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The Underreporting of Crime: Factors, Reasons, and Implications for the Criminal Justice System
[bookmark: _Int_vElEszuD][bookmark: _Int_X1Oebzpy]A key component of the criminal justice system is crime reporting, this enables law enforcement to find criminals, stop other crimes, and provide victims with justice Tarling R et al (2010). Crime reporting provides vital information that informs resource allocation, policy choices, and crime prevention strategies Skogan W G (1984). The efficiency of law enforcement and victim support programs is hindered by the fact that many victims decide not to report their experiences, which results in large gaps in official crime statistics Kilpatrick D G et al (2003). Addressing these issues and enhancing the general operation of the legal system require an understanding of the causes of underreporting. as stated by Schoeman M (2013) Underreporting is important because it affects public policy and crime statistics. For the purpose of allocating resources within law enforcement and assessing the success of crime prevention programs, accurate crime statistics are essential. Macdonald Z et al (2018) tells us that inaccurate conclusions regarding crime patterns may arise from underreporting, which could lead to insufficient responses to victimisation and crime. We learn from Lugo-Ocando J (2017) that authorities may underestimate the prevalence of a certain crime and neglect to take the required action if it is routinely underreported.

So why do victims choose not to report their crimes? There are many reasons for why victims don't report their crimes many correlate with what crime the victim has been subjected to some examples of this are the following

Sammons A et al (2018) states one of the reasons for this is the psychological toll of fearing retaliation can be profound. Victims may experience heightened anxiety, depression, and feelings of helplessness, which can further complicate their decision-making processes regarding reporting. Greene E et al (2018) states the trauma associated with victimization, combined with the fear of retaliation, can lead to a cycle of silence and suffering, where victims feel they have no viable options for seeking justice or support. An example of this would be victims of domestic violence, June D (2019) explains that when victims of domestic abuse report their abuser, they often express fear of more violence. According to research, many victims fear that if they call the police for assistance, their partners will violently retaliate. According to Valliere V (2019), this fear is made worse by the emotional and psychological manipulation that abusers frequently use to make victims feel helpless and trapped. For example, victims might be afraid that reporting the abuse will make things worse and result in more serious physical harm or even threats to their lives.

Another reason for victims deciding to not report their crimes is social and cultural stigma we usually see this in cases of sexual assault. According to Rader, N. (2023), The widespread problem of victim-blaming has a big influence on victims' willingness to report crimes. This phenomenon happens when victims are blamed for the assault in whole or in part because of their actions, appearance, or the events that led up to it. Joosen K et al (2017) provides us with the information that societal attitudes frequently reinforce the idea that victims should have taken action to stop their victimisation. For example, women may experience shame and guilt when they are criticised for what they wear or for being in specific situations. According to Valliere, V (2019) another important factor that deters victims from reporting crimes is cultural norms and family expectations. Family honour and reputation are highly valued in many cultures, especially in South Asian and Middle Eastern contexts. Victims might worry that coming forward with a crime will embarrass not only themselves but also their families, which could harm their chances of getting married and their social standing.
Significant emotional and psychological obstacles frequently prevent victims of crime—especially sexual violence from reporting their experiences. These obstacles, which have a significant impact on decision-making, can take the form of trauma, shame, denial, or downplaying the seriousness of the crime. According to Carney (2003) trauma can have a profound psychological impact, frequently leading to social disengagement and feelings of worthlessness. This psychological trauma is frequently accompanied by strong feelings of guilt and self-blame for survivors although any victim can feel like this it is usually in cases of sexual assault. They might question their behaviour in the run-up to the attack, including what they wore or where they were. Because they may feel accountable or at fault, this internalised blame hinders their ability to report the crime or seek support, which further complicates their healing process. In addition, victims may minimise or deny the seriousness of the crime, according to Fisher B et al (2019) there are a lot of victims who don't think their experiences are severe enough to call the police. A significant portion of victims in studies said they didn't believe the incident was serious enough to report. Especially in cases of sexual violence, where the victim may not be aware of the boundaries of consent, this perception may result from a lack of knowledge about what exactly qualifies as a crime.
Fisher et al (2009) states perceived lack of evidence is one of the most given reasons for not reporting crimes, particularly sexual victimisation. Due to their inability to provide evidence, many victims believe their reports will not be taken seriously. According to a 2009 study by Fisher et al (2009) 42% of women who had been raped completely said they did not report the violence because they believed they had no evidence of it. In the same study, 27% of victims expressed a fear that law enforcement would minimise their experiences, which exacerbates this worry.  We learn from Persson S et al (2022) that in situations where social myths about sexual violence are prevalent, victims may also worry that they won't be taken seriously. Women from under-represented groups, for example, might have a heightened mistrust of the criminal justice system, which can deter them from reporting.
According to Doerner W et al (2017) underreporting has a profound impact on crime statistics, distorting the true extent of criminal activity and creating an inaccurate representation of crime rates. This misrepresentation poses significant challenges for law enforcement agencies, policymakers, and researchers who rely on accurate data to develop effective crime prevention strategies and allocate resources efficiently. The National Crime Victimisation Survey provides a striking example of the extent of underreporting, revealing that a considerable proportion of serious violent and property crimes are never brought to the attention of the police. Estimates indicate that over 40% of serious violent victimisations and approximately 60% of property-related offences go unreported, suggesting that the true scale of crime is far greater than official statistics suggest.
Restrepo E (2001) highlights the concept of the "dark figure" of crime, referring to the hidden portion of criminal activity that remains unaccounted for due to underreporting. This hidden crime not only skews crime rates but also affects public perceptions of safety and justice. In communities where crime is significantly underreported, authorities may underestimate the prevalence of certain offences, leading to inadequate law enforcement responses and ineffective policy decisions. 
Reiner R (2016) states that the inaccuracies in crime data resulting from underreporting can lead to ineffective resource allocation within the criminal justice system. Policymakers rely on crime statistics to determine where to allocate funding and resources, and if these statistics are inflated or deflated due to underreporting, it can result in misdirected efforts. For instance, if a community is perceived to have a high crime rate based solely on reported incidents, it may receive more law enforcement resources than necessary, while areas with significant unreported crime may be overlooked. This misallocation can worsen existing issues within communities, as resources may not be directed towards the areas that need them most.
The implications of underreporting extend to policy making, as it can create a cycle of ineffective policies that fail to address the root causes of crime. When crime statistics do not accurately reflect reality, policies may be developed based on flawed assumptions about crime rates and trends Bushway S (2017). This can result in a failure to address systemic issues within the criminal justice system, such as the need for improved victim support services or community-based interventions. Moreover, the perception of crime can influence public opinion and political agendas, leading to policies that prioritise punitive measures over restorative justice approaches Reiner R (2016).
Another implication is increased offender impunity and a weakening of general deterrence. Restrepo E (2001) states that high levels of unreported crime contribute to a culture of impunity, where offenders are less likely to face consequences for their actions. This situation creates a vicious cycle, as offenders who perceive a low likelihood of being caught or punished may be more inclined to reoffend, further perpetuating crime and victimisation. Macdonald Z et al (2018) explain that the concept of general deterrence relies on the idea that potential offenders will refrain from committing crimes if they believe there is a high likelihood of being caught and punished. However, when underreporting is widespread, the perceived risk of apprehension diminishes. If individuals believe that crime goes unpunished, the deterrent effect of the criminal justice system weakens, potentially leading to an increase in criminal behaviour.
The underreporting of crime significantly affects victim support services, leading to a series of negative consequences that hinder the effectiveness of these programmes. Thorne, A. (2013) states that one of the primary consequences of underreporting is the distortion of crime statistics. When individuals, particularly those from marginalised socio-economic backgrounds, do not report crimes due to distrust in social institutions or fear of victim-blaming, the true incidence of crime remains obscured. 
As stated by Schoeman, M. (2013), unreported incidents can lead policymakers to underestimate the demand for victim support services. If crime rates appear lower than they truly are, decision-makers may wrongly conclude that existing support services are sufficient, leading to inadequate funding and a lack of expansion where it is most needed. This misallocation of resources can leave many victims without access to the emotional, psychological, and legal support necessary for recovery. Moreover, when support services are underfunded, they may struggle to provide timely assistance, leading to longer waiting times and insufficient care for victims in crisis.
In conclusion, the underreporting of crime presents significant challenges to the criminal justice system, affecting crime statistics, policy making, resource allocation, and victim support services. The reasons behind underreporting are complex and varied, often influenced by psychological, social, and cultural factors, as well as fears of retaliation and mistrust in law enforcement. The consequences of underreporting extend beyond individual cases, creating a distorted perception of crime, weakening general deterrence, and contributing to a cycle of ineffective policies. As a result, communities may suffer from misallocated resources, while victims may not receive the necessary support. Addressing underreporting requires a multifaceted approach, including improved victim support services, increased public awareness, and reforms within the criminal justice system to build trust and encourage reporting. Without such efforts, the "dark figure" of crime will continue to undermine the effectiveness of crime prevention and justice initiatives.
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