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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 deal with crime in a way that is fair to both victims and defendants. Its key aims are to protect individuals, uphold justice, and maintain public confidence. However, there is ongoing debate about whether the system successfully balances the needs of both groups. Victims often seek justice, support, and closure, while defendants are entitled to a fair trial and protection from wrongful conviction. Although reforms have been introduced to improve fairness, significant challenges remain. Issues such as delays, lack of support, and inequality suggest that the system does not always achieve its intended balance.
One of the most important stages for victims is the initial reporting of a crime. The police are usually the first point of contact, and their response can strongly influence the victim’s overall experience. Research indicates that victims do not always feel adequately supported at this stage. The Victims’ Commissioner (2022) found that many victims were dissatisfied with police communication and felt they were not kept properly informed about their case. Similarly, Smith (2020) found that victims of serious crimes, particularly sexual offences, often described the process as stressful and intrusive. This suggests that although policies aimed at supporting victims exist, they are not consistently implemented in practice, which can undermine trust in the system from the outset.
Efforts have been made to improve victim support through official guidance. The Code of Practice for Victims of Crime outlines the rights victims should receive, including updates on their case and access to support services (Crown Prosecution Service, 2021). However, awareness of these rights remains limited. The Ministry of Justice (2023) reports that many victims are unaware of the Victims’ Code or do not recall being informed about it. A further review by the Ministry of Justice (2022) also found that victims often lack a clear understanding of their entitlements. The College of Policing (2020) emphasises that effective communication is essential for victim satisfaction, yet this continues to be a weakness. This indicates a gap between policy and practice, suggesting that simply introducing rights is insufficient without proper implementation and awareness.
Delays within the criminal justice system are another significant issue affecting victims. The time taken for cases to reach court has increased considerably in recent years. The House of Commons Justice Committee (2023) highlights the growing backlog in criminal courts, meaning some victims wait years for their cases to be heard. These delays can cause emotional distress and may discourage victims from continuing with the process. The Victims’ Commissioner (2022) also found that long waiting times reduce confidence in the justice system. This suggests that delays not only affect individual experiences but also undermine the legitimacy of the system as a whole.
Despite these challenges, there have been improvements in how victims are supported during court proceedings. Special measures, such as giving evidence via video link or using intermediaries, aim to reduce stress and improve participation. Research by Spruin, Woodhams and Perkins (2020) shows that these measures can increase victim confidence and reduce anxiety. The Home Office (2021) also supports their use, particularly in cases involving domestic abuse. However, access to these measures is not always consistent, meaning some victims still face negative court experiences. This inconsistency highlights ongoing inequality in the level of support provided.
The court process itself can be particularly difficult for victims, especially during cross-examination. Victims may feel that their credibility is being challenged in a way that is distressing and intrusive. This can lead to secondary victimisation, where the individual feels re-traumatised by the legal process (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2020). While cross-examination is necessary to ensure a fair trial, this demonstrates the tension between protecting victims and safeguarding defendants’ rights. It suggests that achieving fairness for both parties simultaneously is inherently challenging.
Defendants are protected by fundamental legal rights, including the presumption of innocence, the right to legal representation, and the right to a fair trial. These protections are essential in preventing wrongful convictions and ensuring justice is applied fairly (Fair Trials, 2021). However, evidence suggests that not all defendants experience these rights equally. The Ministry of Justice (2020) found that individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds are more likely to be remanded in custody and receive harsher sentences compared to White individuals. This indicates that systemic inequality remains an issue, raising concerns about whether the system delivers equal justice.
Further research highlights concerns about bias in decision-making. Studies such as Roberts (2020) and reports by the Sentencing Council (2022) identify disparities in sentencing outcomes. These inequalities suggest that decisions may be influenced by factors unrelated to the offence itself, which undermines the principle of fairness. As a result, confidence in the justice system may be reduced, particularly among marginalised groups.
The treatment of vulnerable defendants is another area of concern. Many individuals involved in the criminal justice system have mental health problems or learning difficulties. The Prison Reform Trust (2021) reports that a significant proportion of defendants have unmet mental health needs. Howard (2021) argues that vulnerable defendants may struggle to understand court proceedings and participate effectively in their defence. This raises serious questions about whether trials can truly be considered fair in such cases.
Although support measures exist, such as intermediaries and adjusted procedures, they are not always applied consistently. Transform Justice (2022) found that many defendants do not receive the support they require, particularly in lower courts. This lack of consistency increases the risk of unfair outcomes and highlights weaknesses in the system’s ability to accommodate vulnerability.
Balancing the needs of victims and defendants remains one of the greatest challenges within the criminal justice system. Measures designed to support victims, such as restrictions on cross-examination or the use of pre-recorded evidence, can sometimes be viewed as limiting defendants’ ability to challenge evidence. Fair Trials (2021) emphasises the importance of maintaining a balance to ensure both parties are treated fairly. However, this balance is difficult to achieve in practice, as improving the experience for one group may have unintended consequences for the other.
Efficiency is another factor that impacts both victims and defendants. Due to high workloads and limited resources, the system often prioritises speed. This can lead to practices such as plea bargaining, where defendants plead guilty in exchange for a reduced sentence. Transform Justice (2022) highlights that this may place pressure on defendants and potentially lead to unjust outcomes. At the same time, delays continue to frustrate victims, suggesting that the system struggles to balance efficiency with fairness.
Effective coordination between agencies is also essential. The criminal justice process involves multiple organisations, including the police, Crown Prosecution Service, courts, and support services. However, cooperation between these agencies is not always effective. The Victims’ Commissioner (2022) found that victims are often required to repeat their experiences multiple times, increasing stress. The Ministry of Justice (2023) also highlights that poor communication between agencies can contribute to delays and confusion. This lack of coordination negatively affects both victims and defendants and reduces confidence in the system.
Access to justice is another important issue. Legal aid cuts have reduced the availability of support for some defendants, making it more difficult for them to obtain proper legal representation. Fair Trials (2021) argues that without adequate legal support, defendants may struggle to challenge the case against them effectively. This raises concerns about fairness, particularly for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. Similarly, victims from marginalised groups may face barriers when reporting crimes, including lack of trust in the police and fear of not being taken seriously (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2020). This suggests that inequality affects both sides of the justice process.
In conclusion, the criminal justice system in England and Wales has made progress in supporting both victims and defendants, but it does not consistently achieve fairness. Victims benefit from increased rights and support measures, yet often face delays, poor communication, and distressing court experiences. Defendants are protected by important legal rights, but inequalities and insufficient support for vulnerable individuals undermine these protections. Overall, the system only partially succeeds in balancing the needs of both groups.
To improve, there must be greater consistency in support, improved communication between agencies, and a stronger focus on reducing inequality. Greater investment in resources, including legal aid and victim support services, is essential to reduce delays and improve overall experiences. In addition, enhanced training for criminal justice professionals could help address issues of bias and improve communication with both victims and defendants. Ultimately, a more effective system will require a holistic approach that prioritises fairness, transparency, and equal treatment for all individuals involved.
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