone & Mason, 2023). These forms of abuse pose challenges for evidence collection, require specialist understanding of digital environments, and often involve cross jurisdictional legal processes that can delay justice and exacerbate harm. Victims of online abuse face repeated exposure to harmful content, which can retraumatise and deter subsequent reporting, highlighting gaps in current criminal justice protocols that are predominantly designed for offline interactions.
Policing strategies illustrate the consequences of enforcement focused approaches to vulnerability. The UK Drug Policy Commission (2023) found that policies prioritising criminalisation over public health have failed to reduce substance misuse or related harms among marginalised populations. Stop and search procedures disproportionately affect young men from ethnic minority communities, eroding trust in law enforcement (Home Office, 2023; NAO, 2024). At a regional level, the National Audit Office (2024) identifies geographic disparities in access to treatment and rehabilitation services, leaving individuals in deprived areas with high rates of substance misuse and crime with inadequate support. International comparisons further illuminate the limitations of punitive approaches. Portugal’s decriminalisation framework, which treats personal drug use as a public health issue, has led to lower incarceration rates, reductions in drug related harm, and increased engagement with treatment services (EMCDDA, 2024). Canada’s supervised consumption sites and community-based rehabilitation programmes have similarly shown improved outcomes for marginalised populations (Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction, 2024). Evidence from New Zealand, the Netherlands, and Scandinavian countries demonstrates that when policing is embedded within community engagement and social service provision, victims report higher satisfaction, increased reporting, and lower recidivism, highlighting the potential for systemic reform in the UK (Sherman et al., 2020; Rutter et al., 2021).
The complexity of vulnerability is further illustrated by geographic and resource disparities. Rural and remote areas in the UK often have limited specialist services, leading to longer police response times and fewer victim support options (Bradford & Yesberg, 2024). These spatial inequalities intersect with socioeconomic status, where areas of economic deprivation experience higher rates of victimisation yet receive less institutional support. Addressing these structural divergences requires not only policy reform but also investment in infrastructure and service provision that extends beyond urban centres.
Vulnerable victims in the United Kingdom face systemic barriers at every stage of the criminal justice process. Underreporting remains a persistent challenge, particularly among those experiencing intersectional disadvantage. The Office for National Statistics Crime Survey for England and Wales (ONS, 2025) shows that a large proportion of victims do not report crimes due to fear of reprisal, mistrust of law enforcement, or prior negative experiences. This underreporting is particularly evident in cases of sexual offences, domestic abuse, trafficking, and hate crimes, where victims often anticipate disbelief or minimisation of their experiences. Research by Hohl and Stanko (2023) emphasises that perceptions of institutional legitimacy are crucial: when victims perceive the police and courts as fair, responsive, and empathetic, reporting rates increase, whereas systemic bias and procedural complexity significantly reduce engagement. Vulnerable groups, including ethnic minorities, migrants, children, victims of trafficking, and individuals with disabilities, are especially susceptible to these deterrents, reflecting compounded inequities. Fear of media exposure and public scrutiny further deters reporting, particularly in high-profile cases, underscoring the importance of confidentiality and trauma-informed communication.
Individuals with cognitive impairments, mental health conditions, or limited English proficiency often face communication barriers that limit their ability to engage effectively with the justice system. Evaluations of the Victims’ Code 2025 indicate that many victims are unaware of their statutory rights and that reasonable adjustments are inconsistently applied (Ministry of Justice, 2025). Ellison and Munro (2023) highlight that trauma-related memory difficulties can lead to discrepancies in victim statements, which are frequently misinterpreted as inconsistency or unreliability. This misinterpretation contributes to high attrition rates in cases of sexual and domestic violence, reinforcing structural disadvantages. The lack of cultural competence training in police and judicial settings can also exacerbate‑ misunderstandings, particularly for victims from migrant, ethnic minority, and LGBTQ+ communities, further contributing to disengagement from formal justice processes. Investigative practices frequently fail to accommodate the specific needs of vulnerable victims. HMICFRS inspections (2024) found that resource constraints, training gaps, and organisational cultures prioritising efficiency over engagement often produce inconsistent and suboptimal responses. Victims from ethnic minority backgrounds, disabled victims, migrants, and children are disproportionately affected by these systemic failings, resulting in reduced confidence in law enforcement and higher rates of case withdrawal. Empirical studies demonstrate that victims who experience negative treatment during investigation are less likely to report future crimes, perpetuating underrepresentation in the criminal justice system (Bradford, Yesberg & Jackson, 2023). Delays in investigation further traumatise victims, especially in cases involving sexual offences, coercive control, and exploitation, where timely evidence collection is crucial for successful prosecution. These systemic inefficiencies not only harm victims directly but also indirectly contribute to future criminalisation and social marginalisation (Hohl et al., 2020; Stanko, 2021).
Court procedures in the UK criminal justice system also present significant barriers that exacerbate secondary victimisation. The adversarial nature of trials, procedural delays, and the prioritisation of defendant rights often intensify distress for victims (McGlynn & Westmarland, 2023). Special measures such as screens, video testimony, and intermediary support have improved experiences for some victims, but their availability and awareness remain uneven, particularly in under-resourced regions. SafeLives (2023) reports that disparities in funding for independent domestic violence advisors and independent sexual violence advisors have resulted in unequal support provision. Intersectional factors, including cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic barriers, further complicate access to justice, with migrant, ethnic minority, and LGBTQ+ victims facing additional obstacles in navigating court processes (Gill & Harrison, 2024). Evidence from Crown Prosecution Service reports indicates that victims with disabilities are less likely to be provided with appropriate intermediaries, increasing the likelihood of misunderstanding and misrepresentation during testimony. Ongoing court backlogs and resource pressures exacerbate these delays, disproportionately affecting vulnerable victims and contributing to attrition rates (Justice Committee, 2023; Law Society, 2024).
Legislative frameworks have sought to address these systemic issues, yet gaps remain in implementation and effectiveness. The Victims and Prisoners Act 2024 strengthened statutory protections for vulnerable victims, mandating trauma-informed approaches and prioritising timely communication throughout criminal proceedings. The Victims’ Code 2025 codifies the rights of victims to support, information, and participation. Despite these legal protections, evidence suggests that legislation alone cannot compensate for entrenched structural inequalities or resource constraints (Ministry of Justice, 2025). Local variations in police and prosecutorial practices mean that two victims experiencing similar offences can have vastly different experiences depending on geographic location, further entrenching inequality. This demonstrates that such reforms must be coupled with robust monitoring, training, and accountability mechanisms to translate statutory rights into meaningful practice (Crown Prosecution Service, 2024; Victims’ Commissioner, 2025).
Policing and legislative responses to drug and alcohol related offences exemplify how enforcement led approaches can exacerbate vulnerability. Current UK policy often criminalises marginalised individuals without addressing underlying social determinants of substance misuse, such as poverty, housing instability, and mental health conditions (Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs, 2024). Public Health England (2023) highlights that integrated social and health interventions are more effective in reducing harm than punitive measures. Alcohol related harm significantly influences patterns of victimisation, particularly in domestic abuse and violent crime, yet policy responses often frame these issues as individual problems rather than addressing wider structural and cultural factors (Home Office, 2023; World Health Organisation, 2022). Stop and search policies disproportionately affect ethnic minority communities, creating perceptions of bias and reducing trust in law enforcement. These structural and procedural barriers contribute to a justice system in which vulnerable victims face repeated exposure to harm without adequate protection or support. Enforcement focused strategies may, therefore, perpetuate, rather than resolve, cycles of vulnerability and offending (Pitts, 2024; Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs, 2024).
International comparisons demonstrate alternative approaches that prioritise harm reduction and public health. Portugal’s decriminalisation of personal drug use has resulted in lower incarceration rates, reduced drug related harms, and increased engagement with treatment services (European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2024). Evidence from Canada, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and Scandinavia similarly indicates that integrating public health strategies with policing and justice processes can improve outcomes for vulnerable populations while reducing crime and victimisation rates (Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction, 2024; EMCDDA, 2024; Van Dijk et al., 2019; Light et al., 2020). Australia’s youth justice and child protection models demonstrate the benefits of proactive, multiagency approaches in preventing criminalisation of vulnerable children and reducing reoffending (Australian Institute of Criminology, 2024). These comparisons highlight the potential for the UK to adopt policies that balance enforcement with prevention and social support, mitigating systemic disadvantages for vulnerable populations (Makkai & McGregor, 2003; Sherman et al., 2020).
Effective reform requires a holistic, multiagency approach. Trauma-informed practices within policing, investigation, and courtroom procedures can reduce secondary victimisation and improve perceptions of justice among vulnerable victims (Bradford, Yesberg & Jackson, 2023; Miller & Najavits, 2012). Restorative justice programmes, which emphasise accountability, repair, and support rather than purely punitive outcomes, have demonstrated effectiveness in addressing relational and social harms while promoting rehabilitation (Bennett & Riley, 2025; Zehr, 2021). Social policy interventions addressing education, housing, mental health, substance misuse, and community resilience are essential in reducing exposure to the social determinants of vulnerability, thereby preventing cycles of victimisation and offending (Walklate & Fitz Gibbon, 2023; Teague et al., 2018). Multiagency child protection interventions and modern slavery response teams provide practical examples of systemic coordination to safeguard highly vulnerable groups, demonstrating the potential for preventative and protective strategies (Home Office, 2024; NSPCC, 2024). Incorporating systematic evaluation and feedback loops into these reforms ensures continuous improvement and responsiveness to evolving patterns of vulnerability and victimisation (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025; HMICFRS, 2024).
Preventive strategies must also address the intergenerational transmission of vulnerability and criminalisation. Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) such as neglect, domestic violence exposure, and early trauma increase the likelihood of both victimisation and offending in later life (Bellis et al., 2023). Interventions that combine family support, early education, and targeted mental health provision can significantly reduce long-term risks, yet these are often underfunded and fragmented within the UK context. Integrating these interventions with the criminal justice system, alongside trauma-informed policing and community support structures, can create a proactive framework to disrupt cycles of harm before they escalate into criminal justice involvement.
The digitalisation of criminal justice processes introduces additional challenges for vulnerable populations. While online reporting systems, video testimonies, and digital case management improve accessibility for some, they also disadvantage individuals with limited digital literacy, cognitive impairments, or lack of internet access (Livingstone & Mason, 2023; Ministry of Justice, 2025). Ensuring equitable access requires parallel investment in digital inclusion initiatives, user support, and training for justice professionals to identify and mitigate these emerging forms of exclusion.
The intersection of mental health and criminal justice further highlights systemic inadequacies. Individuals with mental health conditions are overrepresented in both victim and offender populations, yet the UK system often treats mental illness as secondary to procedural objectives rather than integrating specialist support (Prison Reform Trust, 2024). Co-located health and justice services, diversion schemes, and liaison and diversion teams have demonstrated effectiveness in other jurisdictions, indicating potential pathways for the UK to better accommodate complex needs while reducing both victimisation and reoffending (NHS England, 2023).
Transformative reform requires recognising the systemic and structural production of vulnerability, critically evaluating the limitations of current policing and legislative approaches, and embedding equity, intersectionality, and evidence based practice at the core of all criminal justice processes. Multilayered strategies that combine legal reform, organisational change, social policy interventions, trauma-informed justice, restorative interventions, and harm reduction strategies offer the most promising pathway toward a justice system that is equitable, effective, and capable of protecting those who are most at risk. Only through such comprehensive reform can cycles of vulnerability, victimisation, and offending be interrupted, and a truly just and responsive criminal justice system be realised.
The integration of community-based support systems is essential for reducing structural vulnerability. Evidence from international studies demonstrates that embedding justice interventions within community services enhances trust, reporting, and compliance. For example, New Zealand’s “Family Group Conferences” and the Netherlands’ community policing initiatives provide collaborative decision-making platforms where victims, offenders, and service providers co-create solutions, reducing reoffending and empowering marginalised communities (Sherman et al., 2020; Van Dijk et al., 2019). Such approaches contrast with the enforcement-led UK model, which frequently prioritises punitive outcomes over holistic support. Incorporating similar models into the UK could mitigate structural inequalities while fostering rehabilitative opportunities for offenders who themselves may be victims of systemic disadvantage.
Addressing structural inequalities also necessitates intersectionally-informed data collection and analysis. Current crime statistics often fail to capture overlapping vulnerabilities, such as those experienced by disabled ethnic minority women or migrant LGBTQ+ youth. Without detailed, disaggregated data, policies cannot accurately identify or target the populations most at risk (Gill & Harrison, 2024). Routinely integrating intersectional metrics into ONS datasets, local authority monitoring, and law enforcement reporting would provide evidence for more tailored interventions, enabling resources to be allocated based on need rather than broad assumptions about vulnerability.
Training and organisational culture reform within policing and prosecutorial agencies is another crucial area. Evidence shows that trauma-informed practice, cultural competency, and implicit bias awareness improve outcomes for vulnerable victims while enhancing the credibility of the justice system (Bradford, Yesberg & Jackson, 2023; Miller & Najavits, 2012). Embedding these principles into continuous professional development, performance evaluations, and recruitment criteria would reinforce institutional accountability, shifting the focus from procedural compliance to victim-centred engagement. For example, mandatory training on recognising coercive control, neurodivergence, and intersectional vulnerabilities can help officers and prosecutors to assess risk accurately, support victims appropriately, and avoid secondary victimisation.
Restorative justice programmes offer another mechanism for addressing vulnerability and promoting rehabilitation. By prioritising relational repair over punishment, restorative approaches have been shown to improve victim satisfaction, reduce repeat victimisation, and address underlying social harms (Bennett & Riley, 2025; Zehr, 2021). Integrating restorative justice with traditional criminal processes, particularly in cases involving domestic abuse, youth offending, and minor property crimes, could enhance the capacity of the UK system to respond flexibly to complex social circumstances. Furthermore, restorative approaches may disrupt cycles of intergenerational harm by addressing the relational context of criminal behaviour rather than isolating the individual as solely culpable.
Housing, employment, education, and healthcare interventions also play a critical role in reducing vulnerability. Homelessness, unstable housing, and unemployment are strongly correlated with both victimisation and offending (Teague et al., 2018; Public Health England, 2023). Programmes that provide secure housing, vocational training, mental health support, and access to education create protective environments that reduce exposure to risk factors. Multi-agency collaboration, combining criminal justice, health, social services, and educational sectors, can prevent the escalation of vulnerability into criminal justice involvement. For instance, the Australian youth justice model demonstrates that integrating child protection services, mental health support, and community engagement can significantly reduce reoffending rates among at-risk youth (Australian Institute of Criminology, 2024).
Digital justice innovations can further enhance access for vulnerable populations, provided equity considerations are central. Online reporting portals, digital case management, and virtual testimony can increase convenience and reduce trauma associated with in-person proceedings. However, unequal access to technology, digital literacy challenges, and cognitive impairments must be addressed to prevent digital exclusion from compounding existing disadvantages (Livingstone & Mason, 2023). Providing digital support, intermediaries, and alternative reporting methods ensures that technological innovation complements, rather than replaces, person-centred justice provision.
Mental health interventions remain a critical gap within the UK system. Individuals with mental health conditions are overrepresented as both victims and offenders yet often encounter a criminal justice system ill-equipped to address their needs (Prison Reform Trust, 2024). Integration of mental health specialists, liaison and diversion teams, and co-located health services into policing and court systems has been shown internationally to reduce repeat victimisation, prevent unnecessary criminalisation, and improve recovery outcomes (NHS England, 2023). Such models also contribute to long-term reductions in prison populations, as individuals receive appropriate support rather than punitive sanctions for behaviours linked to untreated mental health conditions.
Finally, it is essential to recognise the importance of evaluation, accountability, and feedback in reform implementation. Evidence demonstrates that without monitoring and responsiveness, even well-intentioned reforms fail to deliver equitable outcomes (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025; HMICFRS, 2024). Independent oversight, continuous evaluation of services, and participatory input from victims themselves can ensure that policies and practices remain aligned with real-world needs. Accountability mechanisms should encompass law enforcement, courts, social services, and policy-makers, creating systemic responsibility for reducing vulnerability and enhancing justice outcomes.
In conclusion, this essay has critically examined the complex and multi-layered difficulties that vulnerable victims face within the criminal justice system in the United Kingdom. Vulnerability is not an individual deficit but a socially and institutionally produced condition arising from intersecting factors such as gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status, disability, age, sexual orientation, and migration. Structural inequalities, systemic biases, and social exclusion collectively increase exposure to harm while restricting access to justice, creating cycles of victimisation and offending. Evidence highlights that women, ethnic minorities, disabled individuals, migrants, children, older adults, LGBTQ+ populations, victims of trafficking, and socio-economically disadvantaged groups experience disproportionate victimisation compounded by systemic barriers.
The criminal justice system itself contributes to these difficulties through inconsistent application of statutory protections, enforcement-led approaches, resource disparities, and procedural inefficiencies that inadvertently perpetuate secondary victimisation. Legislative frameworks, including the Victims and Prisoners Act 2024 and the Victims’ Code 2025, represent important progress, yet implementation gaps and regional disparities limit their effectiveness. Reform must therefore extend beyond legislation to encompass organisational culture, resource allocation, intersectional training, and multi-agency collaboration.
International evidence demonstrates that integrating public health approaches, restorative justice, trauma-informed practice, and preventative social policy measures can reduce harm, increase engagement, and mitigate structural disadvantages. By adopting holistic, multi-layered strategies combining legal reform, social interventions, community engagement, digital innovation, and mental health support, the UK can move toward a criminal justice system that is genuinely equitable, effective, and capable of protecting those most at risk. Only through sustained, intersectionally informed reform can cycles of vulnerability, victimisation, and offending be interrupted, achieving a justice system that serves society’s most marginalised with fairness, empathy, and responsiveness.
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