[image: ]   Question Five:

Within recent years, the experiences of vulnerable victims, especially those within the UK criminal justice system have gathered increasing attention, highlighting the need to understand their struggles and make sure that each need is addressed for their safety, protection, and support. The criminal justice system was created to legally define the difference between right and wrong behaviour; to respond to criminal activity; deal with major and minor offences; provide support to victims and criminals to prevent reoffending and to safeguard the community, (Crown Prosecution service, 2022). The purpose of the criminal justice system is to “deliver justice to all,” the Ministry of Justice (2025) states that we have a criminal justice system for partner organisations to work together and provide safety for the community, while punishing offenders for their crimes. Supported by 35 public bodies and agencies, the criminal justice system (CJS) is made up of the police, the courts (both HM and Tribunal services), the home office, the crown prosecution service and His Majesty’s prison and probation services, (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022).  the CJS encounters many people each year, for example the year ending March 2024, the number of people dealt with was up by 6% from the previous, with 1.48 million formally dealt with in England and Wales, (Ministry of Justice, 2024). Within this substantial number of people, many are or have been vulnerable. The experiences of vulnerable victims within the UK CJS are critical for the understanding of the efficacy and fairness of legal processes, victims who fall under the category of vulnerable include the following: children, the elderly, those with physical or mental disabilities, previous victims of crimes such as those who have already been subjects of domestic abuse or sexual violence,  (Sentencing Council, 2025). For those who are vulnerable, their experiences with the CJS may have been exceedingly difficult as their needs are often not met, or their victimology has left them in unique experiences that have hindered their ability to seek justice. This essay will explore how the current system addressed the needs of these individuals and identifies gaps within support and protective measures. Despite the establishment of various legal frameworks and initiatives designed solely to safeguard vulnerable victims, many still encounter barriers that prevent them from fully engaging with the justice system, (Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service, 2024). Barriers might include a lack of accessible information, inadequate support services and a potential for re-traumatisation during legal proceedings. It is essential for the assessment of whether existing policies meet the needs of victims, and to consider the effectiveness of training or re-training for police and legal professionals in handling cases involving vulnerable people, (College of Policing, 2021). 

The history of the UK criminal justice system reflects significant evolution in the approach to prosecution and law enforcement. Initially, police forces were responsible for both investigating crimes and prosecuting offenders, the Northern Ireland Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders (2010) says that this often led to conflicts of interest or ineffiencies in the legal process. Recognising the need for reform, the Philips Commission proposed the establishment of an independent prosecution service, paving the way for the Prosecution of Offences Act 1985, this act led to the creation of the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) which then became operational a year later, (UK Public Generals Act, 2010). The Criminal Justice Act 2003 then further transformed the system by placing the authority to decide on prosecutions with the CPS, therefore allowing it to determine the specific charges against alleged criminals. Today, the CPS acts on behalf of the state, ensuring that cases are handled effectively. Additionally, the CPS has since been allowed to make charging decisions independently of the police and the government, (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022).  the structural shift has aimed to improve the efficiency and integrity of the criminal justice system within the UK. While the police are responsible for the investigation of criminal activities, gathering of evidence and making arrests, it makes them the first point of contact in the CJS. Probation services come next, their job is to supervise the offenders who are sentenced to probation (instead of prison) making sure they adhere to court-imposed conditions i.e. ‘tag or licence,’ while the last is the courts, who determine innocence or guilt, (Wales Safer Communities, 2025).
In more recent years, many frameworks have been produced for the purpose of protecting vulnerable victims, the first example being the Victims Code: this framework outlines rights of victims, ensuring they receive the appropriate information/support needed throughout legal proceedings. The Ministry of Justice (2024) emphasises the need for ‘special considerations’ for children and those with disabilities. Another framework adopted by the CJS is the Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme, more commonly known as Clare’s Law: the policy allows people to request information from the authorities about a partner's history of domestic violence, the policy was introduced with the aim of empowering potential victims, and for the prevention of further domestic abuse therefore enhancing their safety, (Clare’s Law, 2014). 
Vulnerable victims within the criminal justice system face numerous challenges that can significantly impact their willingness to report crimes and engage with the system. Two primary challenges are the lack of understanding (of the legal process) and fear of retribution. Halford (2023) explains that a fear of retribution can be pronounced for victims of crimes such as sexual assault, gang related crime, victims of domestic abuse, crimes where the perpetrator(s) may threaten or retaliate towards their victims if they speak out. This fear can be compounded by victim blaming and social stigma, having a discouraging effect on victims meaning they may decide not to get help, (Farrugia, 2024). for instance, both Farrugia (2024) and Halford (2023) talk about domestic abuse victims worrying about immediate danger from their abuser but also about potentially losing custody of children involved. In addition to this, massive quantities of vulnerable victims struggle with a lack of understanding for the legal process, which for anyone can be quite complex or even intimidating. For instance, victims, especially those who are vulnerable, may not have the knowledge of which steps to take when reporting a crime, or what to expect if the offender is taken to court, (Rosseti, Mayes and Moroz, 2017). Having a lack of knowledge may discourage some victims from reporting or engaging with the CJS. The experience of one victim Rhiannon illustrates these challenges, as a victim of domestic abuse, who initially hesitated to report her abusive partner as she had fears of retaliation along with concerns around her children, decided to come forward but was severely overwhelmed, and left freighted as her partner has been arrested but not jailed, (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2025). Struggling to navigate the legal system, she felt unsupported by the authorities  who had not updated her on the case, which only increased her trauma, Rhiannon’s testimony highlights the emotional toll that fear, and confusion can take on victims who are vulnerable, acting as a deterrent for them to report crimes and seek justice. The impact of these challenges along with the many others that vulnerable victims face every day puts a strain on the willingness to report crimes. Many victims, like Rhiannon, may choose to keep quiet about their abuse out of fear, or the belief that they will not be taken seriously, (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2025). Their reluctance can lead to underreporting of crimes, particularly in cases of sexual violence or domestic violence, where trust in our system is already fragile, furthermore, even when victims engage with the CJS, a lack of understanding can have a very negative experience, reinforcing fears and perceptions of the system can be unhelpful or at times, hostile and ignorant, (McGarry and Walklate, 2015). As a result, victims may feel marginalised further, especially because of victim blaming, which can perpetuate a cycle of silence and disengagement. To improve the experiences for vulnerable victims, it will be vital for the CJS to implement more victim- centred approaches to address the challenges faced. Provisions that ensure victims have a better access to support services, and an environment where they can feel safe, supported and respected could mean the end of underreporting. Brown and Gordon (2019) suggest specialised training for law enforcement and judicial personnel to recognise and respond to unique needs of vulnerabilities, focusing on building trust so that victims feel comfortable coming forward with their truths ultimately addressing barriers they face, is essential got creating a more just and effective criminal justice system. 
Current UK support measures for vulnerable victims in the criminal justice system include victim support services, legal aid and special measures in court, each designed to address the needs and unique challenges faced by victims of crime, (Victim Support, 2024). Victims support services provide the crucial emotional and practical assistance to victims, organisations like Victim Support offer a range of services to victims including emotional support, help navigating the CJS, practical help that involves safety planning and finding and accessing resources, (Victim Support, 2024). There are many organisations that provide the essentials for keeping victims safe and supported, another example is the National Crime Agency (NCA) who keep victims and their support systems updated about their cases, and can provide information in a clear and simple way, or even translating between languages to ensure that all victims receive the support they desperately need, (National Crime Agency, 2025). These services are vital for victims of all vulnerabilities, falling victim to crimes often leaves them feeling isolates and overwhelmed after their experiences of trauma. The effectiveness of these support systems can be acknowledged through positive feedback from those left feeling more empowered and informed about their rights. Another critical component in ensuring that victims can seek justice is legal aid; providing financial assistance for legal advice and representation, an essential for those who do not have the means for affording legal services, (UK Government, 2025). The purpose of legal aid is to provide victims with an effective way to engage with the CJS, during court proceedings, where it can be troublesome to understand the process and the terminology used. However, the Law Society (2024) mentions that the effectiveness of legal aid has been challenged somewhat significantly in more recent years, this is a result of cuts in funding and changes to criteria for eligibility, leaving far too many vulnerable victims without the necessary support to seek justice. A reduction in legal aid has and will further disproportionately affect vulnerable populations, who are already at a disadvantage in navigating the complexities of our legal system. Special measures in court are designed to facilitate the participation of vulnerable populations in legal proceedings, these measures can include the use of video links, the provision of support personnel during testimony and screening to shield witnesses from the accused, (Crown Office and Prosecutor Fiscal Service, 2024). These accommodations aim to provide victims with a more supportive environment, in hopes of reducing fear and anxiety that is associated with giving evidence or testimony. Evaluating the effectiveness of special measures reveals that many victims would be better prepared to seek justice and feel more comfortable with navigating their way through the UK’s criminal justice system and providing evidence with these precautions in place. Although, the implementation of these measures does vary across different regions and courts, meaning there are inconsistencies in experiences for victims. 
The training provided to law enforcement and judicial staff is crucial for ensuring that vulnerable victims are treated with respect, dignity and sensitivity throughout the criminal justice system. Training programs often focus on understanding the needs of the victims, including those who are victims of domestic violence, sexual violence or other types of traumas. Wedlock and Tapley (2016) note that training should equip staff with the skills to provide the appropriate response and support in creating a safe environment for victims to feel comfortable enough to disclose their experiences. The assessment from Wedlock and Tapley (2016) indicates that the effectiveness of the training can be inconsistent, with reports that some officers and court personnel still lack necessary awareness and knowledge to handle cases that involve vulnerabilities successfully. Continuous professional development and regular assessments of training programs are essential to ensure that staff are adequately prepared to support vulnerable populations. Overall, while there are several measures and support systems in place to assist vulnerable victims in the CJS, there are still significant gaps and inconsistencies that need to be addressed, (Clamp, 2022). The effectiveness of victim support services, legal aid, and special measures can vary widely, and ongoing evaluation and improvement of these systems are crucial. Additionally, enhancing training for law enforcement and judicial staff is essential to ensure that vulnerable victims receive the support and understanding they need throughout their interactions with the CJS. By addressing these challenges and ensuring that vulnerable victims are prioritized within the system, we can work towards a more equitable and effective approach to justice, (Clamp, 2022 and Wedlock and Tapley, 2016). 
In the current systems designed to support vulnerable victims, several shortcomings leave individuals at risk. One significant issue is the inconsistency in the availability and quality of support services across different geographical areas. In rural or remote locations, victims may have limited access to specialised services such as counselling, legal aid, or shelters for victims of domestic violence, (Reeves and Mulley, 2019). This geographical barrier can lead to victims' feelings of isolation and helplessness, making it difficult for victims to seek the help and justice they need. Urban areas may have more resources, but they can also be overwhelmed, leading to longer wait times and reduced quality of service, legal aid would fall under this. Financial barriers also play a massive role in limiting access to support services as many victims may struggle financially, particularly if they have been economically abused or are facing unemployment due to their circumstances, (Farrugia, 2024). Legal aid, while available, may not cover all the costs associated with pursuing justice, such as travel expenses or additional support services and often victims would not be eligible for their support anyway, (UK Government, 2025). Additionally, some victims may not be aware of their eligibility for financial assistance, further exacerbating their situation. The lack of financial resources can deter individuals from seeking justice and support, leaving them vulnerable to ongoing abuse or neglect, especially those suffering from domestic abuse. Cultural barriers can significantly impact a victim's willingness to access support services, as individuals from marginalised communities may face stigma or discrimination when dealing with the criminal justice system, leading to a reluctance to engage with the authorities or support organisations, (Mahoney and Chowdhury, 2021). Language barriers can also hinder access since not all support services provide translation support or culturally competent staff. The understanding of the diverse needs of vulnerable victims through an intersectional outlook is essential, intersectionality acknowledges that individuals may experience multiple, overlapping forms of discrimination based on race, gender, socioeconomic status, and other factors. By recognising these complexities, support services can be tailored to meet the unique needs of each victim, ensuring that they receive the appropriate care and assistance, (Duque and McKnight, 2019). In summary, addressing the shortcomings in the current systems requires a comprehensive approach that considers geographical, financial, and cultural barriers. By prioritising intersectionality in understanding the diverse needs of vulnerable victims, we can work towards creating more inclusive and effective support systems that empower individuals to seek help and find safety.
To enhance the protection and support of vulnerable victims, several specific measures can be proposed including legislative changes, improved training programs, community outreach, and the use of technology as a special measure in court, (Edwin, 2021). Legislative changes are crucial in ensuring that the rights of victims are upheld and that they receive adequate support, so do ensure this, one significant change could be the introduction of stricter penalties for offenders, particularly in cases of domestic violence and sexual assault. This would not only serve as a deterrent but also signal to victims that their experiences are taken seriously, and some form of justice can be restored, (McPhee; Hester; Bates; Lilley-Walker and Patsios, 2022). Furthermore, the laws in the UK could be amended to provide victims with a better access to legal resources and support services, including the following: legal aid, financial assistance and counselling. The establishment of a victim’s bill or act that clearly outlines the entitlements of victims to guarantee they are treated with respect, dignity and sensitivity throughout their navigation of the criminal justice system and the judicial process. Several authors, Tipton (2023) and Gillespie et al., (2021) express that improved training programs for policing bodies and judicial personnel are vital for the creation of a more empathetic and informed response to victims of all vulnerabilities. Suggesting that training should focus more on trauma-informed practices, helping policing professionals to understand the psychological impact of victimisation and how they can appropriately respond and interact with victims sensitively. An example of this could include scenario-based training, putting emphasis on active listening and the importance of validating experiences of victims, (Gillespie et al., 2021).  Moreover, training programs would also need to address cultural competency, making sure that professionals are equipped or prepared to support victims of all backgrounds and diversity. This could be partnered with community outreach initiatives, to raise awareness and provide resources to vulnerable populations, (Tipton, 2023). An establishment of partnerships with local organisations, i.e. community centers and schools can help disseminate information about the support services that are available, and information about legal rights. Seminars or workshops could be organised to educate the community on the signs of victimisation, helping individuals to recognise when a vulnerable person needs help, and how to intervene safely. Additionally, outreach programs can focus on marginalised groups who may be less likely to seek help, such as immigrants, LGBTQ+ individuals, and people with disabilities, ensuring that support is accessible to all, (Voith, Hamler, Francis, Lee and Korsch-Williams, 2020).
Technology can significantly enhance the support provided to victims. Online reporting systems can offer a safe and anonymous way for victims to report crimes without the immediate pressure of face-to-face interactions. This can be particularly beneficial for those who may fear retaliation or stigma. Furthermore, virtual court appearances can make the judicial process more accessible for victims, allowing them to participate without the added stress of being in the same physical space as their offender. Donoghue (2017) implies that technology can also facilitate the provision of resources, such as helplines and chat services, that can be accessed at any time of the day. To reiterate fostering a collaboration between agencies is essential to create a more victim-centred approach. Inter-agency task forces can be established to facilitate communication and coordination among law enforcement, social services, healthcare providers, and legal aid organisations, (Donoghue, 2017).
To conclude, addressing the needs of vulnerable individuals victimised is imperative for several reasons. The first being that they often face unique challenges that hinder their ability to seek justice and support, victims may include individuals that have been survivors of domestic violence or sexual assault, as well as those from marginalised communities who have experienced additional barriers, (Voith, et al., 2020). By implementing targeted provisions, the CJS can establish a more inclusive environment that addresses and recognises these challenges, to make victims feel safe, respected and supported throughout the legal process. Moreover, Courts and Tribunals Judiciary (2025) suggests that prioritising the needs of the vulnerable fosters trust within the UK’s justice system, as when victims are aware that their experiences are validated and there are initiatives in place for their protection and support, they are more likely to engage with policing professionals. This increases the likelihood of crime reporting and enhances the overall effectiveness of the criminal justice system in addressing and reducing crime rates. Preventing harm to victims is a moral obligation and a practical necessity, so by investing in specialised training for law enforcement, support services that can be accessed by all along with community outreach programs, the criminal justice system can mitigate the risk of further victimisation and prolonged trauma, (College of Policing, 2021). These measures and initiatives protect victims and contribute to a society that is more resilient and feels empowered to come forward and report crimes that they have fallen victim to. To foster a just and non-discriminatory criminal justice system, the needs of victims must be addressed. Ensuring there are provisions in place to keep all victims, especially the vulnerable, safe and away from harm, an environment can be created where each individual feels respected and heard. This ultimately means strengthening the foundation of justice within the UK. 
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