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The position of vulnerable victims has become a central concern in contemporary criminal justice policy, reflecting that justice processes do not operate equally across groups (Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service (COPFS), 2024). In line with United Kingdom (UK) parliament (2023a), vulnerable victims, commonly understood as individuals whose personal characteristics or social circumstances increase both their risk of victimisation and their difficulty engaging with justice processes, include victims of domestic abuse, sexual violence, those with mental health needs, migrants and individuals experiencing socioeconomic marginalisation. Despite a policy shift towards a more victim-centred approach in England and Wales, including the introduction of the Victims Code by United Kingdom Government (2020) and ongoing reform consultations, empirical evidence suggests that vulnerable victims continue to face significant structural and procedural barriers when interacting with the criminal justice system.
Recent data highlights the scale of this issue. Victim confidence in the criminal justice system remains critically low, with fewer than half of victims believing they would receive justice if they reported a crime (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025a). This lack of confidence is reflected in victim experiences, with the majority reporting dissatisfaction with how their case was handled by the police, particularly in relation to communication and support (Victims’ Commissioner, 2023). These findings indicate a widening gap between policy ambitions and lived experiences, suggesting that reforms have yet to translate into meaningful improvements for victims, particularly those who are most vulnerable. Furthermore, structural inefficiencies such as prolonged court delays continue to exacerbate victim harm, with the Crown Court backlog reaching record levels and many victims waiting extended periods for cases to reach trial (Victim Support, 2023).
This essay argues that, despite increasing rhetorical emphasis on victim-centred justice, the criminal justice system remains structurally ill-equipped to meet the needs of vulnerable victims (Walklate, 2011; Duggan, 2020). Difficulties arise not only from practical barriers, such as accessibility challenges, evidential thresholds and procedural delays (His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS), 2021; Victim Support, 2023), but also from deeper institutional dynamics, including credibility assessments shaped by the notion of the “ideal victim” (Christie, 1986) and systemic inequalities explained through intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989; UK Parliament, 2023a). In addition, procedural justice theory (Tyler, 2006) highlights the importance of trust and perceived fairness in shaping victim engagement; however, declining confidence in justice institutions suggests that these principles are not consistently realised in practice (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025). As policy commentary has argued, the system often fails to provide the level of protection and support that vulnerable victims require, undermining both legitimacy and effectiveness (Starmer, 2014).
Through a critical evaluation of contemporary research, policy frameworks and empirical data, this essay will examine the key difficulties faced by vulnerable victims across the criminal justice process, including barriers to reporting, challenges within police investigations, limitations of prosecution and court procedures and the impact of secondary victimisation (Hohl and Stanko, 2015; Brooks-Hay et al, 2018). It will further assess the extent to which recent reforms address these issues, drawing on evidence which suggests that, despite policy developments, victims continue to experience inconsistent support and engagement across criminal justice agencies (Ministry of Justice, 2023a; House of Commons Justice Committee, 2023). Ultimately, this essay contends that without meaningful structural and cultural transformation, encompassing greater accountability, adequate resourcing and the embedding of trauma-informed practice, the criminal justice system risks continuing to reproduce, rather than meaningfully address, existing inequalities (Gill et al., 2022), raising questions about whether victim-centred justice has been realised in practice or remains largely rhetorical.
The concept of vulnerability within the criminal justice system (CJS) is widely recognised as complex and contested, with no single universally accepted definition (Spalek, 2017; Duggan, 2020). While legal and policy frameworks often attempt to categorise vulnerability through identifiable characteristics, such as age, disability, or the nature of the offence, academic literature increasingly emphasises that vulnerability should be understood as a dynamic and socially constructed condition rather than a fixed individual trait (Walklate, 2011; Burton et al, 2021). This shifts the focus from individual deficits to structural and institutional contexts shaping victim experiences, thereby raising critical questions about whether legal frameworks grounded in individualised assessments are capable of effectively addressing systemic inequality.
At a policy level, vulnerability is frequently operationalised in terms of an individual’s ability to participate effectively in criminal justice processes, particularly in giving evidence during investigations and trials (Ministry of Justice, 2020). However, such definitions have been criticised for being narrowly procedural, prioritising courtroom functionality over the broader lived experiences of victims (Roberts, 2015). By focusing primarily on evidential capacity, these frameworks risk overlooking the cumulative social, economic and psychological factors that may inhibit victim engagement long before a case reaches court. As a result, vulnerability is often recognised only at later stages of the justice process, limiting the effectiveness of early intervention and reinforcing patterns of exclusion (Roberts, 2015).
A key theoretical framework underpinning the analysis of vulnerability is Christie’s (1986) concept of the “ideal victim,” which highlights how societal expectations shape perceptions of victim legitimacy. According to this framework, individuals who are perceived as weak, innocent and blameless are more likely to be recognised as genuine victims, while those who deviate from these norms may be viewed with suspicion. Contemporary research suggests that this distinction continues to influence criminal justice responses, with victims who have complex needs, such as substance misuse issues, prior offending histories, or unstable living conditions, often receiving less sympathetic treatment (McMillan, 2018; Sleath and Bull, 2017). This demonstrates that vulnerability is not simply about need, but also about social recognition and credibility, both of which significantly impact access to justice.
Feminist criminological perspectives further highlight the gendered nature of vulnerability, particularly in relation to domestic abuse and sexual violence. Heidensohn and Silvestri (2012) argue that women’s victimisation is shaped by entrenched power imbalances and societal norms, which are often reproduced within criminal justice institutions. For example, victims of sexual violence frequently encounter scepticism and victim-blaming attitudes, which can discourage reporting and contribute to high attrition rates in such cases (Kelly et al, 2005; Hohl and Stanko, 2015). These dynamics illustrate how institutional practices may reinforce, rather than challenge, existing inequalities, particularly for victims whose experiences do not align with dominant narratives of victimhood.
Intersectionality provides an additional layer of analysis by examining how overlapping social identities, such as race, gender, class and immigration status, interact to shape experiences of vulnerability (Crenshaw, 1989). Research demonstrates that individuals from marginalised backgrounds often face compounded barriers within the CJS, including language difficulties, cultural stigma and mistrust of authorities (Erez and Bosworth, 2003; Chantler and Gangoli, 2011). For example, migrant victims of domestic abuse may be reluctant to engage with the criminal justice system due to fears surrounding immigration enforcement. This concern is evidenced by the super-complaint submitted by Liberty and Southall Black Sisters, which highlighted how data-sharing practices between police and immigration authorities created a significant “chilling effect” on reporting among migrant victims (HMICFRS, 2020). The investigation found that victims were often deterred from seeking help due to fears of deportation or legal repercussions, demonstrating how institutional practices can actively undermine victim engagement. Similarly, ethnic minority victims may perceive policing practices as discriminatory, further eroding trust in law enforcement and reducing willingness to report offences. These findings highlight the limitations of one-size-fits-all approaches to victim support, emphasising the need for more nuanced and culturally competent responses.
In addition to structural and social factors, vulnerability is also shaped by the psychological impact of victimisation itself. Trauma can significantly affect memory, communication and decision-making, often resulting in fragmented or inconsistent accounts of events (Ellison and Munro, 2017). Within the adversarial framework of the criminal justice system, such inconsistencies may be interpreted as indicators of unreliability, thereby undermining victim credibility. This reflects a fundamental tension between legal expectations of rational, coherent testimony and the realities of trauma, further disadvantaging vulnerable victims within investigative and court processes.
Critically, the criminal justice system does not merely respond to vulnerability but can actively produce and exacerbate it. The concept of secondary victimisation refers to the additional harm experienced by victims as a result of their interactions with criminal justice agencies, including dismissive attitudes, lack of communication, and procedural delays (Campbell, 2005). Empirical studies have shown that negative experiences with police and courts can lead to feelings of re-traumatisation, disengagement and loss of trust in the justice system (Orth, 2002). This reinforces the argument that vulnerability is not solely an individual condition but is shaped and often intensified by institutional practices and systemic failures.
Overall, conceptualising vulnerability within the criminal justice system requires a multidimensional approach that integrates legal definitions, theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence. Rather than viewing vulnerability as an inherent characteristic, it is more accurately understood as a dynamic and socially constructed condition, shaped by the interaction between individuals and institutional processes (Walklate, 2011; Spalek, 2017). This perspective is essential for critically evaluating the difficulties faced by vulnerable victims, as it highlights the extent to which these challenges are embedded within the structures and practices of the criminal justice system itself.
Barriers to reporting crime represent one of the most significant challenges faced by vulnerable victims (CJS), often preventing individuals from accessing justice altogether (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025). Despite policy commitments to encourage victim engagement, a substantial proportion of crimes, particularly those involving domestic abuse, sexual violence and hate crime remain unreported (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2024). This underreporting reflects structural and institutional barriers affecting vulnerable groups (Tackling Hate, 2023).
In line with Wieberneit et al (2024) a key factor influencing reporting behaviour is a lack of trust in criminal justice institutions, however, this should not be understood as a failure of victim engagement, but as a rational response to perceived institutional ineffectiveness. Research consistently demonstrates that victims are less likely to report crimes if they perceive the system as ineffective, unsupportive or biased (College of Policing, 2021). This is particularly evident among marginalised communities, where historical experiences of discrimination and over-policing contribute to scepticism towards law enforcement. For example, according to Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) (2024), ethnic minority individuals may be less willing to engage with police due to concerns about unfair treatment or previous negative encounters, highlighting how institutional legitimacy directly shapes reporting decisions. This aligns with broader evidence suggesting that perceptions of procedural unfairness undermine public confidence and reduce cooperation with the police.
Fear of repercussions also plays a significant role in deterring reporting, particularly for victims whose circumstances create additional vulnerabilities. Victims of domestic abuse may fear retaliation from perpetrators, especially in cases involving coercive control or ongoing dependency (SafeLives, 2022). Similarly, individuals with insecure immigration status may avoid reporting crimes due to concerns about information sharing between police and immigration authorities, which can result in detention or deportation. Recent policy debates have highlighted how such practices create a “deterrent effect,” effectively excluding some of the most vulnerable victims from accessing justice (Migration Observatory, 2023). These findings demonstrate that the decision to report is often shaped by rational assessments of risk rather than a lack of willingness to seek justice.
Practical and structural barriers further compound these challenges. Accessibility issues, including language barriers, lack of disability support and limited availability of culturally appropriate services, can significantly hinder victims’ ability to report offences (Victims’ Commissioner, 2024). In addition, increasing reliance on digital reporting mechanisms may inadvertently exclude individuals who lack access to technology or digital literacy, particularly older adults and those experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage (Justice, 2018). These barriers illustrate how inequalities are embedded within reporting processes. This suggests that underreporting is not simply a failure of victim engagement, but an indicator of systemic barriers embedded within the structure of the criminal justice system itself.
Another critical issue is the perceived seriousness and credibility of offences. Victims may be discouraged from reporting if they believe their experience will not be taken seriously or will not meet evidential thresholds required for investigation (Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), 2023). This is particularly relevant in cases of sexual violence, where concerns about being disbelieved or subjected to intrusive questioning can deter victims from coming forward (Cheatham, 2019). Recent evidence indicates that many victims withdraw from the process at an early stage due to negative expectations of how they will be treated, suggesting that anticipated secondary victimisation is itself a barrier to reporting (Gekoski et al, 2026)
Importantly, these barriers do not operate in isolation but interact in ways that intensify vulnerability. For example, a migrant woman experiencing domestic abuse may simultaneously face fear of deportation, language barriers and economic dependency, creating multiple disincentives to report (Hulley et al, 2023; Scottish Government, 2024; UK Parliament, 2023b). This highlights the cumulative nature of disadvantage, reinforcing the argument that vulnerability must be understood through an intersectional lens (Yong, 2024; UN Women, 2019). The result is a significant “justice gap,” in which those most at risk of harm are often the least likely to access formal justice mechanisms (Femi-Ajao et al, 2020; Women’s Aid, 2025).
Overall, barriers to reporting reflect a fundamental tension within the criminal justice system: while policy frameworks emphasise victim engagement, the structural realities of inequality, mistrust and institutional practice continue to discourage participation among vulnerable groups (UK Government, 2025; Victims’ Commissioner, 2025). Addressing these barriers therefore requires more than procedural reform; it necessitates a fundamental reconfiguration of how justice institutions engage with vulnerability. 
Following the initial decision to report a crime, the police response represents a critical stage in determining whether vulnerable victims are able to access justice (College of Policing, 2022; HMICFRS, 2023). While policy frameworks emphasise victim-centred policing, evidence suggests that investigative practices can reproduce inequalities through discretionary decision-making, credibility assessments and institutional cultures that disadvantage vulnerable individuals (McKee et al., 2023; Long and Pemberton, 2020).
As stated by Inzunza (2022), a central issue within police investigations is the assessment of victim credibility, which influences whether cases are pursued. Research indicates that police officers often rely on informal judgments about the reliability and believability of victims, particularly in cases lacking corroborative evidence (Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), 2023). These assessments are shaped by implicit biases and expectations of victim behaviour. As a result, victims who do not conform to normative expectations, such as those who delay reporting, have mental health needs or maintain contact with perpetrators, may be perceived as less credible, reducing the likelihood of cases progressing through the criminal justice system (Centre for Women’s Justice et al, 2020).
This issue is particularly evident in cases of sexual violence, where investigative practices have been criticised for focusing disproportionately on the behaviour and credibility of victims rather than the actions of suspects (Pordes et al, 2025). Recent research demonstrates that police responses can contribute to secondary victimisation, with victims experiencing disbelief, blame and intrusive questioning during the investigative process (Gekoski, Horvath and Davies, 2026). Such practices not only risk retraumatising victims but may also influence case outcomes, as credibility assessments can shape decisions regarding evidence collection, suspect interviews and referrals to the Crown Prosecution Service. This highlights the extent to which investigative processes are influenced by cultural narratives, including rape myths, which continue to inform perceptions of “genuine” victimhood.
Disparities in police responses are further compounded by structural inequalities, particularly in relation to race. Evidence from the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) (2024) identifies ongoing racial disproportionality in the use of police powers and in the handling of complaints, raising concerns about institutional bias within policing practices. These disparities have significant implications for victim engagement, as perceptions of discrimination may influence both the willingness to report crimes and the experience of those who do engage with the police. Importantly, such findings suggest that unequal treatment is not limited to isolated incidents but reflects broader patterns within policing institutions (IOPC, 2023).
In addition to issues of bias and credibility, resource constraints and organisational pressures also shape police responses to vulnerable victims. High caseloads, limited specialist training and performance targets may contribute to a prioritisation of cases perceived as more likely to result in successful outcomes, leading to the attrition of more complex or resource-intensive cases (HMICFRS, 2021). This can disproportionately affect vulnerable victims, whose cases may involve evidential challenges, ongoing risk factors or additional support needs. Consequently, the investigative stage may function as a point of exclusion, where cases are filtered out before reaching prosecution, with evidence indicating that a significant proportion of police investigations are closed before progressing further (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025). Critically, these issues demonstrate that police investigations are not purely objective processes but are shaped by a combination of individual discretion, organisational constraints and wider cultural influences (College of Policing, 2023; Inzunza, 2022). The cumulative effect is a system in which vulnerable victims may be disadvantaged at multiple points within the investigative process, reducing the likelihood of achieving justice (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025; UK Government, 2025). While recent reforms have sought to improve police responses, including increased emphasis on victim-centred approaches and specialist training, the persistence of these challenges suggests that deeper structural and cultural change is required to ensure equitable treatment (HMICFRS, 2023; Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC), 2024). This suggests that investigative practices are embedded within broader institutional cultures that systematically disadvantage certain victims.
Following the investigative stage, the transition to prosecution represents a further point at which cases involving vulnerable victims may be discontinued, with evidence indicating that attrition frequently occurs prior to charge due to evidential and procedural constraints (Ministry of Justice, 2024; Crown Prosecution Service, 2024). This stage is governed by formal evidential and public interest tests, most notably the requirement for a “realistic prospect of conviction” as outlined in the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) Code (Crown Prosecution Service, 2024). While this threshold is intended to ensure fairness and consistency, it has been widely criticised for disproportionately affecting cases involving vulnerable victims, where evidence is often complex, contested or heavily reliant on testimony rather than corroboration (Daly and Bouhours, 2010; Westmarland et al, 2018). As a result, prosecutorial decision-making may function as a filtering mechanism, privileging cases that align with evidential expectations while excluding those that present greater complexity (Burman, 2009).
The impact of evidential thresholds is particularly pronounced in cases involving interpersonal violence, where the nature of offending presents inherent challenges for proof. Research demonstrates that offences such as rape and domestic abuse frequently lack independent witnesses and rely on victim accounts, which can be subject to scrutiny and challenge within prosecutorial decision-making (Hester, 2013; Crown Prosecution Service, 2023). Recent data further indicates persistently low charge and prosecution rates for such offences, reflecting systemic difficulties in progressing cases through the criminal justice process (Ministry of Justice, 2024). This suggests that attrition at the prosecution stage is not solely a reflection of evidential weakness, but reflects the limitations of legal frameworks that prioritise evidential certainty over the complexities of victimisation (Westmarland and Kelly, 2013).
Where cases do proceed to court, the adversarial nature of criminal proceedings introduces additional barriers for vulnerable victims. The trial process is structured around the testing of evidence through cross-examination, which places significant emphasis on consistency, memory and credibility (Ellison and Munro, 2019). Empirical research has shown that cross-examination can be experienced as distressing and disorienting, particularly for victims of sexual violence, with questioning often focusing on personal behaviour and perceived inconsistencies (Smith and Skinner, 2017; Westmarland et al, 2018). These practices reflect the continued influence of adversarial norms, which prioritise evidential challenge over the minimisation of harm to victims.
Although special measures have been introduced to support vulnerable witnesses, their implementation and effectiveness remain uneven. Evaluations indicate that while provisions such as video-recorded evidence and the use of screens can improve aspects of the court experience, they do not fundamentally alter the structure of adversarial proceedings or eliminate the pressures associated with giving evidence (Plotnikoff and Woolfson, 2020; Ministry of Justice, 2023b). This highlights a fundamental limitation of reform, in that procedural adaptations operate within, rather than challenge, adversarial structures. As a result, vulnerable victims may continue to face significant challenges in participating effectively within court processes, despite the presence of formal safeguards.
In addition to procedural challenges, delays within the court system further contribute to attrition and victim disengagement. Evidence from the National Audit Office (2024) highlights substantial backlogs in the Crown Court, resulting in extended waiting times for trials. Such delays have been shown to negatively impact victim engagement, with prolonged uncertainty contributing to withdrawal from proceedings and difficulties in maintaining evidence over time (Victim Support, 2023). The effects of delay are particularly pronounced for vulnerable victims, whose personal circumstances may make sustained engagement with the criminal justice process more difficult.
Taken together, these issues demonstrate that the prosecution and court stages are not neutral mechanisms of justice, but are shaped by evidential standards, procedural design and systemic pressures that can disadvantage vulnerable victims (Ministry of Justice, 2024; National Audit Office, 2024). While reforms have sought to improve victim experiences, including enhanced support measures and procedural adaptations, the persistence of attrition and structural barriers suggests that current approaches remain insufficient to ensure equitable access to justice.
Across the criminal justice process, vulnerable victims are not only required to navigate formal procedures but may also experience additional forms of harm arising from their interactions with criminal justice institutions. This phenomenon, commonly referred to as secondary victimisation, reflects the ways in which systemic practices, institutional cultures and procedural requirements can compound the impact of the original offence (Campbell, 2005; Gekoski et al, 2026). Rather than functioning solely as mechanisms of redress, criminal justice processes may therefore operate as sites in which harm is reproduced, particularly for those already positioned as vulnerable.
Secondary victimisation can arise at multiple stages of the justice process, including police investigations, prosecutorial decision-making and court proceedings. Research has demonstrated that victims may experience dismissive attitudes, lack of communication and procedural insensitivity, all of which contribute to feelings of marginalisation and distress (Orth, 2002; Pordes et al, 2025). These experiences reflect broader institutional patterns shaped by organisational priorities and resource constraints (HMICFRS, 2023). As such, secondary victimisation is best understood not as an unintended consequence, but as a structural feature of the criminal justice system.
The cumulative impact of these experiences can significantly affect victim engagement and case outcomes. Evidence indicates that negative interactions with criminal justice agencies are associated with increased rates of withdrawal from proceedings, reduced willingness to participate in future cases and long-term mistrust of justice institutions (Victims’ Commissioner, 2025; Victim Support, 2023). This undermines both victim engagement and justice outcomes, as disengagement undermines the ability of institutions to investigate and prosecute offences effectively. In this sense, secondary victimisation contributes directly to the attrition patterns identified throughout earlier sections of this essay.
While recent policy developments have sought to address these issues, including the introduction of trauma-informed approaches and enhanced victim support provisions, evidence suggests that such reforms have had limited impact in practice. The UK Government (2025) acknowledges that existing responses remain fragmented and inconsistent, with significant variation in the quality of support provided across different regions and agencies. Similarly, oversight bodies have highlighted ongoing concerns regarding the implementation of victim-centred practices, noting that improvements in policy have not always translated into meaningful changes in victim experience (Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC), 2024; HMICFRS, 2023). This gap between policy and practice reflects a broader challenge within the criminal justice system, in which reform initiatives often fail to address underlying structural and cultural dynamics.
Critically, the persistence of these issues suggests that current approaches to reform are insufficiently transformative. While procedural adjustments and additional resources may improve certain aspects of the system, they do not fundamentally alter the institutional logics that shape how victims are treated. These challenges are not confined to a single stage but arise across the criminal justice process but emerge from the interaction of evidential standards, organisational practices and cultural assumptions (Ruge-Jones et al, 2024). This indicates that meaningful change requires a more comprehensive re-evaluation of how vulnerability is understood and addressed within the system as a whole.
Intersectional approaches highlight how vulnerability is shaped by overlapping social identities and structural disadvantages, requiring responses that are both flexible and context-sensitive (United Nations Women (UN Women), 2019; UK Parliament, 2023). Without such an approach, reforms risk reproducing existing inequalities by failing to account for the diverse experiences of victims.
Ultimately, the evidence demonstrates that, despite increasing emphasis on victim-centred justice, the criminal justice system remains structurally ill-equipped to meet the needs of vulnerable victims. Difficulties arise not only from individual barriers, but from cumulative systemic challenges embedded within institutional practices. Secondary victimisation, attrition and unequal access to justice reflect deeper structural limitations.
Current reforms remain insufficiently transformative, failing to address the underlying cultural and structural foundations of inequality. Without a fundamental shift in how vulnerability is understood and operationalised, victim-centred justice risks remaining largely rhetorical rather than producing meaningful change.
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