

Victims choosing not to report crimes is a prolific and serious issue faced by the criminal justice system. The implication of this issue is both established and significant. Over the course of this essay the topics of domestic violence, abuse and sex related crimes will be examined. Crimes in the context of sex work as well as the relationship between sex workers and the police will be discussed. This essay aims to compile a detailed account of the reasons for why victims do not or feel they cannot report their crimes to the police and the implications this has for the criminal justice system.

Regarding domestic violence and abuse (DVA), as is common with the crimes this essay will discuss, it is chronically under-reported as well as being a crime that is under-prosecuted (Barbin et al, 2025). Over a 3-year reporting window from a single police force in England, Barbin et al, aimed to describe the demographic characteristics of both victims and suspects in DVA cases. The study proposed findings in line with historic literature that charge rates for DVA were at a historic low. 40-60% of victims sought help after DVA incidents, a number that dropped lower if the victim was expecting a child, if they were isolated from support networks or if they have been a victim of DVA previously. Barbin et al highlighted several factors which impacted the likelihood of victims reporting the crime they had experienced which are as follows; fear of repercussions towards their partner internalised guilt, difficulties calling out and recognising behaviours as abusive. Additionally, bias, stigmatisation and prior negative experiences with the police. Focusing on negative experiences with the police, Lorenz & Jacobsen (2021) reported that that half of victims found their experience with the police post reporting to be negative or harmful. In the UK Decker et al (2019) echoed this sentiment with their reporting several factors specifically tied to the police force acted as a barrier to victims reporting their experience of crime, these included fear of harm from the police, inequal power dynamics and disparities as well as a perceived lack of concern for citizens. An interesting addition to the conversation around the importance of attitudes and trust to the police comes from Timukaite and Buil-Gil, (2024) reserch. They used data from the Crime Survey for England and Wales 2017/2018 to 2019/2020 to analyse the relationship between violent crime reporting behaviour and victims’ trust in police effectiveness. The findings seem to contradict the significant of attitudes towards the police as a predicator as they failed to find anything statistically significant across the models used that showed trust in police effectiveness impacting reporting behaviour. However, what they did find that both sex and age factors significantly influenced reporting behaviour. Women were 45% more likely to report violent crimes than their male counterparts. Victims over the age of 25+ were 51% more likely to report than their younger counter parts. Barbin et al (2025) provide further data regarding the attrition of victims as they go through the criminal justice system. Both females and young victims were more likely to withdraw, they attributed this to factors such as the timeline required for a conviction as well as the perceived likelihood of a prosecution. 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 Ultimately only 3 of the reported incidents resulted in a custodial sentence for the offender. Only 0.8% of all reported incidents. 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 that attrition and frustration with the lengthy process to achieve a legal result are significant issues for victims which impacts their willingness to report the crimes they experience. This has several implications for the criminal justice system. Firstly, it limits the ability of the service to support DVA victims. Secondly, it undermines turst and faith in the system and its ability to perform its role if victims continue to feel that justice is not something they can achieve, which generates apathy towards the criminal justice system. Finally, it can limit the allocation of resources to crime and victims in need as the true scope, prevalence and nature of crimes faced by victims as the restricted data limits the depth of understanding available. To highlight this last point, Bunting (2014) discuss how children facing abuse can slip through the cracks as they remain absent or invisible in annual crime reporting. This is because UK crime is not routinely reported by age. On top of this, they state that detection rates can significantly vary depending on the crimes characteristics. There are many factors acting as a barrier to children reporting their experience of crime, including; lack of information or availability of support, or that the perpetrator is a part of the family or community. The impact this has on the criminal justice system is stark, as it means that even the data that is available on crimes that victims experience is imcomplete meaning that interventions based upon it are under informed. Bunting, (2014) suggests that developing crime categories that take account of key reasons for non-detection would allow for the data to become more accurate and useful for monitoring attrition rates and areas for enhanced or targeted intervention. Moving awat from DVA to violent crimes, two interesting studies highlight ways in which the criminal justice system may be able to combat the issue of underreporting. Sutherland et al, (2021) analysed three data sets during matched time periods from the West Midlands Ambulance Service, West Midlands Police records of violent crime and records of treatment of violent injuries as recoded in hospital Emergency Department. Finding that 90% of cases in from the ambulance data sheet did not have a matching case in the police data set. Less than 5% of Emergency Department cases could be matched. Their study claims that using data from emergency services can increase the targeting of police and public health resources to protect potential victims. Taking the ideas developed from that research further, Simmonds, Ariel and Harinam, (2023) analysed data from the Thames Valley, they demonstrated that although there was an overlap between the areas the police and the ambulance visited, the police lacked the information on 8 out of 10 assaults. They ran a simulation where the police had access to health data at different spatial levels and even under the most restrictive set of assumptions, between 113 and 116 violent injuries each year could be prevented. Now while this does not address why victims do not report their crimes, these studies do illustrate methods available that may allow for more targeted intervention into areas that need it, which can prevent crimes which shows the ways in which the criminal justice system may have to operate to handle the under reporting of crimes.

Taylor and Gassner (2010) state sexual assault to be identified as among the most challenging issues faced by the criminal justice system, with sexual offences being vastly under reported to the police. They claim this is due to the process of reporting being filled with numerous barriers and challenges. 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. Molina and Poppleton, (2020) reported that 28% of their sample (461 rape survivors) did not report because they didn’t feel like they would be believed, with 95% of them considering it to be important in their decision making. Smith and Daly, (2020) surveyed 586 survivors of sexual violence. 233 reported their experience and 353 did not report. They found 84% of those that reported found police investigations to be invasive as well as 38% found the investigations to be fair and proportionate overall. Those that did not report reported 94% and 11% respectively. 10 years after Taylor and Gassner, (2010) it appears that these negative attitudes are prevalent and inhibiting victims from reporting to the police. 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. Five consistent themes were identified when exploring the experiences of SARC staff. Breakdowns in communication with external services, providing support while chronically unrefunded, tailoring support to survivors needs, the failing of victims of scual assault by the criminal justice system 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. 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. the estimates from the UK National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles presented figures twice as large as those from major crime surveys. 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 to ultimately 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 and 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, 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, however as stated above attitudes towards police investigations are still very negative among survivors.  Those working in the sex industry have a complicated relationship in the UK with the police and the criminal justice system. A major factor being the ambiguous legal framework 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. 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 jeopardise 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 due to invasive nature of police investigations Smith and Daly, (2020). Sanders, et al. (2022). discuss the results of Merseyside police force in England after adopting 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. 

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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