


[bookmark: _Hlk192094971]The following essay explores why victims chose not to report their crimes and the implications of underreporting in the context of the criminal justice system. According to recent studies, up to 60% of violent crimes go unreported. Several possible explanations for this include embarrassment, denial, stereotypes, fear of the offender’s retaliation, the belief that no one will believe them, and mistrust of the police (Criminal Injuries Helpline, 2023; Crime Stoppers, 2023). This essay critically analyses the factors that deter victims from reporting crimes and examines the implications of underreporting for the criminal justice system. 
[bookmark: _Hlk192094987][bookmark: _Hlk192094999][bookmark: _Hlk192095026]According to Timukaite and Buil-Gil (2024), the decision to notify the police about being a victim is the consequence of logical decision-making processes that weigh the potential advantages and disadvantages of doing so (Asiama and Zhong, 2022; Xie and Baumer, 2019). According to this viewpoint, victims are more inclined to report a crime to the police if they believe there will be more benefits than drawbacks. Receiving protection from victimisation, treatment, and retaliation both now and in the future are some of the primary advantages of reporting for victims (Bowles et al., 2009). Reporting violent crimes, however, may come with consequences, such as the perceived danger of victimisation, fear of reprisals, privacy invasion, vulnerability disclosure, feelings of humiliation, and peer rejection (Bowles et al., 2009). In addition, victims might be deterred from reporting the crime in order to prevent being held accountable, stigmatised, and given little consideration by the authorities (Timukaite and Buil-Gil, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk192095039]According to Xie et al., (2006), victims' prior interactions with the criminal justice system also influence their decision to disclose a crime. This implies that victims' decisions to report crimes may be influenced by their level of trust in the criminal justice system, especially in the police, who are often the first to be contacted after a crime (Timukaite and Buil-Gil, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk192095049][bookmark: _Hlk192095063][bookmark: _Hlk192095075]According to the His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services [hereafter HMICFRS], (2023), trust and confidence in the police has recently decreased. In a YouGov poll conducted in the UK in October 2024, 52% of adults said they had little to no faith in the police to deal with local crime, up from 39% in the same month the previous year (YouGov, 2024, cited in Owen-Evand and Low, 2024). The 2021 murder of Sarah Everard by a serving police officer and the 2023 conviction of another serving officer for 85 sexual offenses are two specific reasons cited by HMICFRS for the drop in public confidence. The Met's "deep seated cultures," such as "defensiveness and denial," need to be addressed, according to the Casey Review (Casey, 2023, para. 13 ). Furthermore, according to a 2023 survey conducted by the Independent Office for Police Conduct [hereafter IOPC] which oversees police complaints, 57% of the public, the highest percentage since 2017, expressed a lack of confidence in the police's ability to handle complaints properly (IOPC, 2023). 
Having said that, a study explored how victim and situational factors influence the decision to report crimes to the police. The findings showed that a victim’s trust in police effectiveness does not determine whether they report a violent crime. However, factors such as the victim’s sex and age play a significant role in the decision to report. Additionally, situational factors, such as the presence of a weapon and injuries to the victim, strongly influence whether a violent crime is reported (Timukaite and Buil-Gil, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk192095088]A study of approximately 600 victims conducted by the Victims' Commissioner (2021), found that only 43% would be likely to report a crime to the police in the future, while more than a third (34%) stated they would never report a crime again. The study, conducted in 2021, aimed to understand victims' experiences with the criminal justice system [hereafter CPS], over the past three years, including during the Covid-19 pandemic. Around half of the respondents had reported a crime or had their case investigated during the pandemic. The findings revealed widespread dissatisfaction with the crown prosection services, particularly with the court system, 83% of respondents lacked confidence in the crown prosecution services ability to prosecute suspects successfully. Additionally, only 42% felt they had been treated fairly and respectfully by the police, with many believing their reports had gone unanswered. Many victims also found it difficult to access information and updates throughout their criminal justice journey. The impact of Covid-19 was evident in investigation delays, 60% of those whose cases were reported or investigated during the pandemic felt the process took too long, compared to 47% of those whose cases were handled before the pandemic. This was despite an overall decline in reported crimes during the pandemic. Of those who appeared in court, only 50% said they would do so again, while over a quarter (26%) stated they would not. This marks a significant decline from the 67% who expressed willingness to return to court in the 2020 Victims' Commissioner survey (Victims' Commissioner, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Hlk192095102][bookmark: _Hlk192095113]The police are in charge of informing victims about their case after a crime has been reported. The police in England and Wales are required by law to "keep victims updated on the progress of ongoing investigations and their outcome, including whether or not action is being taken against any suspect," according to the Victims' Code of Practice, which went into effect in 2006 (Victim Support, 2011, para. 6). Victim Support (2011) argue that official performance data hides the true extent of the problem and that many victims receive little to no follow-up communication from the police or any other Criminal Justice System [hereafter CJS]. The reporting stage, when police respond to an incident report, is typically a far better experience for victims than the weeks, months, or even years that follow while the investigation is ongoing. Furthermore, the distress brought on by the crime itself may be exacerbated if victims feel uneasy and alone due to a lack of communication and information on their case. Research indicates that this is a major contributing factor to victims' negative public perceptions of the police and their overall lower levels of satisfaction with the CJS. Too frequently, according to Victim Support (2011), engagement with the CJS diminishes rather than increases people's faith in it, according to a strategic audit of the CJS conducted by Victim Support. Strong evidence suggests that victims' satisfaction and confidence in the police and the CJS as a whole are influenced by the quality of service, they receive from the CJS, of which being kept informed about their case is a key component, just as much as the case's outcome, for example, whether or not the perpetrator is brought to justice. Victims may also stop using the criminal justice system due to discontent and a lack of trust. In certain situations, if victims withdraw from a case while it is being prosecuted, a lack of contact may have an impact on the investigation's outcome. Additionally, victims are less inclined to disclose incidents in the future after having a bad experience (Victim Support, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Hlk192095130][bookmark: _Hlk192095139][bookmark: _Hlk192095153]According to the Crown Prosecution Service (2022), crimes must be reported in order for the criminal justice system to function properly and that doing so, may deter future crimes and shield others from becoming victims. On the other hand, Yoon, (2015), states that not reporting a crime can affect society in many ways. For example, the police would not be aware of crimes unless someone told them about them, and they cannot investigate a crime or move it forward to the next stage of the criminal justice process if they are unaware of it. This will lessen any  deterrence effect by removing any possibility of the victim and the perpetrator being formally acknowledged and sanctioned. Furthermore, victims and the crime rate are affected when an offender is allowed to commit the same act again without being apprehended and punished. Public safety and neighbourhood quality of life are also impacted in areas with several unsolved crimes (Hawkins, 1987; Kennedy, 1997; Tonry, 1995). This may increase the number of criminals, thereby increasing the likelihood of victimisation and limit a person’s way of life. For example, people may carry firearms for self-defence or refrain from leaving the house until they are absolutely required to (Yoon, 2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk192095164][bookmark: _Hlk192095182][bookmark: _Hlk192095192][bookmark: _Hlk192095201]The dark figure of crime is a term used to describe the gap between the true extent of crime and crimes known to the police (Mosher, Miethe and Phillips, 2002). Tierney (2006) refers  to  it  as  ‘hidden’  crimes  that  are  not  recorded  by  the  police  and  are  therefore  absent from official  statistics. The classical theory of criminology maintains states that the main purpose of the criminal justice system is to deter the offender. It holds that in order for an offender or potential offender to be deterred from committing a crime, the offender should know that punishment is to follow, that the punishment should follow as quickly as  possible after  the  crime  was  committed,  and that  the  punishment should  fit  the crime (Akers and Sellers, 2009). When a crime goes unreported, the perpetrator discovers that they can get away with it and decides to commit more crimes. It is well known that criminals do not hide the fact that their decision to commit a crime is reinforced if they believe their chances of getting caught are low (Zinn, 2011). The lack of unrecorded crime gives the government and CJS a skewed view of the nation's crime trends, causing them to ignore potentially more serious crimes in favour of those that seem significant, based on the statistics (Doorewaard, 2014). This could discourage victims from reporting crimes, fearing that the police will either dismiss their case or fail to take meaningful action.
[bookmark: _Hlk192095211]The Victims’ Code of Practice sets out the obligations of criminal justice agencies, including the police, courts, probation service, and the CPS to support victims (Victim Support, 2024). These agencies are legally required to uphold the rights outlined in the Victims' Code, ensuring that victims receive appropriate assistance. Reporting a crime increases the chances of apprehending and prosecuting offenders, as all reported crimes contribute to official police records and government statistics, influencing how law enforcement and other justice system services address crime.
Victims who report crimes to the police have the right to be referred to victim support services, which law enforcement must inform them about. The Code of Practice for Victims of Crime in England and Wales outlines the minimum level of support victims should receive from the criminal justice system. Importantly, victims can access support regardless of whether they choose to report the crime. Victim Support services operate confidentially and will not share information with authorities without consent, unless there is an immediate threat to someone’s safety (Victim Support, 2024).
In conclusion, evidence shows that the underreporting of crimes is driven by factors such as fear of retaliation, mistrust in the police, negative stereotypes, denial or embarrassment. Research suggests that victims engage in a rational decision-making process when deciding whether to report crimes, weighing the potential benefits against the perceived risks. Declining public confidence in the police and dissatisfaction with the criminal justice system further deter victims from coming forward. Prior negative experiences with the criminal justice system also play a role, with many victims stating that they lacked confidence in the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) to successfully prosecute suspects. Others reported feeling unfairly or disrespectfully treated by the police, while some said their reports had gone unanswered or that investigations were taking too long. This lack of reporting not only enables offenders to continue committing crimes but also skews crime statistics, leading to inadequate law enforcement responses. Consequently, making victims feel that they would not be believed or taken seriously.
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