Evaluate How the Criminal Justice System Services Victims and Defendants Through the Criminal Justice Process

The Criminal Justice System (CJS) in England and Wales is designed to balance two key responsibilities: delivering justice for victims while also protecting the rights of defendants. In theory, this balance ensures fairness, accountability as well as reinforces public confidence. While this should ensure that the system is balanced and provides justice, in reality, the process can be viewed as complicated. This essay will evaluate how effectively the CJS supports victims and defendants throughout the criminal process, considering key stages such as reporting, investigation, trial and post-trial outcomes, while also exploring ongoing challenges that they still face.
There have been some advances in the CJS regarding the recognition of the needs of the victim. Traditionally, the victim was considered secondary in the process since they would only act as witnesses but not individuals with rights (College of Policing, 2026). Nevertheless, recent changes such as Victims’ Code (GOV.UK, 2025) seek to address the situation by providing certain entitlements such as information on progress of the case, access to support services as well as ability to prepare a Victim Personal Statement. While these reforms show progress, their effectiveness often depends on how the CJS consistently they are put into practice.
At the reporting and investigation stage, various services are available to support victims, including those offered by the police and specialized agencies (Police.UK, 2026). For example, victims of certain crimes such as those that involve domestic abuse or sexual crime will be aided by the Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVA) or Independent Sexual Violence Advisors (ISVAs) who can provide guidance and support through this difficult process. This is particularly important given the high level of unreported crimes of this nature. The provision of these services by the CJS shows they understand the importance of supporting victims early in the process and through to its conclusion, however their effectiveness are often limited by resources and funding so not all victims receive the same support (Ministry of Justice, 2025). 
Despite these improvements, victims still feel unsupported as there are several limitations being presented. Victims often feel unsupported or not taken seriously, especially when it comes to incidents involving sexual abuse (Murray.S et al. 2024). Delayed investigations and trials can also put victims through added stress and trauma, discourages them from completing the process altogether. This indicates that the CJS is perhaps less affective in supporting victims when external pressures conflict with the provision of support. 
In contrast , defendants have many legal protections which are intended so that they can receive a fair trial. Presumption of innocence is one of those. This means that defendants are presumed to be innocent unless they prove that they are guilty (legistlation.gov.uk, n.d). Defendants also have other rights such as the right to legal representation and protection from slef-incrimination. Defendants are also able to access help from legal aid  if they cannot afford representation themselves, although recent budget cuts have raised concerns over quality of this support  (GOV.UK, n.d).
During the trial process, defendants benefit from procedural protections that aim to prevent wrongful convictions. Some of the measures include ensuring that the prosecutor must prove the guilt of defendants beyond reasonable doubt, cross examination of witnesses and the use of an impartial jury (DPP Law, n.d). Though such procedural safeguards are very important in ensuring fairness in the trial process, there are instances where these could conflict with the needs of victims. Cross-examination would surely affect the victim emotionally (Nottingham Trent University, 2024). This demonstrates a problem within the CJS, where services that are need to protect defendants may also reduce the quality of support given to victims.
Special measures have been introduced to address this issue, allowing vulnerable victims and witnesses to give evidence in ways that reduce stress (Crown Prosecution Service, 2024). These include giving evidence via video link, using screens in court, or pre-recorded testimony. While these measures are beneficial, they are not always consistently applied and some victims still find the court environment intimidating (Victims Commissioner, 2021). However, although these services can improve victim experiences, they need to be consistently applied to be an effective part of the CJS.

The Stephen Lawrence case is one of the key examples demonstrating both the advantages and disadvantages of the CJS. Stephen Lawrence, a young black man, was killed during a racially motivated murder in 1993 (BBC News, 2018). Due to flaws in the initial police investigation such as improper gathering and processing of the evidence, there was no immediate conviction of the culprits which brought great distress upon the family of Stephen Lawrence. This case highlights how the CJS can fail victims of crime when issues such as bias and poor practice are evident.

This case led to the publication of Macpherson report in 1999, where it was found out that the police department demonstrated institutionalized racism and required major reforms (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 2021). Amongst other changes, improvements in the field of police work, victim support and alterations to the double jeopardy law were suggested. Later on in 2012, two suspects got convicted due to advancements in the forensic sciences. 

Another important area of the process within the criminal justice system relates to police discretion. The way in which police record and investigate crime has a major impact on how victims and defendants and could affected them several ways. There have been issues of inequality in the treatment of different social groups, including minorities, due to discrimination in relation to race and socioeconomic status, which could impact how much trust exists in the criminal justice process. The conclusions of the Macpherson report showed that prejudice and discrimination within institutions had the potential to harm the process (The Legal Guide, 2025).
All of these issues demonstrates how the CJS fails its victims when there are problems in terms of bias or poor practice. Nevertheless, one can say that there is potential within the system to improve over time (GOV.UK, 2013). Changes have been made following this and other cases that have affected policing and help for victims to date. The reforms that followed have had a lasting impact on policing and victim support, although debates about institutional bias continue today.
Another crucial factor to be considered is the function of the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) responsible for determining whether the case is to go ahead in court (Watts. D, 2026). This conducts a double test whereby the question of whether there is adequate evidence for the likelihood of conviction and whether prosecuting is in the interest of the general public is carried out  (Knowunity, 2026). It is meant to safeguard the defendant from any form of unfair prosecution while ensuring that the victim gets justice. Some victims are frustrated when their case is discontinued due to lack of evidence, especially in difficult-to-prove cases such as sexual assault (Victim Support, 2011). This can suggest that the CJS prioritises fairness for defendants, sometimes at the expense of justice for victims.
Concerning outcomes, CJS ensures that different forms of justice are provided to the victim and the defendant. Victims may achieve justice in the form of punishment of the offender, compensation, or closure. Conviction or sentencing is the form of justice for the defendant. Sentencing should be used to achieve a balance between punishment, deterrence, rehabilitation, and public protection. There have been concerns over the adequacy of sentences to reflect victims' suffering or deter future offenses (Mutebi. N et al, 2023). Therefore, the effectiveness of the CJS in protecting both groups can depend on how justice is defined.
Restorative justice is one area where the needs of both victims and defendants can overlap. This approach allows offenders to take responsibility for their actions and engage directly with victims, often leading to a sense of closure for victims and reduced reoffending rates (Restorative Justice Council, 2016). While not suitable for all cases, restorative justice highlights a more holistic approach to justice that goes beyond traditional punishment, demonstrating that more flexible approaches within the CJS may improve services for both victims and defendants.
Despite these developments, there are still some issues in the process. First of all, it is a problem of delay in the process. Courts often have to handle many cases at once and therefore, resolving each case can take months and sometimes even years. It is damaging for both the defendant and the victim (Roberts Freeman.K et al, 2023). These delays reduce the effectiveness of the CJS in providing for both groups effectively.

Another problem faced by the CJS is inequality in the process (Ministry of Justice, 2020). Disadvantage background and race are among those aspects that might hinder an individual's access to justice. In other words, defendants from underprivileged social backgrounds find it difficult to hire a good lawyer while victims from the same backgrounds are less likely to report crimes and get appropriate treatment.
When evaluating the overall effectiveness of the CJS, it is clear that significant efforts have been made to support both victims and defendants. Legal safeguards ensure fairness for defendants, while policies and support services aim to improve the experience for victims. However, the system is not without its flaws. Issues such as delays, resource constraints and inconsistencies in practice can undermine its effectiveness.
In conclusion, the Criminal Justice System plays a crucial role in balancing the rights and needs of victims and defendants. While there have been important reforms, particularly in recognising victims’ rights and maintaining fair trial standards, challenges remain in ensuring these are consistently delivered. The Stephen Lawrence case highlights both the potential failures and the capacity for reform within the system. Ultimately, for the CJS to function effectively, it must continue to adapt, ensuring that justice is not only done but is seen to be done for all individuals involved.
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