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In this essay I will evaluate how the Criminal Justice System services victims and defendants through the process. According to Crown Prosecution Service (2024), the Criminal Justice System is the collective term for public bodies such as the police, the Prosecution Service, courts, HM Prison Service and the Probation Service. These organisations work together to uphold the law, take action against people who commit crimes and protect the innocent. In this essay, I will evaluate how the Criminal Justice System (CJS) serves both victims and defendants throughout the criminal process. The system plays a crucial role in ensuring fairness and justice by balancing the rights of defendants with the needs and protection of victims (Brunton-Smith and McCarthy, 2015). This essay will explore how effectively these responsibilities are carried out at different stages of the process.

Custody procedures are designed to ensure that suspects are treated in accordance with the law and that their rights are protected. This includes proper recording of detention, access to food, rest, and legal advice, and regular reviews of whether continued detention is necessary (Mylonaki and Burton, 2010). These procedures help prevent abuse of power and ensure accountability within the police, which is essential for maintaining fairness for defendants. When someone is arrested, they will usually be taken to the police station, held in a custody cell and then questioned (McKay et al., 2018).

The police must provide anyone under the age of 18, or vulnerable, with an appropriate adult. The role of an appropriate adult is to protect your interests, rights and welfare. This includes making sure that the police are treating you fairly and respecting your rights. An appropriate adult cannot answer questions on your behalf or give you any legal advice. The custody officer at the police station must explain your rights, including the right to legal advice and your rights when being questioned. The police may interview you about the offence you are suspected of, and this will be recorded. You are not required to answer their questions, but choosing not to respond may have consequences. Before questioning begins, the police must inform you of this by giving you the police caution: “You do not have to say anything. But, it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.” (Police and Criminal Evidence Act, 1984).

You have the right to free legal advice after you have been arrested, and you can ask for this at any time. Once you have asked for free legal advice, the police cannot question you without it (HM Government, 2020). In some serious cases the police can make you wait for legal advice, but only if a senior officer agrees. The maximum time you can wait after getting to the police station is 36 hours. These rules are important because they help ensure suspects are not pressured into saying something unfairly, and they support the idea of a fair trial.

The CPS works closely with a range of partners within the Criminal Justice System (CJS). One of these is the police. The police are responsible for investigating crime, collecting evidence and arresting offenders. For less serious offences, the police will decide whether a suspect should be charged. For more serious offences, the police will send the case to the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS), and they will decide whether a suspect can be prosecuted (Crown Prosecution Service, 2026). The CPS prosecutors are then responsible for preparing cases for court and presenting them.
According to Points2Prove (n.d), prosecutors must only start or continue a case when it has passed both stages of the Full Code Test. There are two stages to this test: the evidence stage followed by the public interest stage. The test can only be applied when all reasonable lines of enquiry have been completed, or before the investigation is finished if further evidence is unlikely to change the outcome (Crown Prosecution Service, 2018). This helps protect defendants from being prosecuted unfairly or without enough evidence. However, it can also mean that cases do not go ahead, which may lead to victims feeling like justice has not been achieved.

According to Dehaghani (2020), during criminal investigations many witnesses feel scared and stressed when giving evidence in court. This can affect the quality of the evidence they give and how they communicate. The Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 introduced a range of measures to support witnesses. A vulnerable witness is someone under the age of 18 or someone with mental, physical, or learning difficulties that may reduce the quality of their evidence (Crown Prosecution Service, 2024).Children usually give evidence through a pre-recorded interview and are cross-examined via live link. These rules can still apply even if the witness turns 18 after the recording (Legislation.gov.uk, 1999). Intimidated witnesses under section 17 YJCEA include victims of sexual offences, modern slavery, domestic abuse, and certain violent offences, and they are generally eligible for special measures unless they choose otherwise (Spencer, 2017). Other witnesses may also qualify if fear or distress is likely to affect their evidence, depending on the nature of the offence, their background, or the behaviour of the defendant (Ellison, 2016).

Courts must decide which special measures will best improve the quality of a witness’s evidence, and more than one measure may be used. Available measures include screens, live links, private hearings, removal of wigs and gowns, video-recorded evidence, pre-trial cross-examination, intermediaries, and communication aids (Plotnikoff and Woolfson, 2015). Screens are used to prevent the witness and defendant from seeing each other, although the witness can still be seen by the judge, jury, and lawyers (Taylor, 2020). Live links allow witnesses to give evidence from outside the courtroom, which can make the process less stressful. In some cases, evidence can be given in private, where members of the public are excluded, although one member of the media may still attend to maintain open justice (Ellison, 2016). The removal of wigs and gowns helps make the court environment less intimidating, particularly for children (Spencer, 2017). These measures show that the CJS is trying to support witnesses, but they must still be balanced with the defendant’s right to a fair trial.

The government has introduced a range of strategies to support victims of domestic abuse, recognising the complex nature of these offences. Domestic abuse cases can involve ongoing control, fear and manipulation, which can make it difficult for victims to report offences or take part in the process (Brennan and Myhill, 2022). One key development is the Domestic Abuse Act (2021), which strengthens legal protections and provides a clearer definition of abuse, including emotional and controlling behaviour. It also places a duty on local authorities to provide support for victims, showing a more joined-up approach within the CJS.

Policing strategies have also been adapted to improve responses to domestic abuse. This includes prioritising victim safety, risk assessments, and early intervention. The use of specialist domestic abuse units and trained officers helps ensure cases are handled more effectively (College of Policing, 2026). Victims are also supported through Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs), who provide guidance and support throughout the legal process.The service provided by the Criminal Justice System can be seen as both effective and limited. On one hand, the system is strong in protecting defendants’ rights. Laws such as the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 ensure that suspects are treated fairly, with rights like access to legal advice and protection during questioning. This helps prevent wrongful convictions and ensures fairness. However, some argue that it can be too lenient, especially when cases do not proceed due to insufficient evidence, which may lead to the perception that offenders avoid punishment.

On the other hand, improvements have been made in supporting victims. For example, the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999 provides special measures to help vulnerable and intimidated witnesses, and the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 strengthens protections for victims of domestic abuse. These reforms show efforts to improve trust and participation in the justice process (Laxminarayan, 2015). Despite this, victims are not always fully protected, as delays, fear of giving evidence, and low conviction rates can still limit engagement with the system.
Overall, the system attempts to balance fairness for both victims and defendants, but in practice it often prioritises procedural fairness for defendants more consistently than outcomes for victims (Ward, 2015).
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