The criminal justice process is a multifaceted system aimed at maintaining societal order, enforcing the law, and delivering justice. Central to this system are two primary actors: the victim and the suspect or accused. While traditionally, criminal justice has focused predominantly on the offender ensuring their rights are protected and that due process is followed there has been increasing recognition of the importance of supporting victims through their journey in the system (Walklate, 2012). This essay aims to evaluate the balance between the victim and suspect’s experience within the criminal justice process in the UK, exploring how each is treated at various stages: reporting, investigation, trial, sentencing, and post-trial. It will critically assess whether this balance is fair, just, and reflective of the principles of justice, or whether disparities remain that need correcting.
 Rights and Protections, The UK legal system places significant emphasis on the rights of suspects. These rights are grounded in both domestic and international law, notably the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). Article 6 of the ECHR guarantees the right to a fair trial, including the presumption of innocence, the right to legal representation, and the right to silence (Council of Europe, 1950). From the moment of arrest, suspects are entitled to legal safeguards under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE). They have the right to be informed of the reason for their arrest, access to legal counsel, and to have someone informed of their arrest. During interviews, safeguards exist to ensure that suspects are not coerced into self-incrimination, such as audio and video recordings (Newburn, 2017). In the pre-trial stage, suspects benefit from protections against unlawful detention. They must be charged or released within 24 hours unless granted an extension. If charged, the Crown Prosecution Service CPS assesses whether there is sufficient evidence and whether prosecution is in the public interest (CPS, 2021). During trial, the suspect is afforded full legal representation and the right to challenge evidence. The adversarial nature of the UK system ensures that the burden of proof rests on the prosecution, and the standard is ‘beyond reasonable doubt a high threshold designed to protect the innocent. If convicted, suspects retain rights, such as the ability to appeal. Moreover, prison conditions and parole are subject to legal oversight, with institutions like the Independent Monitoring Boards ensuring compliance with human rights (Ministry of Justice, 2020). Victims often face numerous barriers when reporting crimes, including fear of retaliation, lack of faith in the justice system, or trauma. The introduction of the Victims’ Code in 2006 (updated in 2020) has aimed to address these issues by establishing entitlements, such as being kept informed about the progress of the case and receiving support services (Ministry of Justice, 2020). However, studies have shown that many victims still feel sidelined in the process. For instance, they may not be consulted before major decisions like case dismissal or plea deals (Hoyle, 2011). Victims can be re-traumatized during investigations, especially in cases involving sexual or violent crime. Special Measures such as giving evidence via video link or behind screens—have been introduced to mitigate this (Ellison, 2001). Nevertheless, participation remains limited, and victims often have little control over the process. The CPS Victim Liaison Units are tasked with communicating with victims, but reports suggest inconsistencies in implementation (Victims’ Commissioner, 2022). Additionally, in adversarial trials, victims often feel like bystanders or even secondary defendants due to aggressive cross-examinations, particularly in sexual assault cases (McGlynn et al., 2017). Post-trial, victims can receive updates on sentencing and parole decisions through the Victim Contact Scheme. They may also submit Victim Personal Statements, allowing their voice to be heard in sentencing decisions (Ministry of Justice, 2020). However, the extent to which these influence outcomes varies. Support services such as Victim Support offer emotional and practical assistance, but access and quality can be inconsistent, particularly in rural or under-resourced areas (Rock, 2004).
The criminal justice system is heavily weighted towards ensuring that suspects receive a fair trial a cornerstone of democratic legal systems. This is not inherently unjust; protecting the rights of the accused is essential to prevent miscarriages of justice. However, this emphasis can inadvertently marginalize victims, who often seek emotional justice, recognition, and closure needs not always met by formal procedures (Doak, 2008).Despite policy reforms, victims remain largely peripheral in the criminal justice process. They do not have formal legal standing in proceedings and cannot compel prosecution or influence legal strategies. This stands in contrast to other systems, such as those in some European countries where victims have greater participatory rights (Pemberton & Reynaers, 2011).Recent reforms have sought to redress this imbalance. For example, the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 includes provisions for better victim support. The proposed Victims and Prisoners Bill aims to enshrine victim entitlements into law, potentially improving accountability (Home Office, 2023). Nevertheless, implementation gaps remain. Delays in trials, inconsistent support services, and a lack of communication often frustrate victims. In contrast, suspects benefit from clearer, more enforceable rights due to centuries of legal development. Public discourse often fuels perceptions that the system is either too lenient on offenders or dismissive of victims. Media portrayals can exacerbate these tensions by focusing on sensational cases or perceived injustices (Greer, 2007). This can skew perceptions of balance even when procedures are legally sound. An additional layer of complexity in balancing the journeys of victims and suspects is the increasing recognition of intersectionality in justice experiences. Individuals’ experiences of the criminal justice system are shaped by factors such as race, gender, age, disability, and socio-economic status. Research has shown that ethnic minorities, particularly Black individuals, are more likely to be stopped, searched, and subjected to harsher sentences compared to their white counterparts (Lammy, 2017).At the same time, victims from marginalized backgrounds often face greater barriers to reporting and accessing support services. For instance, women from minority communities may experience cultural and systemic obstacles that discourage engagement with law enforcement (Thiara and Gill, 2012). Disabled victims may struggle with a lack of accessible reporting mechanisms or tailored support (Sin et al., 2009). This dual disparity where suspects and victims alike face differential treatment.
Ultimately, a balanced justice system must safeguard the rights of suspects while simultaneously ensuring that victims are treated with dignity, respect, and empathy. Both parties deserve a system that delivers not only legal justice but also emotional and restorative support. Only by addressing the systemic gaps and ensuring both legal and emotional needs are met can the criminal justice process truly claim to be fair and just for all.

Moving forward, greater investment in support services, legal reform to enforce victims’ rights, and enhanced victim participation are necessary. For instance, fully enacting the proposed Victims and Prisoners Bill and establishing robust enforcement mechanisms could help shift the culture from procedural compliance to proactive victim engagement (Home Office, 2023). Additionally, ongoing training for legal professionals and better public awareness campaigns could help challenge negative stereotypes. One of the key problems is that while suspects are active participants in the justice process, with clearly defined legal representation and procedural rights, victims are often reduced to the role of witnesses or observers (Doak, 2008). Their involvement typically ends once their testimony is given, with limited influence over how cases proceed. Comparative criminal justice systems such as those in Sweden or the Netherlands offer more participatory rights to victims, indicating that a better balance. On the other hand, the journey of victims through the system has historically been one of marginalization. Although significant steps have been taken such as the introduction of the Victims’ Code and special measures to support vulnerable witnesses (Ministry of Justice, 2020; Ellison, 2001) practical implementation often falls short. Victims continue to report feelings of exclusion and a lack of agency in criminal proceedings (Hoyle, 2011; Victims’ Commissioner, 2022). The emotional and psychological. The criminal justice process in the UK illustrates the ongoing struggle to balance the rights and needs of both the suspect and the victim. On one hand, the legal system’s strong emphasis on the rights of suspects is essential to upholding the rule of law, protecting the innocent from wrongful conviction, and maintaining due process (Council of Europe, 1950; Newburn, 2017). These rights are thoroughly embedded through legislation such as the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 and international con.
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